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Abstract

This article explores how fatherhood is experienced by the clients of Czech family social workers, paying
particular attention to how class, ethnic, and gender inequalities shape these experiences. Drawing on
qualitative interviews with 11 fathers, the study employs a critical, intersectional, and structural social work
perspective to analyse fathers’ narratives about their paternal identities and everyday lives. The findings
reveal that fatherhood is constructed and negotiated within systemic constraints, such as insecure housing,
precarious labour, and institutionalised gender norms. Fathers strive to embody the ideals of the “good”
father, typically defined through breadwinning, but their efforts are undermined by structural exclusion and
stigma. The study argues that paternal identity in contexts of social exclusion must be understood not as an
individual trait, but as a politically and institutionally shaped phenomenon.
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1. Introduction

Research in social work has increasingly focused on the intersectionality of social identities and categories
that can create specific forms of disadvantage (Broskevi¢ova, 2025). This perspective is also highly relevant
for studies on father involvement, which is deeply shaped by class, racial, and gender inequalities. Despite
the growing number of studies addressing fathers in diverse sociocultural contexts (Charles et al., 2021;
Chuang & Fagan, 2021), scholars emphasise the need for more inclusive theories capable of addressing the
complexities of fatherhood, particularly among non-hegemonic and marginalised groups of fathers (Strier &
Perez-Vaisvidovsky, 2021).
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In the Czech context, there are several quantitative studies (e.g., Klusad¢ek & Kalenda, 2024; Prokop, 2022)
that emphasise factors influencing the reproduction of socioeconomic inequality, but there is a significant
lack of qualitative studies examining the life experiences of inequality and their impact on parenting. These
marginalised group experiences should be recognised as one of the key sources of knowledge in social work, as
they provide unique insights into power structures (Broskevi¢ova, 2025). At the same time, these experiences,
especially those of fathers, are still often under-researched, while the experiences of social workers are well
known and documented.

Our study, therefore, focuses on the life experiences of fathers in the context of Czech social work, with the
analytical objective of understanding how fatherhood is experienced by social service clients and how class,
ethnic, and gender inequalities shape this experience. We ask ourselves the following research questions:

1. How do social services clients perceive their paternal identity?
2. How does the intersectionality of class, ethnicity, and gender inequalities shape fathers’ involvement
and engagement?

To achieve this goal, we first delineate the theoretical and conceptual framework of the study, with particular
emphasis on the social construction of fatherhood and parental participation/involvement within the context
of Czech social work, viewed through the lens of ambivalent sexism. The article then outlines the qualitative
research design, based on interviews with fathers who are clients of family social services. The following
section presents a detailed analysis of the findings, organised around three principal themes. The concluding
section considers the implications of these findings for the theory and practice of social work and proposes
avenues for future research.

2. The Social Construction of Fatherhood in the Context of Social Work

Parenting is a socially constructed role shaped by gender norms and expectations (Deutsch & Saxon, 1998;
Pedersen, 2012). These expectations are embedded in broader gender regimes (Connell, 2000) that define
acceptable forms of masculinity and femininity and legitimise specific family patterns. Within these regimes,
fatherhood has historically been associated with the breadwinner role, while caregiving has been constructed
as a feminine domain. Such understandings are not universal, but socially produced and maintained through
institutions, including social work.

In the Czech context, studies show that parenthood continues to be framed by hegemonic masculinity and
heteronormativity (Haskova, 2022; Smidova, 2008). Czech social work reflects this environment, relying on
traditional gender divisions in the family, with mothers viewed as caregivers and fathers as breadwinners
(Janebova & Cerna, 2008; Lydcsa, 2011). Consequently, social work practice tends to focus more on mothers
(Dominellietal., 2011; Philip et al., 2019), a pattern reinforced by the feminisation of the profession. As a result,
interventions and services are often mother-based (Ghate et al., 2000), which can lead both to the blaming
of mothers (Caplan, 2007; Davies & Krane, 2006; Reimer & Sahagian, 2015) and to the marginalisation or
demonisation of fathers (Baum, 2017; Clapton, 2009; Ewart-Boyle et al., 2015).

At the same time, neoliberal ideologies and patriarchal structures shape the way parenting is problematised.
Structural inequalities, such as poverty or housing insecurity, are frequently individualised as “parenting
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deficits” (Olszowy et al., 2020; Reimer & Sahagian, 2015). These discourses obscure the systemic conditions
that constrain both mothers and fathers and sustain gendered inequalities in parenting.

Recent scholarship has underscored the need to expand understandings of fatherhood beyond the narrow
model of the breadwinner (Randles, 2018; Scheibling, 2020). Although fatherhood is multidimensional and
includes social and emotional care, the dominant ideals of “good” fatherhood often reflect the experiences
of privileged middle-class heterosexual fathers (Strier & Perez-Vaisvidovsky, 2021). Recognising the diversity
of fathering practices that exists beyond the dominant ideals is essential for social work, which must move
towards more inclusive constructions of fatherhood and greater engagement of fathers across different
social contexts.

