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Abstract
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breadwinners. It is shown that the labor market structure, which is in line with the male breadwinner norm, contributes
to men’s full-time employment, whereas mothers’ labor market insertion is influenced by the acceptance of non-parental
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1. Introduction

The transition to parenthood is a turning point in the
life course (Rönkä, Oravala, & Pulkkinen, 2003). Parents’
new roles as caregivers affect various domains, such as
professional life (Gatrell, 2005), income (Misra, Budig,
& Boeckmann, 2011), life satisfaction (Carmichael &
Ercolani, 2016), and priorities (Grunow, 2019). Research
shows that how parents experience this transition and
which labor division they opt for is shaped by gender
culture, as well as welfare state policies (Grunow &
Evertsson, 2016, 2019; Pfau-Effinger, 2005).

The present article proposes a comparison of how
women and men anticipate and experience their first

transition to parenthood in the French and German
speaking regions of Switzerland. The French and German
regions of Switzerland are described as “bounded com-
munities” (Geser, 2003, p. 2), which differ in their val-
ues and discourses. This is especially the case in the
domain of reconciling family and working life, in which
ideals vary between the language regions (Armingeon,
Bertozzi, & Bonoli, 2004; Bühler, 2002). French speak-
ers are more favorable to government support for fam-
ilies, as voting results show (FCh, 2004, 2013), and are
less oriented towards a male breadwinner model than
German speakers (Bühler, 2002). On the other hand,
there is some commonality in family welfare policies
between the regions, for example, in the labor market
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policy, but also some variation, for example, in the of-
fered childcare services (Armingeon et al., 2004). In the
present study, we are interested in taking into consid-
eration the heterogeneity of gender culture in the con-
text of a decentralized country. Our analysis is distinct
from more common international comparisons which
contrast differences between nation states, and mostly
emphasize the role of policy, whereas culture is only
marginally discussed (Pfau-Effinger, 2005). By using a
qualitative approach, we analyze how culture and pol-
icy interact, thereby contributing to the understanding
of how women’s and men’s decisions on how to recon-
cile paid work and care work are shaped, and which con-
flicts between the two they experience, during the first
transition to parenthood.

In the first section of the article, we review litera-
ture on how culture and policy shape parents’ labor di-
vision. Subsequently, we describe the specific context
of Switzerland. This is followed by our own analysis
which is drawn from the ‘Anticipated Parenthood and
Employment’ study (AP; Maihofer, 2018), including 23 in-
depth interviews with German speaking and 11 French
speaking individuals, as well as from the qualitative longi-
tudinal data of the ‘Becoming Parents’ (BP) study (31 cou-
ples, amongwhich partnerswere individually interviewed
from French speaking Switzerland; see Le Goff & Levy,
2011). The data include interviews with participants who
anticipate or have already experienced their first transi-
tion to parenthood, allowing us to investigate how par-
ents’ gendered labor division comes into existence.

2. Gendered Culture, Welfare Policy and Couples’
Labor Division

Over the last decades in OECD-countries, women’s edu-
cational attainment has risen and the share of women in
heterosexual relationships who have the same or more
resources than their partners has increased (Vitali &
Mendola, 2014). Despite women’s educational and pro-
fessional achievements, after the transition to parent-
hood, most heterosexual couples opt for a gendered la-
bor division.Mothers shoulder themajority of care work,
and often reduce investment in their careers, whereas
fathers remain focused on paid work (Kühhirt, 2011;
Schober, 2011).

Gendered culture can be defined as “values, mod-
els and belief systems which relate to the gendered re-
lationship of the family to employment and childcare”
(Pfau-Effinger, 2012, p. 533). It includes widespread soci-
etal values and norms about what parents’ labor division
ideally looks like. It also shapes what is considered ‘good’
mothering and ‘good’ fathering and the most suitable
form of care for the child. Gendered culture legitimizes
inequalities and thus helps to explain the gendered labor
division among parents (Pfau-Effinger, 2012). ‘Intensive
mothering,’ a term coined by Hays (1996), describes a
cultural position that promotes the essentialist view that
women are better caregivers than men, and that moth-

ers should devote vast amounts of time, and emotional
as well as financial resources to child rearing. This notion
of giving care conflicts with individualistic ideals inherent
to professional life, which emphasize independence and
self-reliance for career success. Many studies have con-
firmed that such expectations exert pressure on moth-
ers, and thus influences their work and care priorities
(Bielby, 1992; Johnston & Swanson, 2006; Miller, 2005).
However, fatherhood has changed over the last decades
(Johansson & Andreasson, 2017, p. 17). The ‘ideal’ father
is no longer solely a breadwinner but is also ‘involved’
and ‘emotionally engaged’ in childrearing from infancy
(Miller, 2011, p. 7 ). In practice, however, fathers typically
arrange their care activities around their job obligations
(McGill, 2014; Miller, 2011).

