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The balance battle: Five reasons why dads
are struggling with workplace flexibility

August 30 2024, by Alina Ewald
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Despite a rise in dual-earner families in Australia and men wanting to be
more engaged with their kids, there are still major hurdles preventing
dads from fully embracing formalized flexible working arrangements
such as part-time work or parental leave.

This is a problem because we know if dads achieve work-family balance
it benefits children, women's employment and men's well-being.

So why are dads finding it so challenging to adopt formal flexible
working arrangements to help them as a parent?

As a fathering researcher focusing on mens' adoption of flexibility, I
have identified five main reasons. Work-family balance barriers include:

1. Flexibility is often feminized
Flexibility can be associated with the "mummy career track."

Modifying work after becoming a parent is positioned as being for
women with children—rather than for dads.

When men do adopt flexibility for caring, some experience a backlash in
the form of stigmatization or discrimination, especially in relation to
parental leave and returning to work—even when they take short periods
of leave.

In fact, the Australian Human Rights Commission found men were twice
as likely to have their leave requests rejected than women.
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https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-05/Employment-patterns-and-trends-for-families-children.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10608265241245902
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jftr.12363
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-75645-1_13#Sec5
https://thefatheringproject.org/state-of-the-worlds-fathers-report/?fbclid=IwAR1IizKJijnkrGc1DjEFQw6p9l3x7S9OWLGHA_Qio563Czi3r5Ymxt8semE
https://www.suittiestroller.com/working-dad#:~:text=Kids%20of%20dads%20who%20take%20parental%20leave%3A&text=Have%20stronger%20cognitive%20development%20and,by%20as%20much%20as%2010%25
https://www.workingparentsconnect.com.au/how-flexible-work-supports-dads-well-being/
https://phys.org/tags/flexibility/
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/11/15/women-remote-work-penalty-solutions-520601
https://www.dca.org.au/news/media-releases/flex-work-gender-pay-gap
https://spssi.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/josi.12015
https://phys.org/tags/parental+leave/
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/sex-discrimination/publications/pregnancy-and-return-work-national-review-report
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/sex-discrimination/publications/pregnancy-and-return-work-national-review-report
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/sex-discrimination/publications/pregnancy-and-return-work-national-review-report
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/sex-discrimination/publications/pregnancy-and-return-work-national-review-report
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Recent Australian data show only 8% of organizations set targets for
men's engagement with flexible working.

This issue is driven by deep-seated gender norms and stereotypes about
work and care and it results in men often being left out of the flexibility
conversation.

2. There is an expectation for men to focus on their
career

Men's caring responsibilities are largely invisible in the workplace and
dads often get the message to prioritize career development and financial
provision over being actively involved in their children's daily care.

In relation to this, men report a lack of workplace acceptance for
flexible working arrangements and a concern regarding the career
penalties that could follow.

While the benefits of dads being more hands-on as a parent are
clear—including positive outcomes for child development, for father-
child bonding, and for men's well-being—negative career implications
are often cited as a prominent downside associated with some forms of
flexibility.

Underpinning the expectation for men to be dedicated to their careers
are masculine norms and the work devotion schema (a moral obligation
to dedicate oneself to work).

However, Australian research shows men want more flexibility and some
are even willing to change their job to achieve this.

3. Men don't know what they are entitled to
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https://www.wgea.gov.au/data-statistics/data-explorer
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/feb/02/firms-told-to-tackle-flexible-working-stigma-faced-by-men
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/gwao.12000
https://phys.org/tags/career+development/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13668803.2020.1768051#abstract
https://www.suittiestroller.com/working-dad
https://phys.org/tags/positive+outcomes/
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/a-fresh-look-at-paternity-leave-why-the-benefits-extend-beyond-the-personal
https://spssi.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1111/josi.12289
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2016-00289-021
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/chapter-1-case-addressing-workplace-discrimination-related-pregnancy-parental-leave-and
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There is sometimes a lack of awareness from men and a lack of
resources from employers surrounding what men are entitled to.

Many dads aren't fully aware of the work-family policies available to
them or where to look. They are sometimes reluctant to ask employers
directly due to a perceived lack of entitlement or fears around negative
judgment.

As a result, when it comes to finding out about flexibility, men often
have to dig around on their own to figure out what they are actually able
to use.

The lack of readily available information for men reinforces the message
that flexibility for parenting is not really designed for dads.

To help overcome this issue, organizations should ensure they have
conversations with fathers, and not just with mothers, about adjusting
their work schedules when they have children.

4. Occupational barriers

Men in different positions within organizations face distinct challenges
when attempting to adopt flexible caregiving arrangements.

Those in high-status roles such as senior workers or managers have a lot
of control over their work hours but they are often reluctant to adopt
formal flexibility for caring due to concerns it may signify a lack of
commitment to work.

In contrast, men working in lower-status roles report a lack of power to
request flexibility and some report having requests denied or being
pressured to not access flexibility options.
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5. A lack of male role models

There is a lack of role-modeling from other men and a lack of spaces for
men to learn from each other about working flexibly.

Men also report being hesitant about using flexible work arrangements
because they don't see their leaders embracing or setting an example
themselves. This leads to concerns it could result in negative outcomes,
leading to missed promotions or career opportunities.

Having more male leaders working flexibly for family reasons would set
an example for other men but barriers exist due to expectations from
some leaders to be present at work.

Where to from here?

In order for things to change, men's caregiving roles must become more
visible at work and organizations must better support dads in adopting
flexibility for caring purposes.

Some effective ways to improve the situation include having male
leaders model flexibility, organizations promoting the idea that

flexibility is for dads too and telling men about their work-family
entitlements when they become, or are about to become, a father.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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