3. Parental Involvement/Engagement in Social Work Through the Lens of Ambivalent
Sexism

Parental involvement/engagement is a multifaceted concept that has been defined and applied in various
ways (Day & Lamb, 2004). In the literature, the distinction between father involvement and father
engagement is often blurred, and both terms are used to describe fathers’ participation in their children’s
lives or in child welfare cases (e.g., Clapton, 2009; Ewart-Boyle et al., 2015; Y. Lee et al., 2018). In this study,
we follow the view that father engagement/involvement is the full range of ways in which fathers can be
included in their children’s cases, or lives. This continuum captures different degrees and forms of fathers’
participation in family support processes, from passive involvement (e.g., being available or maintaining
contact) to active engagement (e.g., initiating, co-producing, and interacting within the care process; Lamb et
al., 1987; McMunn et al., 2015). At the same time, differentiating between involvement and engagement is
analytically useful, as cultural and gender expectations may influence whether fathers remain in more
passive or more active positions.

With this conceptualisation in mind, we then employ ambivalent sexism as the main theoretical lens through
which we will perceive involvement/engagement of fathers. The findings on power relations and gender
constructions in family social work indicate that the concept of ambivalent sexism is one of the significant
factors related to the level of involvement/engagement of fathers and mothers (Brewsaugh et al., 2018).
In social work, parents are constructed as “good” or “bad, embodying the positive and negative aspects of
sexist ambivalence (Gfundélova et al., 2023). The theory of ambivalent sexism (Glick & Fiske, 1996, 2001,
2011) describes how the justification of women’s roles as caregivers and educators and men's roles as
incompetent in family life serves to maintain the status quo. Based on this, social workers emphasise
stereotypically positive traits of women that are consistent with their subordinate role (e.g., caring,
responsible, open to help, communicative, submissive, emotional, helpless, etc.), while simultaneously
allowing them to demonise or marginalise men without directly challenging male dominance (T. L. Lee
et al,, 2010).

All three components of ambivalent sexism (paternalism, gender differentiation, and heteronormativity) are
distinctly manifested in the field of family social work. Paternalism is reflected in the perception of men as
the ultimate authority within the family, expected to have the final say. Gender differentiation emerges from
the widespread assumption that men are more rational and self-reliant than women (Gfundélova, 2018).
In line with this, Eagly and Crowley (1986) demonstrated that women are more often perceived as in need of
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help and, consequently, are more likely to receive it than men, which reinforces the notion of gender roles as
functionally distinct. Finally, heteronormativity surfaces in the uncritical idealisation of the white,
middle-class, nuclear family, where social workers often fail to adequately recognise the diversity of family
structures or to question this model in terms of ethnicity or social class (Nedbalkova, 2011). Social workers’
attitudes towards fathers’ involvement are to some extent shaped by their personal experiences
(Cryer-Coupet et al., 2021). The social workers’ unexamined projections of personal experiences, values, and
norms (often rooted in white middle-class backgrounds) can be reflected in the assessment and
categorisation of marginalised clients (e.g., “good/bad” mother, “good/bad” father). Based on these gender
constructions, social workers tend to apply different normative measures to mothers and fathers.

Diverse findings suggest that fathers, like mothers, are not a monolithic group composed solely of risks or
benefits to their children (e.g., Douglas, 2017). Centring interventions around mothers ignores the potential
benefits, as well as the risks, that fathers can bring to social work with families (Brewsaugh et al., 2018).
Therefore, it is necessary to avoid binary thinking in assessing fathers as “risks” or “resources” and instead move
toward a more holistic assessment of family situations (Philip et al., 2019), taking into account the structural
context that causes social problems for families with children. This is because poverty, ethnicity, and culture
are just some of the factors that can prevent fathers from being involved in addressing the family’s situation
(Coakley et al., 2014). This means that, when working with families, social workers should consider the broader
context of their functionality as a unit, and reflect on the risk that the norm of a “good father” will become a
new pressure or standard that condemns or marginalises those who cannot fulfil it (e.g., for time, health, or
economic reasons).

For this reason, we will place greater emphasis on the structural level in this study. The structural level of
father involvement/engagement refers to systemic conditions (socio-political, economic, institutional) that
not only reflect but also actively reproduce inequalities in social work practice (Thompson, 2020). These
systemic inequalities are institutionally embedded disparities in access to resources, opportunities, and
power that are produced and reproduced by policies, institutions, and social practices—not merely by
individual actions (Braveman et al., 2022). In this study, we therefore draw on structural social work theory,
which emphasises that the causes of clients’ problems often lie not in individual deficits, but in
macrostructural factors such as social policies, class relations, and institutionalised practices (Mullaly, 1993;
Weinberg, 2008). This perspective directs attention to the ways in which social work practice responds to
and reproduces social structures and inequalities. Complementarily, anti-oppressive practice seeks to
challenge and transform those structures by addressing power imbalances and striving for social justice and
institutional change (Dominelli, 2002). Finally, we integrate an intersectional perspective, which highlights
how overlapping systems of oppression (such as gender, class, race, etc.) interact to shape individuals’
experiences and opportunities (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989). Together, these frameworks provide a
critical lens for analysing how systemic and institutional conditions shape father involvement and
engagement within social work practice.