Moreover, welfare policies narrow parents’ options
for labor division (Bühlmann, Elcheroth, & Tettamanti,
2010; Saraceno & Keck, 2011). Cross-national compar-
isons reveal that mothers’ employment rates and work-
ing hours are higher in contexts that provide childcare for
young children. Furthermore, mothers’ insertion in the
labor market is linked to parental leave policies: moder-
ate leave lengths (40–90 weeks) are positively related to
labor market insertion, whereas shorter, but also more
extended leaves are associated with a lower attachment
to the labor force (Misra et al., 2011; Pettit &Hook, 2005).
Some countries have also created policies promoting fa-
thers’ caregiving, by offering them paid non-transferable
leaves. These paternity leaves are associated with a
higher investment of fathers in childcare, even beyond
the leave time (O’Brien, 2009). Research has shown that
policy not only has a direct impact on parents’ labor divi-
sion, but that it also influences gendered culture. As an
example, the provision of childcare facilities acts as a cul-
tural anchor, increasing acceptance of working mothers
(see Grunow & Evertsson, 2016, on European countries).
In other respects, the extension of maternal leave en-
titlements reduces mothers’ commitment to paid work
(seeGangl & Ziefle, 2015, onGermany). However, culture
does not automatically follow policy. Policy must match
the cultural values of at least some groups in society, oth-
erwise it remains inefficient (Grunow& Evertsson, 2016).
Examples are Italy, where fathers do not take leave time
despite financial compensation, because it collides with
the cultural notion that mothers should be primary care-
givers (Bertolini, Musumeci, Naldini, & Torrioni, 2019)
and South Korea, where mothers do not take advantage
of 100% paid maternity leave, because it conflicts with
cultural norms demanding deference to the employer
and individual sacrifice (Lee, 2015). Overall, policy and
gender culture limit the leeway for decision making for
couples during the transition to parenthood, and the dis-
parity between them makes it even more difficult for
parents-to-be to plan their labor division. However, as
gender culture and policy interact, and both vary be-
tween contexts, their relative effects are difficult to dis-
entangle and remain contested (Grunow & Evertsson,
2016, 2019; Pfau-Effinger, 2012).
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3. The Respective Contexts of Work–Family
Conciliation in the French and German Speaking Parts
of Switzerland

Switzerland is a mosaic combining different religious
denominations, languages and lifestyles (Geser, 2003).
Adapted to differences between regions, the country has
a federalist structure. Cantons and sometimes munici-
palities retain important roles in driving family policy.
Furthermore, based on direct democracy, Swiss citizens
directly decide on a broad range of policies (Armingeon
et al., 2004). The present study homes in on a compar-
ison of the two major language regions: The German
speaking and French speaking regions which represent
63% and 23% of the population, respectively.

In both language regions, mothers’ work force partic-
ipation increased during the second half of the 20th cen-
tury, and labor division transformed from ‘male bread-
winner’ into a ‘one and a half’-earner-model, with fa-
thers working full-time and mothers working part-time.
Simultaneously, a shift in values can be observed in
which the mother is not solely responsible for care work:
The father should also take an active role in the chil-
dren’s upbringing (Baumgarten, Burri, &Maihofer, 2017).
Despite these changes, parents’ labor division remains
highly gendered. Fathers’ labor force participation rate
is high (97%) and nine out of ten work full-time, which
usually corresponds to 41.5h/week. Mothers’ insertion
in the labor market varies between the language re-
gions: After the birth of the first child, 67% of German
speaking mothers and 75% of French speaking moth-
ers remain in the labor force. 80% of mothers work
part-time, despite this being linked to downward mo-
bility (FSO, 2016; Strub, 2003). After the first transition
to parenthood, French speaking mothers work on av-
erage 3.5 days/week, and German speaking mothers
2.5 days/week (FSO, 14 November 2019, personal com-
munication). In both language regions,mothers shoulder
the vast majority of unpaid work (FSO, 2013).

