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Abstract
Do leave-taking fathers who 'undo' gender in their division of domestic labour and responsibilities also ‘undo’ gender in 
relation to their children’s gender socialization? This exploratory qualitative study seeks to understand how leave-taking 
fathers in South Korea (N = 17) experience and envision their children’s gender socialization by identifying three types of 
fathers. For ‘committed’ fathers, leave-taking is an extension of their genuine convictions and best efforts to raise children 
based on feminist ideals, but contradictory messages from non-parental influences such as preschools pose challenges. 
‘Conflicted’ fathers undergo significant changes in their views about men and women’s roles through leave uptake but 
confess to still holding rigid views about children’s gender socialization. ‘Receptive’ fathers demonstrate more open and 
moderately flexible attitudes to children’s gender roles than the ‘conflicted’ fathers, although not as consciously, proactively, 
or consistently as the ‘committed’ fathers. The findings indicate that fathers’ uptake of leave leads to diverging, rather than 
uniform trajectories in fathers’ development of attitudes and behaviours toward children’s socialization. The findings point 
to the need to consider inconsistencies operating at multiple levels of the ‘gender trap,’ including between fathers’ attitudes  
toward adult and children’s gender roles, fathers’ behaviours and attitudes, and parental and non-parental influences.

Keywords Child gender socialization · Gendered parenting · Fathering · Children · Parental leave

Berk posits that the home is a site or “factory” where 
gender is produced and reproduced (1985). While Berk 
focuses on how “household members ‘do’ gender, as 
they ‘do’ housework and childcare” (p. 201), the home 
is also a critical site of gender production for children’s 
socialization of gender roles and expectations. When 
parents ‘do gender’ differently at home—for instance, in 
the case of leave-taking fathers engaging in traditionally 
feminine domestic activities— understandings of “the 
material embodiment of […] womanly and manly conduct” 
(West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 144) changes not just for 
the parents but also crucially for their children (Sani, 2016; 
Scheibling, 2022). In other words, fathers ‘undoing’ gender 
by taking leave (Deutsch, 2007; Risman, 2009) may have a 
knock-on effect on children’s acquisition and development 
of more egalitarian and flexible gender roles, in which case 

the gender-equalizing impact of fathers’ leave policies may 
extend beyond a single generation.

There exists a well-established body of literature that 
finds fathers’ uptake of leave to result in their greater 
involvement in childcare and housework (Bünning, 
2015; Gonalons-Pons, 2022; Kotsadam & Finseraas, 
2011; Patnaik, 2019; Tamm, 2019; Wray, 2020). Another 
body of literature has found fathers’ greater involve-
ment in childcare and housework to lead to more gender 
egalitarian attitudes and behaviours in children (Cano & 
Hofmeister, 2023; Davis & Wills, 2010; Deutsch et al., 
2001; Halpern & Perry-Jenkins, 2016; Perales et al., 
2021; Platt & Polavieja, 2016). However, there exists 
no study to the author’s knowledge which directly con-
siders whether and how fathers’ uptake of parental leave 
may shape fathers’ attitudes towards and experiences 
of their children’s gender socialization. More generally, 
even though the literature on leave-taking and involved 
fathers has been rapidly expanding, limited attention has 
been paid to how fathers “interpret, explain, and contrib-
ute to the gendering of children” (Scheibling, 2022, p. 
366). Addressing this gap, the current study will explore 
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leave-taking fathers’ narratives of how they envision and 
experience their children’s gender socialization based 
on interviews with 17 fathers who have taken parental 
leave in South Korea. This focus will allow us to better 
understand the role that fathers’ leave plays in construct-
ing and (re)producing gender for their young children.

In what follows I will first review and put in conversation 
two bodies of literature, respectively, on the gender equalis-
ing impact of fathers’ uptake of leave and the sociological 
and psychological literature on child gender socialization 
with a focus on the paternal pathway to frame the current 
study. Next, I will present the South Korean policy context 
and data and methods, followed by the findings from the 
qualitative analysis. Finally, I will conclude by discussing 
the findings, limitations, and implications of the study.