4. Methodology

The data used in this article come from a larger research project titled Development of Tools to Support
Fathers’ Involvement in Social Activation Services for Families With Children and Their Pilot Verification in
Practice. The project aimed to design and pilot instruments that improve fathers’ involvement/engagement
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in social activation services for families with children. It was funded by the Technology Agency of the Czech
Republic (grant no. TJ0O4000152) and carried out between August 2020 and July 2022. The methodological
design involved qualitative and quantitative methods. Data generation included maps of social worlds and
arenas, focus groups, in-depth interviews with social workers and clients of family social services, a World
Café discussion, and a questionnaire administered to social workers.

As previously stated, this article seeks to understand how social service clients experience fatherhood and how
this experience is shaped by class, ethnic, and gender inequalities, asking the following research questions:
How do social service clients perceive their paternal identity? And how does the intersectionality of class,
ethnic, and gender inequalities play a role in fathers’ engagement/involvement? We base our analysis on
semi-structured interviews with fathers who are currently social service clients.

4.1. Sampling and Recruitment

A purposive sampling method was used to recruit parents through NGOs providing social services for
families. Social workers from the selected services based in two Czech regions provided the research group
with contact information of their clients who are fathers. Based on these contacts, the researcher made
contact with the fathers and arranged meetings at their place of residence. In some cases, the social workers
accompanied the researcher to the father's home, while in other cases the fathers came to the service
organisation where the researcher was waiting. Field research was carried out between August 2020 and
April 2021. Interviews with fathers were carried out by a researcher who identifies as a male, white,
middle-class father. The average duration of the interview was 35 minutes. The informants were mainly
middle-aged men, most often biological fathers or grandfathers, with primary education or vocational
training, who predominantly identified themselves as Roma. All names and data that could lead to the
identification of informants were anonymised, and pseudonyms were used. An overview of the participants
is provided in the Table 1.

Table 1. Participants.

Pseudonym Age Ethnicity Fatherhood Education Occupation Number of
children
Jachym 34 Roma biological father primary burner 4
Radovan 34 Roma biological father primary temporary jobs 9
Kazimir 57 Roma grandfather vocational training manual worker 3
Alex 62 Roma grandfather vocational training painter, varnisher 3
Albert 33 Roma biological father primary temporary jobs 5
Robert 41 Ethnic majority biological father vocational training locksmith, manual 3
(Czech) worker
Frantisek 55 Roma grandfather primary digger 7
Martin 29 Roma biological father primary self-employed 4
Hugo 37 Roma biological father primary unemployed 4
Jonas 34 Ethnic majority biological father vocational training self-employed 1
(Czech)
Otmar 37  Ethnic majority (non-) biological vocational training security guard/ 2
(Czech) father disability pensioner
Social Inclusion e 2026 « Volume 14 o Article 10878 5
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4.2. Positionality and Reflexivity of the Researchers

To situate our analysis, it is important to acknowledge the structural and positional conditions under which
this research was conducted. The study is informed by a critical social work perspective, which recognises
that knowledge production is never neutral but is shaped by the social locations and institutional contexts of
the researchers (Fook, 2002). The authors identify themselves as a white woman and a white man from
middle-class backgrounds, both social workers and academics based in the Czech Republic. These
positionalities inevitably influence how we perceive and interpret issues of fatherhood, gender, and
inequality. Our social positions carry certain privileges. By making these pre-existing structural conditions
explicit, we aim to enhance the transparency and reflexivity of the study and to situate our findings within
the broader socio-political and institutional context in which we, and our participants, are embedded
(Dominelli, 2002).

4.3. Statement of Ethics

The study was reviewed and subsequently approved by the ethics committee of the authors’ institution.
We also took into account the power dynamics that may have influenced the participants’ perception of the
researchers. Through informed consent, we ensured that participants who may have felt vulnerable did not
feel like they would be either advantaged or disadvantaged by participating in the research or refusing to do
so (Littlechild, 2014). Participants were assured of anonymity and their right to withdraw from the study.
They were also assured that this decision would not affect the services they received.

4.4. Data Analysis

We worked with verbatim transcripts that were coded using the MAXQDA software. Coding was
methodologically guided by reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022), which puts an emphasis on
inductive coding and creative construction of themes from the codes. We then employed inductive coding
and coded the whole data corpus, creating numerous codes on the same level. In the next stage, Braun and
Clarke (2022) recommend construing the initial themes from the list of codes, so as not to confuse themes
with categories. Due to the number of codes, we did both, that is, we created initial themes that caught our
attention and categorised related codes to get a better grasp. In this phase, we observed how
father-informants relate to fatherhood and how they perceive their fatherhood in relation to systemic
barriers. Thus, we started exploring these themes more thoroughly, selecting relevant codes, and
incorporating them into the themes. At this stage, we also formulated research questions to better guide our
analysis. In accordance with the recommendations of Braun and Clarke (2022), in the next phase, we started
to specify, elaborate, and conceptualise the themes relevant to this study so that the themes would contain
a story that could be told. At the same time, we gave the themes illustrative as well as attractive names.
In the end, we came up with three themes related to the research questions, which are presented below.