Switzerland’s family policy is based on subsidiarity
and non-intervention in the area of family. The exist-
ing social insurance schemes are largely designed to
compensate for the loss of breadwinner income, and
few policies support reconciliation of family and paid
work (Ballestri & Bonoli, 2003). The limited social pol-
icy is sometimes linked to direct democracy as voters
tend to oppose social policies to avoid tax increases
(Armingeon et al., 2004). However, national polls re-
veal differences between the language regions. French
speakers are more open to state support for family than
German speakers, as two recent votes about family pol-
icy have shown. In 2004, after four rejections, a paid ma-
ternity leave of 14 weeks was accepted, but acceptance
rates were clearly higher in the French speaking parts
of the country than in the German speaking parts (FCh,
2004). In 2013, an article that demandedmore state sup-
port to reconcile family and paid work and the increase
of subsidized childcare infrastructure was rejected by a

majority of the German speaking regions, even though
in French speaking regions it was accepted (FCh, 2013).
Despite this vote, the number of childcare facilities in-
creased, yet the coverage rate of childcare for children
at preschool age remains low (18%). However, French
speaking cantons, but also urban regions have more sup-
port (FSIO, 2018). Furthermore, French speaking parents
pay lower rates than their German speaking counter-
parts (EKFF, 2008). Despite the different fees, in both lan-
guage regions professional childcare, combined with tax
increases for dual earner couples, can erase a substantial
part (or sometimes all) of a second income (Bütler, 2007),
making it barely worthwhile to have a second income.

Previous research provides mixed results on reasons
as to why parents in Switzerland opt for a gendered labor
division. One view posits that the social policy, in par-
ticular the lack of childcare facilities, leads to mothers’
reduction of working hours (Levy & Widmer, 2013). The
research suggests that parents embrace egalitarian val-
ues “the younger generation no longer reproduces tra-
ditional norms” (Krüger & Levy, 2001, p. 154) and that
they opt for gendered labor division despite their intent.
Quantitative studies have found that the offer of child-
care rather than its costs is positively related to the la-
bor participation of mothers (Ernst Stähli, Le Goff, Levy,
& Widmer, 2009; Ravazzini, 2018; Stadelmann-Steffen,
2007). Moreover, research conducted in French speak-
ing Switzerland reveals that parents commonly plan for
more equal labor division before childbirth than they
finally realize afterwards (Le Goff & Girardin, 2016).
Additionally, their views are more egalitarian than what
is reflected in their allocation of paid and unpaid work
(Tettamanti, 2016).

Research in the German speaking parts of
Switzerland draws different conclusions: König (2012)
argues that couples end up in gendered labor division by
negotiating on a daily basis. Additionally, Stamm (2018)
as well as Baumgarten et al. (2017) conclude that de-
spite women’s emancipation, ideals about motherhood
have barely changed, leading mothers to prioritize their
presence at home and to cut down their working hours.
A study that combines social norms and policy found
that both vary between language regions, and that both
have an impact on parents’ labor division (Epple, Gasser,
Kersten, Nollert, & Schief, 2014). Given these conditions,
if we expect that the labor division is different between
the language regions, the question remains as to how
social policy and gendered culture interact.

4. Methods and Data

This research draws on data from two projects with in-
tersectional foci: the AP (Maihofer, 2018) and the BP
(Le Goff & Levy, 2011). It is, in part, a secondary analy-
sis. The combination of those data, both consisting of
in-depth interviews about the transition to parenthood
provides an opportunity to contrast women and men’s
experiences in two language regions.
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The AP study was designed to examine how 30-year-
old women and men experience their current profes-
sional situation in gender typical, gender atypical and
gender-neutral professions, as well as their ideas about
how to reconcile family and professional life. It is a
subsample of the longitudinal nationally representa-
tive study “transitions from education to employment”
(TREE, 2016). 81 participants of the TREE-sample were
contacted, and 47 agreed to be interviewed. The data
were collected in 2014 and 2015. The presented analy-
sis focuses on women and men who wished to have or
already had children. Participants from the AP sample
who talked solely about their professional life and did not
give information about the reconciliation of family and
work (because the topic did not apply to their current sit-
uation) were excluded from the analysis. In the sample,
23 German speaking participants (11 women, 12 men)
and 11 French speaking participants (six women, five
men) remained. One woman self-identified as homosex-
ual, whereas the other participants anticipated or lived
parenthood as part of a heterosexual couple. Among
the German speaking participants, three were expecting
their first child and four had recently become parents
for the first time when the interviews were conducted.
Among the French speaking participants, two were ex-
pecting their first child and onewas already a parent. The
interviews were problem-centered (Witzel, 2000), mean-
ing they were semi-structured and contained partici-
pants’ objective conditions but also their subjective per-
ception of a situation. The interview protocol included
questions concerning the participants’ professional tra-
jectory, their career aspirations and the (anticipated) la-

bor division as parents. Furthermore, they were asked to
elaborate on gendered norms, and their perception of
the institutional framework for parents.