Connecting the Dots: Fathers’ Uptake 
of Leave and Child Gender Socialization

The extant literature on the aftermaths of fathers’ uptake 
of leave has paid particular attention to whether and to 
what extent fathers taking leave could contribute to gender 
equality within the household. Quantitative studies have 
documented a positive causal relationship between fathers’ 
uptake of (long) leave and a more gender-egalitarian 
division of unpaid labour (Bünning, 2015; Kotsadam &  
Finseraas, 2011; Patnaik, 2019; Tamm, 2019; Wray, 2020). 
These results are backed up by various qualitative studies 
which have similarly noted the transformative effects of 
fathers’ leave on their development of caring and active 
co-parenting identities (Doucet, 2018; O’Brien & Wall, 
2017; Ranson, 2015). This body of evidence has established 
fathers’ leave policy as a key intervention with the potential 
to equalize gender relations at home.

At the same time, some nuances and complexities in the 
relationship between fathers’ leave and gender equality have 
been noted. For instance, Wall and Leitão (2017) identify 
and highlight heterogeneity among Portuguese fathers on 
leave alone, ranging from those who continue to see them as 
secondary caregivers who ‘help’ the mothers to those who 
are reflective, proactive, and committed to gender-egalitarian 
partnership and parenting. Wall and O’Brien (2017) further 
stress complexity in trajectories of change, as the impact of 
fathers’ leave is mediated by multiple intervening factors 
from sociocultural norms to labour market circumstances. 
Thus, while there exists considerable evidence that fathers’ 
uptake of leave has transformative and redistributive effects 
on the division of unpaid labour and responsibilities between 
couples, other works have suggested that the relationship 
between fathers’ leave and gender equality may not be 
linear or uniform (Doucet & McKay, 2020; Duvander et al., 
2019). Furthermore, because the empirical literature has 

focused mainly on the gendered division of unpaid labour 
and responsibilities between couples, we do not yet know 
whether and how fathers’ leave-taking may impact other 
dimensions of the (re)production of gender at home, such 
as child gender socialization.

A separate body of research on child gender socializa-
tion has established that the parental pathway is a promi-
nent route through which children acquire knowledge about 
acceptable and unacceptable gender roles. Blakemore et al. 
(2008) classify four different manifestations of parental 
influence on child gender socialization. First, parents may 
create a gendered world for their children by making gen-
dered choices about their children’s names, belongings, and 
activities. Second, parents may have different interactions 
with or responses to sons and daughters. Third, parents may 
instruct gender-appropriate behaviours, through affirming 
or denying gender stereotypes. Finally, parents serve as role 
models for their children to imitate, particularly in their roles 
as caregivers and breadwinners, and particularly implicit 
and covert messages that play a key role in child gender 
socialization at home (Mesman & Groeneveld, 2018. Other 
studies have stressed how parents are not free from social 
influence in how they approach child gender socialization. 
Notably, Kane (2012) finds that parents demonstrate diverse 
attitudes and behaviours towards children’s gender sociali-
zation depending on their own level of conformity and/or 
resistance as well as concern about others’ judgment. Based 
on this analysis, Kane coins the term ‘gender trap’ to refer 
to the “set of expectations and structures that inhibit social 
change and stall many parents’ best intentions for loosening 
the limits that gender can impose upon us” (p. 3).

What then, do we know about fathers’ roles in child gen-
der socialization, more specifically? Studies on children’s 
development have tended to consider mothers as the pri-
mary pathway through which children acquire beliefs and 
knowledge about acceptable gender roles. As such, there 
exist relatively limited studies that focus specifically on 
fathers’ influence on their children’s gender socialization 
(e.g., Cano & Hofmeister, 2023; Carlson, 1984; Davis & 
Wills, 2010; Halpern & Perry-Jenkins, 2016; Scheibling, 
2022). Yet these studies as well as others that more broadly  
account for both parents’ roles do find that fathers’ atti-
tudes and behaviors matter for children’s egalitarian gen-
der role attitudes (Deutsch et al., 2001; Fagot & Leinbach,  
1995; Perales et  al., 2021; Platt & Polavieja, 2016;  
Weinraub et al., 1984). The most recent of these works 
by Cano and Hofmeister (2023), for instance, finds that 
paternal involvement in housework and childcare is a 
significant predictor of children’s gender role attitudes, 
even after controlling for maternal involvement and both 
parents’ gender-role attitudes. The authors specifically 
highlight that “policy interventions […] such as paternal  
leave […] might contribute toward a new generation of men 
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and women who hold more egalitarian views on gender and  
raise children who do as well” (p. 18). A few works have 
furthermore shown that children are more likely per-
form gender-atypical household tasks if their father does 
so (Álvarez & Miles-Touya, 2012; Cunningham, 2001;  
Evertsson, 2006; Sani, 2016).