4.5, Limitations
A major limitation of this study concerns the composition and scope of the sample. The research was

conducted primarily with Romani fathers of marginalised families who were, to varying degrees, in contact
with social services. Consequently, the data reflect the experiences and perspectives of fathers who have
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already been engaged (willingly or out of necessity) in institutional systems of support and control. We did
not include non-resident fathers and those who actively avoid contact with social workers. These groups of
fathers could have given a broader range of insights, but they are difficult to reach.

Furthermore, the sample was relatively homogeneous in several respects (gender, ethnicity, socio-economic
background, and geographical context), which may have shaped both the thematic focus and interpretive
boundaries of our analysis. For example, there was minimal geographic variability, so it is possible that
fathers from other parts of the Czech Republic experienced or perceived their role differently. The same
applies to differences between mothers and fathers, resident and non-resident parents, or urban and rural
contexts. Greater variability could have revealed additional dimensions and nuances of parental
involvement/engagement, role perceptions, and structural inequality.

Despite these limits, we believe that the study provides important insight into how structural and cultural
inequalities are perceived and negotiated in daily life. These voices remain under-represented in both research
and social work discourses, and amplifying them may help inform more equitable and culturally responsive
social work practices.

5. Findings

This section presents the main findings of our research on fatherhood in the context of social work. The analysis
is structured around three interrelated themes: preparedness for fatherhood, housing as a prerequisite for
parental recognition, and the tension between breadwinning and caregiving. The fathers' narratives reveal how
structural barriers intersect with the cultural expectations of “good” fatherhood, thereby shaping their daily
struggles and strategies. Together, these findings highlight how paternal identities are continuously negotiated
at the intersection of personal responsibility, systemic exclusion, and institutional practices.

5.1. Preparedness for Fatherhood: Between the Personal and the Political in the Child Welfare System

The theme of preparedness for the paternal role was a recurring theme in the fathers’ narratives.
The informants reported that a key factor in managing the paternal role was the environment in which they
grew up. Many pointed out that becoming a good father is not innate, but shaped by socialisation in the
family or in institutional care. Many fathers came from children’s homes, and the difference between family
and institutional upbringing was frequently discussed. Alex’s quote suggests that “good” fatherhood is
related to “good” upbringing and leading to independence, which, according to him, institutional upbringing
can, somewhat paradoxically, offer to future fathers:

These are fathers who were raised by the state, it really comes down to upbringing and especially
independence...fathers who were raised well, maybe lived in an institution...they went to secondary
school, then served in the army, and learned independence. So, he already knew that if the woman
failed, he would be able to take care of the child himself. (Alex, Roma, 62)

Interestingly, while institutional care is sometimes considered inadequate by social workers in preparing girls
for motherhood (Kempe, 2025), Alex sees it as a form of “school of independence” that prepared them for
fatherhood better than an upbringing in a dysfunctional family. This highlights how being a “good” parent can
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be perceived in a gender-differentiated way in relation to past experiences. A certain level of independence is
important for the father role, which men are expected to have already learnt as boys. For girls, the opportunity
to learn the maternal role by mimicking their mothers in the family is considered important. Previous research
(Gfundélova, 2018; Grfundélova et al., 2023) also shows that women are considered responsible at the time
they become mothers, because in the constructs of many social workers, becoming a mother implies that a
woman must assume full responsibility for the child.

Some of the interviewed fathers also considered family history and personal experience with caring in the
family crucial in preparing for fatherhood. Albert argued that the environment in which he grew up provided
the foundation for being able to care not only for himself but later for his own children. At the same time, he
acknowledged that this was not a common practice and could also be related to the fact that he had only two
siblings, unlike many other Roma families. His parents (meaning his mother) therefore had more time to spend
with him and could pay more attention to him. However, his paternal engagement only began when his wife
had become ill and was unable to take care of their children:

Well, nobody chose that illness [the one my wife had]. And the kids are mine, so someone has to take
care of them....I know it's not typical, but it's just the way I've always been. My parents taught me
that...discipline. Three children, so there weren’t too many of us, and we took care of each other....Our
mum didn’t have any problems with us. (Albert, Roma, 33)

However, at the same time, he also admits that he relies on his wife when it comes to household chores.
In doing so, Albert reflects the persistent notion that housekeeping is “naturally feminine”: “I just don’t know
how to do laundry—like, | can throw things in the washing machine, but | often stain them. A woman just has
it in her, she knows what goes in there."