The second data set consists of the qualitative sam-
ple of the longitudinal BP study. This study was con-
ducted in the French speaking parts of Switzerland be-
tween 2005 and 2009 and its aim was to trace how
parents’ gendered labor division comes into existence.
The participants first took part in a quantitative sur-
vey, by the end of which they were asked whether they
agreed to give a more detailed interview. Participants
self-registered for this study. A sample of 31 heterosex-
ual couples were interviewed, men and women sepa-
rately, once during the women’s pregnancy and twice
after the first transition to parenthood. Not all partici-
pants completed every wave: the first wave consisted
of 62 interviews, the second (4–6 months after child-
birth) of 38 interviews, and the third (12–24months after
first childbirth) of 44 interviews. As all participants antici-
pated parenthood no interviewswere excluded. Similarly
to the AP study, the interviewswere semi-structured and
the protocol included questions on participants’ profes-
sional situation and their (anticipated) labor division as
parents. Participants also described their objective situa-
tion as well as subjective perception of the situation.

In both datasets participants with a tertiary edu-
cation were over-represented. Many were working in
the service industries, in finance, administration, health,
counselling, or teaching; only a few had jobs in the trade
or agricultural sector (Table 1).

All interview transcriptions were coded using codes
derived from the interview guidelines. The same coding

Table 1. Overview of the participants.

Study French speaking German speaking

Anticipated Parenthood Women 6 Women 11
Men 5 Men 12

Participants were
interviewed once Mean age/age range 30/29–31 Mean age/age range 30/29–31

2014–2015 Education level: Education level:
Tertiary 10 Tertiary 14
Secondary 1 Secondary 9

Total 11 23

Becoming Parents Women 31
Men 31

31 couples, 3 waves (before
and after the first transition Mean age/age range 31/22–40
to parenthood)

Education level:
2005–2009 Tertiary 41

Secondary 20
Compulsory education 1

Total 62
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scheme was utilized for both datasets. Then, women and
men’s discourses in both language regions before and af-
ter the transition to parenthood were contrasted. The
analysis focuses on how women and men decide what
their labor division as parents should look like. It exam-
ines their priorities, particularly, what form of care is con-
sidered themost suitable for their child. In addition, struc-
tural constraints linked to policy are taken into account
(i.e., access to formal childcare, workplace constraints).
For the present article, the citationswere translated from
French or German to English. For each citation we indi-
cate the participants’ gender and distinguish three fam-
ily situations: childless, (partner) pregnant when they are
expecting, as well as mother or father for young parents.
We further specify the participants’ job and, as several
participants had the same profession, we indicate the
study (AP, BP) and number of the interview.

5. Results

5.1. Work

5.1.1. German Speaking Participants

German speaking men point out that when they become
fathers, they anticipate being the breadwinner of the fam-
ily: “One has to provide for…[the] children” (man, child-
less, bank clerk, AP15). However, they also wish to be
present for their child. To this end, many of them con-
sidered it ideal if a father worked a high level of part-
time (80%) work to “spend one day with the children”
(man, childless, tax inspector, AP2). Some men anticipate
full-time work as fathers because they think that no part-
time jobs in their field are available or that part-timework
has a negative impact on their career prospects. Only
oneman anticipates sharing breadwinning and caregiving
equally. It is linked to his profession as amusician; he does
not have the possibility to work a full-time job. The oth-
ers consider the mother as being mainly responsible for
childcare and indicate that she could “work somepercent-
ages” (man, childless, bank clerk, AP15), or stay at home.

Women’s anticipations for the labor division as par-
ents are in line with those of men. Most of them want
their partner to work 80%. For themselves they all antic-
ipate part-time work, mostly about 40%, in some excep-
tions up to 60%. Even though it is clear for women that
they will substantially reduce their working hours once
they become mothers, this does not mean that their job
is not important to them.Often, they have investedmany
resources in their education and indicate that their pro-
fessional life endows meaning and identity. They con-
sider their work as “a big part of life” (women, child-
less, human resources assistant, AP28), say that they
have a “great job” (woman, childless, veterinarian, AP26)
and like going to work. Women are aware that a reduc-
tion of working hours reduces their career prospects, but
they consider that as an inevitable consequence of their
choice to have children:

Somebody is just going to have to draw back….I think
it’s nice to be able to present a certain career and
sometimes maybe a setback will come. But I decide
either way [having children or having a career], but
not both. (Women, childless, accountant, AP24)

Overall, German speaking women anticipate that their
professional life will lose its meaning as soon as they be-
come mothers. Nonetheless, they wish to stay in the la-
bormarket in order to have a change frombeing at home,
staying “with half a foot” (woman, pregnant, communi-
cations specialist, AP4) in professional life or to have a
“little money of their own” (woman, childless, veterinar-
ian, AP26). These results of parents’ anticipated labor di-
vision are in line with previous research on the AP data
(Baumgarten, Luterbach, &Maihofer, 2017; Baumgarten,
Wehner, Maihofer, & Schwiter, 2016).