With most of the research on the intergenerational trans-
mission of gender roles studied quantitatively, Risman and 
Myers’ work (1997) is one of the few qualitative studies that 
examine how parents’ gender egalitarianism impacts chil-
dren’s understanding of gender egalitarianism. Confirming 
the findings from the quantitative literature, the children in 
this study were found to uniformly adopt their parents’ non-
sexist attitudes. However, the authors also found that the 
rhetoric of fairness does not extend to the children’s under-
standings of gender roles for boys and girls. Faced with con-
flicting messages on one hand from their parents and on the 
other hand from non-parental influences such as peers, the 
media, and school, parents’ efforts to reduce the salience of 
gender difference in their children’s lives were not always 
successful (see also Blakemore et al., 2008). More generally, 
these findings align with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory 
(1993) stressing the bidirectional interactions between indi-
vidual children and their surrounding contexts and actors 
ranging from family, peers, and teachers to broader influ-
ences from the media as well as legal and social systems.

Building on existing literature, it is important to examine 
whether leave-taking fathers who ‘undo’ gender in the divi-
sion of domestic labour also ‘undo’ gender in raising their 
children. Leave-taking fathers may, as an extension of their 
leave uptake, actively resist reproducing gendered distinc-
tions in instructing or interacting with children or in con-
structing children’s gendered worlds. Moreover, given that 
fathers’ uptake of leave has been found to have a long-lasting 
gender-equalising impact (Tamm, 2019), children who grow 
up seeing their fathers on leave may mirror their parents’ 
interchangeable or complementary roles as caregivers and 
breadwinners or simply grow up with less gendered norms 
about who-does-what. However, we must also note the vari-
ous factors that complicate the relationship between fathers 
taking leave and children developing more egalitarian and 
flexible gender roles attitudes, as previous studies suggest. 
For one, leave-taking fathers are not necessarily a homog-
enous group, particularly in the extent to which they develop 
gender egalitarian, deconstructive, and reflexive attitudes and 
identities (Wall & Leitão, 2017). Moreover, children encoun-
ter a range of non-parental influences, some of which could 
contradict or offset parental influences (Risman & Myers, 
1997). Finally, while leave-taking may make fathers more 
gender egalitarian and flexible, it could also be that fathers 
who already demonstrate gender egalitarian attitudes decide 
to take leave, particularly where fathers’ uptake of leave is not  
common (Lee, 2023). As such, the direction, linearity, and 

consistency of the association between fathers’ leave, gen-
der egalitarian parenting styles, and children’s acquisition of 
flexible gender role attitudes are all up for further inquiry.

In short, while the extant literature has sought to uncover 
the relationship between parents’ and children’s gender role 
attitudes and behaviours, most studies have taken a quantita-
tive approach. Moreover, existing studies have not yet exam-
ined how fathers’ uptake of parental leave may subsequently 
impact children’s gender socialization. Bearing in mind such 
gaps and considerations, the present study will explore the 
links between fathers’ uptake of leave and narratives of their 
children’s gender socialization. Through qualitative inter-
views conducted with fathers with parental leave experience 
in South Korea, this study will seek to capture the complexi-
ties and nuances in how leave-taking fathers experiences and 
envision their children’s gender socialization.

Policy Context: Fathers’ Uptake of Parental 
Leave in South Korea

Korea’s parental leave policies is among the most flexible 
and generous globally in terms of duration; each parent can 
use a non-transferable period of leave of up to twelve months 
for each child aged up to eight. In terms of income replace-
ment rate, recent reforms to the ‘father’s month bonus’ 
guarantees generous benefits for the second parent to take 
leave (typically the fathers) for the first three months of 
leave while a moderate to low level of benefit is provided in 
the subsequent months. Even though the number of Korean 
fathers choosing to take parental leave has been on a rapid 
rise in the last several years, a recent government report sug-
gests that a mere 1.8 per cent of all eligible fathers took leave 
for 2019 born children (Statistics Korea, 2020).