The experience of “upbringing” in fathers' narratives is not limited to childhood, but is related to the political
and institutional production of parental subjectivity, which varies according to gender, class status, and life
circumstances. The claim “the personal is political” is given a concrete meaning here: The ability to care for
children is not just an individual skill, but the result of socio-economic conditions, the availability of care, and
gender-related expectations. This preparedness was tested most intensely in situations where mothers were
temporarily indisposed. In such moments, fathers became more visible to social workers, but this was not
perceived as an offer of support, but rather as a form of control:

Then we worked with another [social worker]...When my wife was in a hospital, | was left alone with
the little one here for three days before she was discharged. That was like feeding, changing nappies,
and so on...and | had never done that before....Mainly the checking if everything was okay, if the baby
was okay. (Jonas, ethnic majority, 34)

At the same time, fathers described situations in which, due to the need to provide for their families and
the lack of support, they had resorted to the temporary removal of their children. Instead of receiving support
from the system, they faced decisions that questioned their parenting skills and economic pressure that forced
them to choose between childcare and earning a living: “It was just too much for me, like five [kids] on one.
And one of them was a newborn....Like | agreed to it [the removal of the children] because it'd make my life
easier...the social workers suggested it” (Albert, Roma, 33).
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The stereotypical presumption that women are the ones who should ask for help and arrange social benefits
for the family is embedded in both families and systemic settings, leading to absurd situations in practice.
Albert aptly described how this can complicate the life of the entire family:

My wife was in the hospital for about a year, and before that, all the benefits were in her name. | didn’t
have access to that money, so | couldn’t pay the rent for our flat at the time, so | had to leave.

Living in an environment of social exclusion, which creates both practical barriers (e.g., poor-quality housing,
poverty) and symbolic stigma that questions fathers’ parenthood based on their social status, plays a crucial
role in preparation for fatherhood. Fathers point out that the conditions in their localities are so
disadvantageous that the possibility of engaged parenting is structurally limited:

But | can tell you that in another region...it'd be easier and maybe even quicker to solve the
problem...here it's quite complicated. (Alex, Roma, 62)

It's hard for these people...the kids go to school unprepared, there’s no electricity and light in their
homes. (Martin, Roma, 29)

The theme of preparedness for fatherhood and parenting in general cannot be separated from the broader
context of the social exclusion cycle (Wacquant, 2009). The accounts of the fathers reveal that exclusion is
not simply a matter of the present moment, but a long-term structural condition that is passed down from
generation to generation (Broskevicova, 2025). A lack of opportunities, recurrent institutional failure, and
stigmatisation by society create an environment in which the pursuit of a “better life” is often limited:

This is how these kids grow up—if only someone supported them. | don't know if it's them or if the
state is forcing them to live like this. | don’t know....Every father and every mother wants the best for
their child, but it's not possible because they don’t have that chance. (Martin, Roma, 29)

These accounts show that preparation for fatherhood cannot be understood as a solely individual matter. It is
the result of a combination of personal experiences and institutional practices that determine who is perceived
as a “good” parent. The issue of fatherhood thus becomes a political one. It is shaped by class, gender, and
ethnic structures that affect not only fathers’ capacity to care, but also whether the care they give is recognised
and supported. The cycle of social exclusion is manifested not only materially, but also in a deeply rooted sense
of powerlessness vis-a-vis a system that is perceived not as a source of support, but as a form of surveillance
and control. Despite the institutional claims of commitment to supporting these fathers, no real progress has
been made. Families remain trapped in an environment of structural discrimination, where even following the
“rules of the system” is no guarantee of improving their life situation.

5.2. Housing as the Main Precondition for “Good” Fatherhood

Almost all informants identified housing as their main difficulty in life. Housing is not only a prerequisite for
childcare, but is also often a condition for official recognition of that care, as its absence is often a reason for
the removal of children from parental custody: “To get out of here....To leave this place, to find a nice flat, with
a garden, but | know all the doors are closed to me” (Radovan, Roma, 34).
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Fathers encounter numerous structural barriers when searching for housing: discrimination in the housing
market (particularly based on ethnicity), extremely short-term rental agreements (one to three months), poor
physical conditions of the flats, evictions, excessive rents, and the practices of landlords (or rather of slumlords;
see also Kupka et al., 2021):

And they say that the Roma have to go. And I'm white, but my wife is Roma. | have to hide her in the
pantry. [Laughs] Well, the landlord... That'’s practically all owned by H. [a development company], but
they renovated the settlement. There can only be whites and maybe one or two [Roma] who already
had a contract. (Robert, ethnic majority, 41)

Although securing housing is often the main task of fathers in their collaboration with social workers, many
of them encounter institutional barriers and the powerlessness of workers who do not have the mandate or
the tools to realistically help with housing:

She helps me fill out [forms] that I'm applying for that place on XY street, but nothing at all comes of
it. She [the social worker]...it's not her fault. They [officials] are there for that, but still nothing happens.
(JAchym, Roma, 34)

The inability to find adequate housing triggered many negative feelings among informants. Some of them
spoke out strongly the moment they started talking about their housing hardships. Their agitation and fears
were evident in the interviews. Unfortunately, the threat of losing their home is not uncommon among families
living in social exclusion. Martin described his feelings about concerns for his children as follows:

We tried our best to find a house, so that we could somehow make it in time [before they throw us out
of the flat], so that the kids wouldn't end up on the street. It's just such a strange feeling. | wouldn’t wish
it on anyone, because you don’t know where to go. You basically become homeless from one day to the
next. The kids too, because wherever you go, they go with you. It's an ugly feeling. (Martin, Roma, 29)

Fathers thematised housing primarily from the perspective of their children. They cited the need for security,
privacy for their teenagers, a more suitable environment for schooling, and the desire to get away from an
environment with negative influences. The provision of housing can be seen here as a concrete
manifestation of paternal care and responsibility, which they cannot adequately fulfil due to systemic
barriers. Martin mentions one of many such barriers (overcrowding in small apartments):