5.1.2. French Speaking Participants

In contrast to the German speaking participants, before
having children, most French speaking men and women
indicate that sharing earning and caring is the best solu-
tion for a couple. They reject the idea of a mother’s re-
sponsibility to provide childcare andof a father’s to be the
breadwinner: “It is not the question that I earn enough
money, but that I and my wife, both working, earn
enough to sustain the family” (men, childless, engineer,
AP4). Another participant considers a gendered labor
division as an “outdated idea,” which persists because
“change needs time” (woman, childless, teacher, AP5).

Childless men typically indicate that circumstances,
like the professional situation of each parent at a given
moment will determine their labor division as parents.
Many also stress the importance of being present for
their child and consider a reduction of their working
hourswhen being a father: “I couldwork 50%…forme it’s
no problem to stay at home and take care of the children
and clean” (man, childless, nurse, AP9). However, when
interviewed during their partner’s pregnancy, only a few
fathers-to-be who indicate a desire to work part-time
had asked their employers to reduce their working hours.
Among the others, two options can be observed: Men
from the first groupmention that working part-time is an
option, but they explain that it is too early to make a de-
cision: “I don’t know yet very well what it means to be a
father, therefore I won’t ask [for a reduction] now” (man,
partner pregnant, engineer, BP367). They also indicate
that they could still adapt their working hours if needed.
The second group is composed of fathers-to-be that wish
to work part-time but consider it impossible. They men-
tion financial constraints or that their job cannot be done
part-time. Most frequently they think that no part-time
positions are available: “Positions that will open up are
a priori only for 100%” (man, partner pregnant, teacher,
BP362). Alternatively, they believe that their employer
would not agree if they asked to reduce their working
hours: “A reduction…is quite difficult….I don’t think that
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this will be accepted” (man, partner pregnant, technical
collaborator, BP11). Only one father-to-be says hewishes
towork full-time, because he likes his job: “No I think pro-
fessionally….I don’t necessarily want to change” (man,
partner pregnant, journalist, BP231).

Childless women also remain vague about what their
labor division as parents could look like. However, most
of them anticipate a reduction in working hours when
they become mothers. By the time they are pregnant,
they usually negotiate with their employer to obtain a
part-time position. Most, but not all employers grant the
reduction. Forwomen inmale dominated sectors (e.g., fi-
nance, engineering) it is more difficult to get a part-time
position than in mixed or female dominated domains
like teaching or care professions. If part-time work is in
conflict with professional options, women prioritize part-
time work. An engineer, for example, explains that she
took the risk of not getting a job by telling a potential
employer that “it’s out of the question that I work 100%”
(mother, engineer, BP231). A bank clerk whose demand
to reduce working hours was not accepted said: “As they
did not accept my 50% for after [childbirth]…I quit”
(women, pregnant, bank clerk, BP209).

In French speaking regions, mothers-to-be anticipate
higher working hours than in the German speaking parts.
Most plan to work between 50% and 80%, but there
is high variability: Expected working hours range be-
tween 20% and 100%. The highest working hours are
anticipated among mothers-to-be in the urbanized Lake
Geneva region. In this region many women wish to con-
tinue working 80% or full-time: “I have always worked
to finance my studies, for the baby I don’t see any dif-
ference….I would like to work 100%” (woman, pregnant,
student/secretary, BP68). Many mothers-to-be are con-
cerned about how to reconcile breastfeeding and em-
ployment. Someplan to extend the shortmaternity leave
with an unpaid leave, while others remain ambivalent
about resuming work “either I stop breastfeeding at that
moment…[or] I work only a few hours” (women, preg-
nant, therapist, BP43).

Mothers-to-be usually intend to continue working af-
ter childbirth because they wish to “balance” (woman,
pregnant, engineer, BP231) professional life and family
life. Some also worry about the loss of career prospects:
“Once the little one goes to school…there’s still a whole
life behind it and then it’s maybe a pity to put such a
drastic brake on a career” (woman, pregnant, informa-
tion specialist, BP30). In these cases, mothers-to-be typi-
cally opt for an 80% position as a trade-off between hav-
ing time to spend with the child and continuing their pro-
fessional career. Though not all women were career ori-
ented, in particular among the lower educated, some of
them indicate that ideally they wished to stay at home,
but went to work because they considered their income
as essential: “I had stopped [working]…but financially
this is not possible” (woman, pregnant, nurse assistant,
BP336). Rarely, women also indicate that they continue
working to avoid financial dependence on the partner.