At the same time, the fathers who do take leave regu-
larly take a year-long leave and the mean length of fathers’ 
leave in Korea approximates seven months (National Assem-
bly Budget Office, 2019), substantially longer than the 
mean leave of fathers in Nordic countries such as Sweden 
(131 days), Iceland (70 days), and Norway (40 days) (Nordic 
Social-Statistical Committee, 2017). The low uptake rate 
implies that highly selective fathers are opting into paren-
tal leave, while the long lengths of leave for children as 
young as a few months and as old as eight (or even older, 
where fathers took leave for a younger child in households 
where the older child was eight or older or where fathers 
began leave when the child is eight or younger but finish 
his leave when the child is older) means that there is a rel-
atively wide window of opportunity for children to learn  
from their fathers’ atypical gender roles.

More broadly, Korea is marked by one of the longest paid 
work hours and one of the most gender unequal division of 
unpaid labour among high-income countries (Organization 
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for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2022; 2023). 
Korean men spend an average of 64 min per day on unpaid 
labour while Korean women spend 225 min, men contribut-
ing to less than a quarter of the total unpaid work (Statistics 
Korea, 2021). Even when limited to just dual-income cou-
ples, husbands on average spend 54 min per day on unpaid  
labour while wives spend 3.5 times this amount, of 187 min 
(Statistics Korea, 2021). Such figures further suggest that leave-
taking fathers are indeed exceptions to the norm in Korea.

Method

Interview Procedure and Schedule

The data for the current study was collected as part of a 
bigger mixed methods project on the determinants and after-
maths of fathers’ uptake of parental leave in South Korea. 
The project obtained approval from the Ethical Approval 
and Risk Assessment Committee for Sociological Research 
of the University of Cambridge in December 2019 and the 
interviews were conducted between May and October of 
2020. Although 51 fathers were interviewed in total for the 
project, for the current study, I specifically draw on inter-
views with 17 fathers with whom discussions around child 
gender socialization emerged as a particularly salient topic 
during the interview. While the majority of interviewees 
were recruited via their participation and indication of 
interest through an online survey which was distributed in 
various online parenting platforms, some (N = 5) were addi-
tionally recruited through personal networks. The interviews 
were recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, and and 
the names of the quoted participants have been replaced with 
pseudonyms.

Participants

Table 1 presents a summary of the interviewees’ key demo-
graphic features. While there was some diversity among the 
interviewed fathers in their demographic background and 
how their leave was taken, the ‘average father’ was in his 
late 30’s with his youngest child around 3-years-old, had a 

university education, and took parental leave of around one 
year; where fathers took leave more than once, I refer to the 
one taken most recently.

Study Design

Although this study was conducted as a part of a bigger 
project on the experiences of leave-taking fathers, the inter-
views were conducted with a view to exploring how leave-
taking fathers experience and envision their children’s gen-
der socialization. As such, the derived data corresponded to 
the research aim of understanding leave-taking fathers’ nar-
ratives of child gender socialization. Prior to the interview, 
the participants filled out an online survey in which they 
were asked to select the extent to which they agree to a series 
of statements on gender role attitudes on a five-point Likert 
scale, including items widely used in social surveys includ-
ing the ISSP (International Social Survey Programme), such 
as “a husband’s job is to earn money and a wife’s job is to 
look after the home and family” as well as bespoke items 
such as “boys and girls should be raised differently, accord-
ing to their gender.” During the interview the participants 
were asked about their views and experiences relating to 
their children’s gender socialization in various ways, includ-
ing by asking to explain and elaborate on their response to 
the survey questionnaire. Participants were also asked about 
whether there were any differences in their and their wives’ 
parenting styles, as well as whether they observed any gen-
der differences between their children in cases where they 
had both son and daughter. These questions allowed me to 
understand how fathers envisioned and experienced their 
children’s development of gender roles and identities. The 
interviews also covered, more generally, fathers’ experiences 
during leave and changes to their gender role attitudes.