Then in the morning she gets up for school, and she’s not ready. It would be better to have a bigger flat
where the child has her privacy. She won't study properly from a young age, and then she’ll grow up,
and what will become of her? (Martin, Roma, 29)

Paradoxically, apart from ethnicity, children are a common reason why landlords do not want to rent a
property to families. Open discrimination is a common practice everyone knows about, but no one does
anything because landlords are favoured by legislation, and any legal action is expensive and lengthy:

We called the numbers of the landlords and their very first question was always: How many children do
you have? Well, four. Well, we're sorry. And what kind of family are you? Roma. We don’t want Roma,
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and because you have so many children, we don’t want you either. The next number was the same
story (Martin, Roma, 29)

This effort goes against a profound sense of injustice. Our informants did not understand why they could
not get better housing, even though they met all the socially required norms: They worked, had no debt, and
behaved “properly.” From their perspective, they met all the attributes of a “good” citizen and father. Instead
of receiving support, however, they received rejection and silence from the institutions:

We have been paying properly for seven years...we have no debt. And they still won't let us change
flats [raised voice]. (Hugo, Roma, 37).

| have a work contract, | have no debt...and still it's always “wait"...no answer, no message. (Jachym,
Roma, 34)

The frustration from this approach is further deepened by the individualisation of responsibility, with failure
attributed to the individual rather than to systemic barriers. Although fathers strive to provide a better
environment for their children, they remain stigmatised as irresponsible: “We take care of the place; we
clean so that it's nice and tidy. And what do they do? ‘Gypsies live here, so f...ck them. That's how they deal
with it...” (Hugo, Roma, 37).

In the context of Czech society, which has the least accessible housing in the EU and one of the highest
wealth inequalities in Europe (Lux & Sunega, 2023), it comes as no surprise that housing is becoming a key
intersection where parenthood, poverty, ethnicity, and structural violence intertwine. The housing issue is not
merely a technical matter, but a deeply political space in which decisions are made about who has the right
to be a “good” parent (father).

Insecure housing leads to frequent relocations. This has negative effects on children’s education and
disrupts local neighbourhood ties and the loss of social capital, which again contributes to a further cycle of
social exclusion. This destabilisation of relationships and ties is often associated with school absenteeism
among children. The consequences fall then mainly on parents, who are perceived as irresponsible and
neglectful. As a result, they may face fines, cuts to part of their welfare benefits, or even imprisonment
(Mertl et al., 2025):

But it’s crazy. I've made some acquaintances here, and now again we need to move into something
else [a different flat]?...And I'll end up somewhere completely different, where nobody knows me. Here
| know them all. (Robert, ethnic majority, 41)

From the perspective of our informants, it appears that housing is not only a material condition, but also
a key symbol of “good fatherhood.” Fathers describe their efforts to provide their children with a safe and
stable home as a fundamental expression of care, responsibility, and parental competence. At the same time,
however, they face structural barriers (discrimination, short-term contracts, insufficient institutional support)
that fundamentally limit and often delegitimise their fatherhood. In the context of Czech social work, being a
“good father” paradoxically does not only mean fulfilling parental norms, but above all, overcoming systemic
obstacles that prevent them from exercising their fatherhood at all. Housing, therefore, becomes not only
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a basic prerequisite for parenthood, but also a political field where decisions are made about who can be
recognised as a good father and who will remain stigmatised as a failure.

5.3. “Good” Fatherhood: Between Breadwinning and Care

The theme of work emerges in fathers’ narratives as a key element of paternal identity (the father as a provider),
but also as a source of deep tension and failure. Earning is closely related to the issues of housing, dignity, and
the ability to provide for children, and is thus integral to the idea of a “good father.” However, in conditions
of structural exclusion, this effort often clashes with the reality of the grey economy and precarious working
conditions, which at times make it impossible to fulfil the breadwinner role without difficulties: “It wouldn't be
about the rent... The worst part would be if | got a regular job with a contract, then the debt collectors would
come after me.” (Jonas, ethnic majority, 34).

Illegal or seasonal work is a necessity, not a choice, in these conditions. Fathers work in unstable, physically
demanding occupations with 12-hour shifts, often six days a week. The long commute times and the irregular
nature of work contribute to their prolonged absence from home. They are often “invisible” to social workers.