In sum, during their pregnancy women take steps to
be able to reduce their labor force participation after
childbirth. Meanwhile, the majority of men at that time
indicate that it is too early to decide about a reduction of
working hours or that reducing working hours would be
impossible due to financial and labor market constraints.
However, only fathers-to-be state that no part-time posi-
tion is available. If mothers-to-be do not get a part-time
position they look for another job. Further, a compari-
son of men and women holding the same job reveals
that while men considered that their job is unsuitable for
part-time work, women declare that working part-time
was unproblematic, or at least possible. A gender differ-
ence can also be observed in the discourse about finan-
cial constraints: Men sometimes say that they anticipate
working full-time because they earn more. However, it is
almost exclusively mothers-to-be who anticipate reduc-
ing their labor force participation, even if they outearn
their partner.

5.2. Childcare

5.2.1. German Speaking Participants

Most German speaking participants prefer parental child-
care: Typical statements are that children “come first”
(woman, childless, psychologist, AP10) and that “parents
should raise the children” (man, childless, bank clerk,
AP15). Many also consider it pointless to start a fam-
ily if the children are cared for by a nursery: “I don’t
want to take the kid to daycare…there’s a reason for
having a kid in the first place” (man, partner pregnant,
business economist, AP5).While someparticipants avoid
non-parental care because they consider it the parents’
responsibility to take care of their children by them-
selves, others are concerned about the child’s well-being
and education. They worry that in daycare the child
misses an attachment figure, that no one is there if he
or she is not well or that a nursery weakens the bond
between parents and children. Onemother-to-be details
her concerns: “I wouldn’t wantmy kid to be raised by the
state…well by other people.” She worries about the in-
fluence of the childcare, educating the child according to
different beliefs than her own: “I would like to pass on
my family traditions….I would not like to get it dictated
by someone ‘no, you have to do it that way”’ (woman,
pregnant, escrow clerk, AP6).

This does not imply that German speaking partici-
pants are totally against non-parental care. Usually they
prefer care provided by family members (mostly their
own parents) for up to two days a week. A few partici-
pants also suggested that parents should help each other
instead of relying on formal structures: “I would find it
rather better if daycare would be self-organized [by par-
ents] in the form of lunch tables” (women, childless, ac-
countant, AP24). A minority of participants do not prefer
informal childcare. A woman indicates that it “irritates”
her that grandmothers commute to avoid a child going
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to daycare. She considers this as “conservative thinking”
(women, childless, translator, AP12) and for her a child is
as well cared for in daycare as by the grandmother. Very
few other participants also consider daycare a good op-
tion, but argue that it is too costly.

The preference for parental care makes dual-earning
unfeasible. Therefore, all German speakers anticipate
that at least one parent substantially reduces labor force
participation. Although most participants emphasize the
necessity of a parent being present at home, for most
it goes without saying that it must be the mother. For
some participants this is due to nature: “When a child is
born, the mother is more in demand, that’s just a natu-
ral condition” (man, childless, tax inspector, AP2). Other
participants indicate that it is up to each couple regard-
ing which parent will stay at home, “it has to suit ev-
eryone individually” (man, childless, corporate client ad-
visor, AP30), or that relative incomes determine the la-
bor division. However, themajority of participants hardly
imagine fathers as main caregivers and mothers as main
earners. A youngmother indicated that she had a decent
salary before childbirth and could have sustained a fam-
ily while she considered her partner’s income as insuffi-
cient. She says: “I think I couldn’t bring myself to just go
to work and leave the child with the father,” and adds
“I am the mother, I stay at home….I would like to…have
the mother role…and do the housework and take care
of the child” (mother, teacher, AP27). This shows that
presence at home is closely tied to motherhood, which
is not the case for fatherhood. Participants usually con-
sider a father’s full-time work as unproblematic. When
asked whether they think that full-time working fathers
do not see their children enough, only one participant
agreed, whereas the others emphasized that he makes
“the most of the limited time” (man, partner pregnant,
business economist, AP5) or that working less would con-
flict with the responsibility to sustain a family.