Data Analysis

Of particular interest for this study was how fathers understood 
their parental leave experience to have contributed to (changes 
in) their attitudes and experiences of child gender socializa-
tion. To effectively make this connection and identify continu-
ity and change, it was important to be able to simultaneously 

Table 1  Demographic 
Composition of Sample of 
Leave-Taking Fathers (N = 17)

Age, Father (mean, range) 38 (31–42) Education
Age, Youngest Child (mean, range) 3 (0–7)   Four-year university degree 13
Employment   Graduate degree 4
  Public sector 4 Number of Children
  Private sector 6   One 6
  Non-profit sector 4   Two 10
  Freelance or self-employed 2   Three 1
  Not in employment 1 Length of leave (mean, range) 12 (2.5–36)
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have a holistic account of the fathers’ leave-taking experiences 
and their account of child gender socialization more specifi-
cally. Hence, I first developed a summary of each father’s over-
all profile and narrative, after which I focused more closely 
on the dataset directly relating to fathers’ narratives of child 
gender socialization.

The thematic analysis that followed was informed by 
Braun and Clarke’s guideline for reflexive thematic analy-
sis, an iterative and interpretive technique to engage, code, 
and develop themes in qualitative data (2006, see also 
2021a, b). First, I conducted an initial coding of the data, 
noting recurring and diverging patterns of change, persis-
tence, challenges, and contradictions in fathers’ narratives 
of child gender socialization. Second, based on this initial 
coding, I sought to identify, distinguish, and conceptualize 
fathers’ different narratives of child gender socialization to 
develop distinct profiles of fathers. As a third and final step, 
I noted how fathers in each category explained any influ-
ence of leave-taking on their children’s attitudes. The typolo-
gies developed should not be taken as necessarily always 
mutually exclusive or corresponding to the stories of every 
single father interviewed but rather as potential archetypes 
that maybe useful for research and practice around children’s 
gender socialization.

Research Positionality and Reflexivity

As a cis-gender women currently without children who is 
studying fathers, I took care to reflect on my own assump-
tions and position as a researcher. This included “provid[ing] 
space for men’s narratives of caregiving and to resist the 
impulse to measure, judge, and evaluate them through 
maternal standards” (Doucet, 2018, p.28). I was also con-
scious of my lack of first-hand experience or knowledge 
of being a parent and engaging extensively in childcare 
or the “discursive resource within the interview setting” 
that mothers researching motherhood often draw on (Frost 
& Holt, 2013, p.96). I was hence cautious not to impose 
particular themes or angles that I had in mind before the 
fieldwork that the research participants may not necessarily 
feel to be relevant to their experiences. Instead, I empha-
sized to the interviewees that I am happy to learn about 
any aspect of their experience that they felt was important 
and kept an open and evolving outlook throughout the data  
collection phase. 

Results

The results of the thematic analysis are presented below, 
organized by the three profiles of child gender socialization 
that emerged in the study. Table 2 presents a summary of the 
major themes identified. Ta
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‘Committed’ Fathers

‘Committed’ fathers, accounting for just under a quarter of 
the fathers studied, proactively and consciously sought to 
contest gender boundaries not only in their role as caregiv-
ers but moreover in their children’s understanding of gender 
roles. These fathers seemed to have held fairly progressive 
gender role attitudes even prior to taking leave. For instance, 
Sion identified as a feminist and had strong convictions about 
raising his son in a gender-free household and providing him 
with a “landscape” that could open up his gender imaginar-
ies. For Sion, taking parental leave for one year was a given 
from the moment he and his wife decided to have a child and 
was one of his various efforts to socialize his child free from 
gender norms, along with other conscious decisions around 
his son’s clothes and toys.

I wear a lot of pink, a lot of bright colours and avoid 
colours that men typically wear. I do the same to my 
child, I pick out a lot of pink clothes and try not to go 
for blue. Toys of cars and robots do not have a place 
in my home. […] I try to give my child that type of 
sentiment. I think with or without knowing it, this 
would become a landscape to my child, and he would 
come to believe in what he perceives. So I hope my 
child unconsciously feels this sense of ‘gender-free 
beauty’ by growing in a household landscape that’s a 
bit free from conventional gender norms. (Sion, father 
of three-year-old son)

This was in line with another father, Sangyoon, who gave 
a similar account of how attentive he and his wife are in 
ensuring his two children do not grow up with gender ste-
reotypes. Sangyoon was conscious of the importance of his 
children growing up watching him cook, do the dishes, and 
clean the house, so that they would not consider housework 
as a gendered activity. Sangyoon and his wife would actively 
intervene to limit their children’s media consumption if they 
felt certain cartoons reinforce unhealthy gendered stereo-
types, and they would actively correct their elder daughter 
if she came home having been exposed to gender prejudices.