Testimonies from fathers suggest that illegal work is an “open secret,” perceived as a way to provide for the
family. Social workers know about it, but tolerate and accept it because they understand the insustainability
of a system in which legal work and employment mean falling into foreclosure or losing welfare benefits.
The welfare system is no longer seen as a tool of social protection or inclusion in the labour market, but has
become a tool of ethnic hierarchisation (see also Trlifajova & Pospisil, 2023):

That kind of thing, you don’t say out loud that you work under the table, because you'd lose your
benefits. But everybody knows. The only ones who don’t know are the ones who pay me [the
benefits]... They don't know, but the probation officer for the kids, the social worker, they all know
| work. I'm not going to hide it. | need the money, | can’t make ends meet with what they [the state]
give me. (Albert, Roma, 33)

Poverty is a permanent reality in these families, putting the father in the position of constantly balancing
income and care. Expenses for rent, school supplies, and the normal costs of living exceed their income, forcing
them to continue working at the expense of time with their children:

Mostly from the benefits that we get, but....I pay the rent, right, and then what? | go do odd jobs, | bring
in some money...for school, something for the kids, things, clothes for them to have what they need,
and such. Sometimes it’s still not enough, you know. (Radovan, Roma, 34)

Specific working hours (12-hour shifts, weekend work) make it difficult for fathers to be involved in family life.
In addition, they are not home even when social workers visit, which is one of the main stated reasons why
services are mainly focused on mothers: “I'm on sick leave now, so I've got more time for the kids, but usually
not, because | work twelve-hour shifts” (Jachym, Roma, 34).

This time, the mismatch between clients and social workers is further reinforced by the feminisation of the
social work profession. Social workers often care for their own children and visit families only during the
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morning hours. As a result, fathers remain out of reach of services that adapt their working hours to the lives
of caring women rather than those of working men:

So, when | have time, | go there with her, it's just that their meeting is around ten or eleven o’clock in
the morning, and I'm at work then, so | can’t just tell work that I'm leaving to go there. (Jonas, ethnic
majority, 34)

This situation creates a vicious cycle of structural exclusion, where fathers who strive to fulfil their parental
responsibilities through work lose access to other forms of support because they are not available during
working hours. They are excluded from the institutionalised notion of active parenthood because they are not
visible, do not cooperate “on time,” and do not fit existing social work time regimes.

Through this lens, the fatherhood of marginalised men is construed as failing. Not because fathers fail to
care or have interest, but because the system does not allow them to be present in ways that are considered
legitimate. Work, which should be a means of responsible parenthood, becomes an obstacle to cooperation
with a system that, moreover, views working poverty not as a structural problem but as an individual failure.

The breadwinner model can be very hurtful for marginalised men, as precarious work, poverty, or job loss
means that the role of breadwinner cannot be fulfilled in a stable and secure way, ultimately impacting their
children. The following quote illustrates that fathers are confronted with a dilemma that is not usually
addressed in mainstream discourse—economic necessity vs emotional commitment:

| was with the kids, and | didn’t know what to do mentally...whether | should go to work or stay at home
with them, so | chose one....I took care of the kids; they're my kids. | cooked, cleaned, did the laundry,
and even prepared milk for my baby girl, changed nappies, and bathed the kids. | got them ready for
school, took them there in the morning, and picked them up after lunch. (Martin, Roma, 29)

The narratives of the fathers further show that their parental identity is firmly rooted in a traditional gender
division of family roles, which defines men as breadwinners and women as caregivers. This model corresponds

J

to the hegemonic notion of masculinity as described by Connell and Messerschmidt (2005), where the “proper’

man contributes economically to the family, while emotional and everyday childcare remains the “natural”

responsibility of the woman: “| take care of the work and money, and my partner takes care of our children’
(Radovan, Roma, 34).

However, this normative framework is simultaneously disrupted by everyday reality that challenges the
traditional model. Fathers acknowledge that maternal care is not always automatic or unconditional and that
the mother’s role itself is not naturally fulfilled, but, just like fatherhood, it is shaped by education,
motivation, and structural context: “It's usually up to the mother, but some mothers are backward, some are
illiterate....They don't do it out of love, but because they must” (Alex, Roma, 62).

Despite the prevailing norms, stereotypical gender role divisions within the family are increasingly disrupted,
particularly in situations where the family’s economic situation requires a second income:

Now, thanks to L. [wife] working morning shifts, I've started to get more involved, so | take kids to
kindergarten...and | try to help around with household chores, but after all, the woman should be the
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one who is cleaning and all that, while the man should be earning, but....I'm trying. (Otmar, ethnic
majority, 37)

However, a caregiving father is perceived differently from a mother in the context of social work. The care
provided by women is taken for granted, while the care provided by men is valued and exceptional. Also,
fathers themselves often talk about household activities as a hobby or a voluntary activity rather than an
expected responsibility: “I can do everything. Cook, clean, do the laundry, everything. There's no problem with
me in this respect [laughs]....| enjoy it. If | didn't enjoy it, | wouldn’t do it. But it's my hobby” (Hugo, Roma, 37).

Thus, work-family balance concerns not only women but also men. Although in conditions of precarious work,
low wages, and poverty, parents’ choices are quite limited: “She would need to find a four-hour job....To get
my wife somewhere to work for four hours starting in November” (Robert, ethnic majority, 41).