The few German speaking participants who are
parents arrange their roles in gender differentiated
ways: Fathers are breadwinners, someworking part-time,
while mothers work small part-time jobs or stay at home.
As most of the time a parent is present at home, part-
ners experience few time conflicts. However, the need to
avoid a decrease in the standard of living, a lack of variety
at home or a desire to continue an education are being
expressed as reasons as to why mothers continue their
professional activities. Nonetheless, for mothers, going
back to work can evoke mixed feelings: A mother who
has reuptaken her work one day per week asked herself
whether it was “the right thing to do” orwhether shewas
“selfish” (mother, teacher, AP27).

5.2.2. French Speaking Participants

French speaking participants have divergent opinions
about the ideal care of their child. While some think that
parents should take care of the child by themselves, oth-
ers are open to non-parental care: “I have no worries

that my baby is around 15 other children” (women, preg-
nant, engineer, BP231). Most participants lie between
the two positions and believe that non-parental child-
care for somedays aweek favors the child’s development
and its ability to interact with other children.

Many parents-to-bewhowant to rely on professional
care cannot do so because “places in nurseries are scarce
and expensive” (woman, pregnant, physician, BP12), as
one participant summarized it. Nurseries have long wait-
lists, and outside urban areas there are often no facili-
ties at all. Some participants bemoan this lack of access
to professional childcare and consider it necessary that
public financing is increased. In cases when they do not
obtain a place in a nursery, parents turn towards non-
professional, so called ‘family day care’ in which another
person, usually a mother, serves as a ‘day mother’ to
the child. Family day care provides enough places, and
it is significantly less costly than professional care. For
smaller amounts of care, many participants also rely on
their own parents. These informal care solutions make
dual-earning possible.

Some parents-to-be prefer parental care. In this case,
men typically want their wife to reduce her working
hours, whereas women usually anticipate a more equal
share of paid and unpaid work. In most cases, though,
mothers are not able to put their intention into practice,
as their husbands do not contribute the expected pro-
portion of housework and childcare. Therefore, mothers,
who are considered responsible for caregiving, readapt.
One way to do so is for the mother to interrupt her ca-
reer against her initial intentions. In that case, mothers
consider the reduction of working hours as temporary,
which leaves them “kind of a lifeline helping…to get over
this sacrifice” (mother, secretary/student, BP68). Yet, the
adaption is sometimes difficult: “It’s hard, it’s a grief
all the same” (mother, midwife, BP351). Other women
reconsider their priorities concerning childcare: “When
I was pregnant, I had said never the nursery…finally
I agreed to visit the nursery but I said he won’t go
there anyway, and finally I liked the nursery very much”
(mother, teacher, BP180).

Despite mothers adapting their view on childcare,
among those who work 80% or more, feelings of guilt
were ubiquitous. A mother who is the breadwinner of
her family says roughly one year after childbirth: “I am
torn…on one side I still feel guilty, I have not yet fixed
this…on the other side I want to work” (mother, accoun-
tant, BP4). Further, working mothers often suffer from
time conflicts. They bemoan the incompatibility of their
work schedule with the necessity to pick up the child
from childcare or to be at home to breastfeed on time.
Often, they are exhausted, which sometimes leads them
to question their arrangement: “If I have a second child
I will stop [working]” (mother, midwife, BP351).

Even though many fathers work more than they
wished to, they refer in positive terms to their work–
family reconciliation. They point out the time they spend
at home besides their full-timework, and part-timers are

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 35–45 41



often proud of their investment for the family: “Having
this 80% [job] really shows…[that] I’m…making…a lot of
effort or sacrifice to have a life…as a dad….I really feel
that I’m present” (father, risk manager, BP16). Some fa-
thers do not insist on their presence, but on the fact that
both parents are able to continue their careers: “[S]he’s
[the wife] taken up her work, I’ve taken up mine….I think
it’s great” (father, journalist, BP231). In contrast, his
wife refers in more negative terms to their arrangement.
She says that at times she was so exhausted that she
“couldn’t go on anymore” (mother, engineer, BP231).

This does not mean that fathers are sheltered from
work–family conflicts: The more they share caregiving,
the more they feel stressed and tired as well. However,
if the situation becomes too stressful, fathers also rely
on other persons, mostly their wife or their mother,
to take care of the child: “I have repeatedly expressed
my displeasure and my frustration to my wife…and fi-
nally she…reduced [her working hours] to 20[%]” (father,
teacher, BP43).