My wife and I really try hard so that my child doesn’t 
grow up with biases or stereotypes. First, I consciously 
try to make sure they see me cook and think daddy can 
obviously cook and do the dishes and clean the house. 
[My child told me] that during role play at preschool, 
boys were assigned as doctors and girls as nurses. So 
we would try to correct that by saying, ‘girls can be 
doctors. You were born to a female doctor. The same 
goes for your brother.’ (Sangyoon, father of two daugh-
ters, aged four and under one)

For these fathers, taking fathers’ leave was often a reflec-
tion of their commitment to gender equality and a way of 

putting their commitments into practice in their relationship 
with their wives as well in raising their children. However, as 
Sangyoon alludes to in his quote above, these fathers faced 
major challenges to raising their children in line with their 
gender egalitarian ideologies due to influences from other 
sources such as preschool and the media. Daniel similarly 
stressed the range of barriers to his and his wife’s efforts 
to provide a gender-neutral environment for their daughter, 
including some that were simply outside parental control. 
Even if Daniel took primary responsibility of his daughter 
for a full year while his wife went back to work, he felt that 
his daughter’s experiences at preschool would nullify some 
of their efforts.

[My wife and I] both agree, as much as possible, to 
provide a gender-neutral environment so that she can 
learn her own identity but there are so many limita-
tions to that, we realized. With our former preschool, 
[…] we saw a construction site set up for the boys and 
a kitchen set up for the girls […] and we said straight 
away that one of our first conditions is that they don’t 
assign gender roles especially at a young age. They 
said they’d try. But we know, with minute day to day 
stuff, it’s very hard. Even from looking at staff, every 
single staff that I’ve seen in preschool have been 
women, […] down to the last person. So even that is 
an influence of what she can end up. (Daniel, father of 
two-year-old daughter)

Sangyoon lamented similar difficulties due to the con-
flicting messaging at home and elsewhere. Sangyoon 
described his daughter as “really active”, “better than boys 
at the swing or monkey bars” and having “a thing for dino-
saurs”. Nonetheless, he felt she “seems to feel a sense of 
inferiority” when her preschool teachers would tell the girls 
in dresses, “you look like a princess, you’re so pretty today”. 
This would make his daughter come home and ask to put on 
a dress too.

Similarly, in teaching a famous children’s song in Korea titled 
“Three Bears”, Sion and his wife had changed the lyrics from the 
original “daddy bear is fat, mommy bear is slim, and baby bear 
is so cute” to “daddy bear cooks, mommy bear sings, and baby 
bear is so cute” as an attempt to practice degendered child social-
ization that better reflects their household scenery and values. 
However, once their son learned the original lyrics at preschool, 
he insisted on the original lyrics of the daddy bear as fat, rather 
than someone who cooks, even though Sion was actually slim. 
In response to such discouraging and frustrating experiences, 
Sion explained plans to compile a comprehensive list of ways 
in which his son’s preschool is reinforcing gender stereotypes to 
raise a formal complaint. In the meanwhile, however, he could 
only hope that his child would one day come to understand and 
“accept that daddy is always in the kitchen and is the main chef 
at home if that’s what he sees every day.”
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To recap, ‘committed’ fathers typically had already held 
considerably flexible and egalitarian gender role attitudes 
prior to taking leave and thus they experienced little change 
in their gender ideology because of taking leave. Hence, 
for these fathers, leave-taking followed rather than preceded 
their gender egalitarian values. The ‘committed’ fathers 
actively and consciously sought to raise their children as free 
from gender stereotypes as possible, in line with their values. 
In this sense, they could be compared to the “innovator” or 
“resister” typologies in Kane’s work (2012). Nonetheless, 
they experienced significant barriers to actualising their 
visions for gender-free parenting due to various non-parental 
influences. As a result, they recounted instances of their 
children seemingly conforming to pressure from peers and 
preschool and following conventional gender norms despite 
their best intentions and efforts.