Time spent together with children is an important element of paternal identity, even if it is mainly spent after
work or at weekends. Here, caregiving is associated with play and closeness, dimensions that are neither
systemically supported nor measured as “parental competence” yet are central to the father-child relationship
and are generally very important for the child’s development (see also Maté & Maté, 2022):

When | come home from work, the kids come to me all the time. They lie down with me, want me to
put on a cartoon, and they watch it with me. (Frantisek, Roma, 55)

So, we bought him some plastic building blocks too, and | was building it with them. We made a garage,
blocks, houses. (Otmar, ethnic majority, 37)

In terms of intersectionality (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989), it is important to understand that the gender
division of roles in the family is not universal. In structurally excluded communities, it is shaped by class,
ethnicity, and access to resources. Fathers of marginalised families often strive to fill the role of “breadwinner,’
but their economic reality does not fully allow them to do so. For them, fatherhood means balancing between
normative expectations and the structural impossibility of fulfilling them. In doing so, they experience the
phenomenon that Young (1999) metaphorised as a bulimic society characterised by cultural inclusion (fathers
know what is expected of them and have internalised it) and structural exclusion (they are unable to fulfil this
expectation). Fathers are thus constantly culturally consumed but structurally rejected, creating tension and
frustration. In this light, the traditional division of labour is not a result of personal choice but rather a survival
strategy under conditions of uncertainty, where families flexibly rearrange roles depending on who can work
at a given time, who has a work contract, or who is sick at the time. Parenting roles are thus becoming hybrid,
but the social service system has been slow to respond to this dynamic, still favouring mothers as primary
caregivers (Perez-Vaisvidovsky et al., 2023).

6. Concluding Discussion

In this study, we set ourselves the goal of understanding how fatherhood is experienced by social service
clients and how class, ethnic, and gender inequalities shape this experience. We specifically focused on two
research questions:
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1. How do social services clients perceive their paternal identity?
2. How does the intersectionality of class, ethnicity, and gender inequalities shape fathers’ involvement
and engagement?

Our findings demonstrate that fatherhood in the contexts of social work is not only a personal matter but also
an inherently political one. Paternal identity emerges in narratives as a negotiation between the normative
ideals of the “good father” and the structural barriers that limit the ability of fathers to enact these ideals.

As we have shown, fathers perceive themselves primarily through the lens of responsibility, most often tied to
the breadwinner role. For many, recognition as a “good father” is equated with financial support for the family,
while care and household responsibilities remain framed as secondary or situational activity, often only when
the mother is absent due to iliness or other reasons. This resonates with previous research showing that men'’s
path to “responsible fatherhood” is linked to independence and external socialisation (Hong et al., 2021), while
women are assumed to become responsible by virtue of childbirth itself (Gfrundélova, 2018). Yet, the structural
realities of precarious labour, insecure housing, and ethnic discrimination make the breadwinner role extremely
fragile and often unattainable, resulting in stigma and feelings of failure (Broskevicova, 2025; Janebova, 2020).

The intersections of class, gender, and ethnicity are central to understanding these dynamics. Fathers in
marginalised communities face systemic housing discrimination, unstable employment, and welfare regimes
that privilege mothers as primary clients (Perez-Vaisvidovsky et al., 2023). These conditions render their
fatherhood invisible or undervalued within institutional frameworks, despite their efforts to provide for and
engage with their children. As we have presented, fatherly involvement is frequently situational and emerges
in response to crises, while routine engagement is constrained by systemic conditions. Consequently, social
services interpret this situational engagement through a lens of control rather than support.

The narratives also reveal that the hegemonic models of masculinity and family continue to shape expectations.
Fathers strive to fulfil provider roles, yet their realities place them at the margins of legitimacy. Ambivalent
sexism (Glick & Fiske, 2011) operates here in two ways: Fathers’ failure to provide is stigmatised, while their
involvement in care is considered exceptional, valued only when it occurs in extraordinary circumstances.
Feminised social services, organised around the schedules and needs of mothers, further contribute to the
invisibility of fathers (Ewart-Boyle et al., 2015; Strega et al., 2009). This creates a vicious cycle where fathers’
structural exclusion is reproduced through institutional practice.

Following our analytical objective, we can conclude that fatherhood among social service clients is
experienced as a constant negotiation between the ideal of the “responsible breadwinner” and the
intersecting class, ethnic, and gender inequalities that constrain recognition and practice of paternal care.
Class, ethnic, and gender inequalities intersect to shape this experience: Poverty and housing exclusion restrict
stability, ethnic stigmatisation further marginalises Roma fathers, and gendered institutional norms privilege
mothers as primary caregivers. This demonstrates that paternal identity in contexts of exclusion cannot be
explained at the individual level alone but must be understood as a political and structural phenomenon
produced at the intersection of socio-economic conditions, ethnic hierarchies, and gendered expectations.

Since these problems can only be addressed at a structural level, the politicisation and mobilisation of social
workers appears to be a key and urgent need for social work (Toft et al., 2023). Without structural measures,
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social workers are doomed to experience feelings of powerlessness similar to those of their clients (Gojova
& Glumbikova, 2015). It is essential to work with the concept of fatherhood as a fluid and socially
constructed phenomenon that needs to be understood at the intersection of class, gender, and ethnicity
(Halpern et al., 2025; Strier & Perez-Vaisvidovsky, 2021). If these changes are not made, social work risks
inadvertently reproducing practices that continue to exclude marginalised fathers and delegitimise their
parental role. Future research should therefore develop more inclusive theories of fatherhood that account
for poverty, insecure housing, and precarious labour; social policy must also adapt to recognise fathers as
legitimate partners in care.
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