6. Conclusion

The study is a within-country comparison, which ana-
lyzes how gendered culture and welfare policies shape
howwomen andmen anticipate and experience the tran-
sition to parenthood in the French and German speak-
ing parts of Switzerland. Values about labor division are
different in the two language regions: Before becoming
parents, most French speaking women and men con-
sider it ideal to share paid and unpaid work equally as
parents, whereas their German speaking counterparts
prioritize fathers’ breadwinning and mothers’ caregiving.
However, in both language regions, parents opt for a gen-
dered labor division. In German speaking parts, parents’
sharing of paid and unpaid work is largely congruent
with the expressed values, whereas French speaking cou-
ples become more inegalitarian than they anticipated.
The inequality comes into the picture during pregnancy
when fathers’ paid work is given priority, and mothers
opt for a part-time position to reconcile caregiving and
employment. After childbirth, the differentiated roles
are reinforced.

This comparison provides some insights into the in-
teraction of policy and gendered culture. Switzerland is
characterized by little government support for families
and a relatively unregulated labor market. Our results
reveal that the labor market structure is an important
driver for the observed gendered labor division. Women
and men in both language regions are aware that work-
ing part-time implies a reduction of career prospects. For
fathers, this labor market structure is congruent with the
male breadwinner norm and contributes to high working
hours. Due to this,most fatherswere less involved in care
work than they had originally anticipated. Nonetheless,
they focus on the time they spend with their children be-
sides work and usually refer in positive terms to the cou-
ples’ labor division.

Mothers’ insertion in the labor market varies be-
tween language regions. German speakers consider
childcare to be the responsibility of the parents, and
most of them avoid formal care, even to a smaller extent.
In this context of matching policy and personal responsi-
bility for childcare, women, usually denominated as the
caregiver, find it hard to imagine themselves as mothers
having high working hours. Furthermore, among moth-
ers, even small part-time work can lead to worries about
the child’s well-being and feelings of guilt.

French speakers are generally more open to state
support for families and therefore more open to non-
parental and formal childcare as German speakers. There
are also more childcare facilities available in the French
language regions and, as it turns out, even some par-
ents who were originally skeptical towards formal child-
care also take advantage of this option, as it allows them
to continue their professional activities. But despite the
overall larger offer of childcare facilities in the French
speaking regions, the supply cannot match the demand.
An informal childcare market therefore fills the gap in
availability. All in all, for French speaking mothers, the in-
dividual situation shapes their insertion in the labor mar-
ket: Those who worry about their career, often opt for
an 80%-position as a trade-off between professional op-
portunities and care demands. Others decide to reduce
more or interrupt labor force participation to avoid the
double load of job and childcare, to be able to breast-
feed beyond the brief maternity leave, or because they
prefer parental care. The higher acceptance of working
mothers is also shown by the observation that the only
ones who express feelings of guilt are those who work
high percentages. Also, French speaking women who re-
duced their working hours against their initial intentions
consider this as a sacrifice. Such a discourse can not be
observed among German speaking mothers, who think
(at least during the transition to parenthood) that, as a
mother, their professional life has to come second.

Furthermore, both culture and policy reduce the in-
dividual leeway. This analysis shows that if there is a
congruence between policy and gendered culture, par-
ticipants discourses and behaviors are more homoge-
neous (fathers and German speaking mothers) than if
there is a disparity between the two (French speak-
ing mothers). French speaking mothers whose work is
mostly accepted, but is not supported by welfare pol-
icy, face more time conflicts and ambivalences than
German speaking mothers, but there is a broader vari-
ety of conceivable options for them. These results are
in line with research that shows that women have more
time conflicts than men (Notten, Grunow, & Verbakel,
2017), and that in Switzerland, mothers’ working hours
are positively correlated with an increase in time conflict
(Stadelmann-Steffen & Oehrli, 2017).

The research shows that substantial variations be-
tween gendered culture and policy that shape parents’
labor division can exist not only among, but also within
countries. However, we must keep in mind that these
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results are based on two different datasets. Among
French speakers, we observe a more egalitarian dis-
course, despite the data on becoming parents being al-
most a decade older than the anticipated parenthood
data. Nonetheless, in Switzerland a small change towards
equality has occurred between the two studies (FSO,
2019). Therefore, we cannot omit that the results under-
represent the differences between the language regions.
Moreover, the sample size is small, in particular among
German speakers, which might reduce the variety in ob-
servation. In addition, the study only focuses on the tran-
sition to parenthood. More research, also with longitu-
dinal data, needs to be conducted to cover a longer pe-
riod than the transition to parenthood. Further, the pre-
sented analysis is limited to individualswho aremostly af-
fluent enough that dual-earning is an option rather than
an obligation. Future research should continue to inves-
tigate how gendered culture in the transition to parent-
hood is experienced by other groups of society.
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