‘Conflicted’ Fathers

‘Conflicted’ fathers, who accounted for close to another  
quarter of the sample of fathers, represent those whose 
views that men and women should share responsibility  
for breadwinning, housework, and childcare did not always 
map consistently onto their views for how their boys and girls 
should be brought up. Even when these fathers had shifted 
their views toward adult gender roles substantially because of 
leave uptake, they still held conflicted or contradictory views 
about their children’s gender roles. One such example is 
Yohan, who described himself as having changed significantly 
for the better due to his uptake of parental leave, a sentiment 
shared by many of the interviewed fathers. Before his leave, 
Yohan had thought he was doing “enough” by “helping” his 
wife out around the home but taking leave of one year had 
opened his eyes and helped him see things from his wife’s 
perspective. Now Yohan thought, “women work too, so […] 
it’s obvious [that men share the housework the childcare]. […] 
[Taking leave] has definitely helped me understand.” Yet even 
though Yohan had come to accept the idea of a gender egalitar-
ian division of unpaid labour and responsibilities, challenging 
conventional gender stereotypes in raising his two sons was 
difficult to reconcile with. Particularly interesting was the way  
Yohan was aware of the lack of consistency or gender egalitari-
anism in his parenting yet still could not seem to help himself.

I tell my children things like, ‘you are a boy so you 
should choose blue.’ I feel upset when my child picks 
pinks. [Researcher: Even after taking parental leave?] 
Yes, even now. My son likes doing reserved activities. 
It might just be his personality, but he likes crafting 
and art classes and even today he put on a girly neck-
lace and braided rings onto his mask chain. Looking at 
that, I think, ‘guys should be active.’ I’m like this even 
though I try. (Yohan, father of two sons, five and three)

Taeyang similarly stressed, “you absolutely have to look 
after the child together” and that “there should be no distinc-
tion between women’s roles and men’s roles.” In fact, Taeyang 
explained that he has done and still does more housework and 
childcare than his wife, both prior to his leave and currently 
after his leave, because he is more competent. In line with this, 
he did not seem to think there exists innate gender differences 
in the ability to care for the home or children. However, in 
relation to his two children’s gender socialization, Taeyang 
had very different ideas, even going to the extent of educating 
his seven-year-old son about South Korea’s mandatory mili-
tary conscription for able-bodied male citizens. Both Taeyang 
and Yohan’s anticipation that their sons embody traditional 
elements of masculine identity seemed almost as if they, in a 
sense, sought compensation for their own lack of conformity 
to conventional masculine roles.

I hope my daughter could act like a lady because she’s 
a girl. In the case of my son, [I tell him things like,] 
‘guys shouldn’t do that’, ‘blue is for boys.’ I want my 
son to grow up to be a cool guy, someone who is per-
sistent and confident when it comes to what he wants. 
[…] I hope he also embodies some of more traditional 
understanding of manliness, [so I tell him things like] 
‘men shouldn’t cry,’ ‘you need to go to the military to 
protect the country.’ (Taeyang, father of seven-year-old 
son and five-year-old daughter)

Some fathers tried to explain or resolve the apparent 
discrepancy between their views about men and women’s 
gender roles in relation to breadwinning and caregiving and 
their views about children’s gender roles with the ration-
alization that there exist innate gender differences between 
young girls and boys, akin to Kane’s conceptualization of 
‘naturalizer’ parents (2012). Illustrative of this was Sungho, 
who suggested that girls and boys were “instinctively” drawn 
to different things, and whose purported approach to parent-
ing could be described as ‘laissez-faire.’ This was at odds 
with how he suggested that there were no innate differences 
between men and women in looking after children, explain-
ing, as Taeyang did, that he finds himself to be more suited 
for childcare than his wife.

She’s a girl so she likes playing house with mommy 
and copying mommy’s makeup. […] Girls wearing 
pink clothes and boys wearing things with dinosaurs 
on it or blue clothes, that’s not actually something we 
impose depending on whether they are a boy or a girl. 
Instinctively, girls like pink and boys like blue [...]. I 
don’t consciously try to change that […]. That’s based on 
their instincts, so I let them be, and don’t force them do  
try something else. (Sungho, one-year-old daughter)

In short, the ‘conflicted’ fathers actively partook in 
domestic and care labour and developed flexible attitudes 
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about men and women’s roles during their leave. Nev-
ertheless, they continued to hold rigid or inconsistent 
ideas about their children’s gender roles and identities. 
As a result, they encouraged their children to conform to 
gendered expectations and sought to correct when their 
children demonstrated gender atypical behaviour or pref-
erences. These fathers’ ideological dissonance between 
their gender egalitarian views toward men and women’s 
roles as parents and rigid views about children’s gendered 
preferences evoke a mirror-image of Risman and Myers’s 
study (1997). Whereas Risman and Myers found children 
to hold the belief that “men and women are similar and 
equal, but boys and girls are different and unequal” (p. 
229), in the present study it was the fathers who subscribed 
to this narrative. These leave-taking fathers expressing 
rigid and inconsistent views regarding children’s gender 
roles despite demonstrating gender egalitarianism when it 
comes to the division of paid and unpaid work was similar 
to how Scheibling (2022) finds that “even a group of pro-
feminist blogging fathers may fall into the ‘gender trap’ in 
raising children, thus exposing the stickiness of heteronor-
mative logics and parenting mandates” (p. 376; emphasis 
original). Their conflicting and contradictory ideologies 
reflected their struggles to reconcile their behaviours and/
or personal beliefs with some of the more widely accepted 
social norms.

‘Receptive’ Fathers

‘Receptive’ fathers, who were the most common and 
accounted for just over half of the fathers, could be placed 
in between the ‘committed’ and ‘conflicted’ fathers. These 
fathers also typically experienced major changes to their 
beliefs about men and women’s gender roles because of tak-
ing leave, as the ‘conflicted’ fathers. However, unlike the 
‘conflicted’ fathers, the ‘receptive’ fathers demonstrated a 
level of consistency between their views about adult and 
child gender roles. As such, they held more open and recep-
tive views toward their children’s gender roles than the ‘con-
flicted’ fathers. The 'receptive' fathers' commitment toward 
children’s gender-flexible socialization could be described 
as moderate, compared with the more proactive, conscious, 
and deliberate views of ‘committed’ fathers.

Hojun described himself prior to taking leave as a “typi-
cal guy” who “just worked” and “never cooked, cleaned, 
or did other housework.” It was taking leave that made him 
think, “men and women are supposed to do this together, 
but why are women doing it all? If I had just worked [with-
out taking leave], I would have probably not realized this 
until the day I die.” Hojun’s such realisations extended to 
his views toward child gender socialization. For instance, 
by seeing him make meals during his leave, he hoped his 

daughter would naturally grow up without prejudices about 
who should oversee cooking for the family. Also, if he felt 
his daughter was being too fixated on pink toys, he would 
try to balance out by gently suggesting blue ones. Hojun 
felt his role modelling as a primary caregiver duing parental 
leave left a positive influence, even though his child was 
only one-year-old when he took leave. He happily shared an 
anecdote of his young child, who seemed to think housework 
is daddy’s responsibility.

The book I read with my baby has images of moth-
ers doing the dishes and cooking and stuff, and never 
men. But my child, whenever reading that book, would 
always point and say ‘daddy,’ even though the images 
show a woman. So I feel I can give my child a basis to 
change some understanding of gender roles even as a 
baby. (Hojun, father of three-year-old son)

Jungwoo was another father who proudly shared a memo-
rable episode to illustrate how his leave seemed to have an 
impact on his daughters. Jungwoo had taken a very long 
leave of three years, before which his wife had near-sole 
responsibility of the housework and childcare, but after 
which Jungwoo had quit his job to be the full-time caregiver 
at home. His two daughters, who were in kindergarten and 
second grade when he began his leave, were already in third 
and fifth grade by the time of the interview. The extended 
period of Jungwoo’s time as a primary caregiver of his 
daughters as well as the relatively older ages of the girls 
seemed to have implanted a consciousness about gender 
equality that led them to question wider gender inequalities 
in their everyday life, something Jungwoo had not necessar-
ily intended, but was nonetheless proud of.

You know how when you give student IDs to children 
at school? [Researcher: You mean allocating num-
bers to male students first?] Yes, there’s a lot of those 
invisible [gendered inequalities]. […] There’s nothing 
I consciously do, and I didn’t necessarily intend it, 
but I think me taking parental leave has naturally had 
an impact on my children, and they have had some 
incidents at school because of that. Apparently my 
daughter made an objection to the teacher about this, 
asking why girls are allocated numbers starting from 
51. When I heard that, I thought, ‘ah, I raised her 
well.’ (Jungwoo, father of twelve-year-old and ten-
year old daughters)

Another father, Minjae, had just started his second 
leave at the time of the interview and had previously 
taken a 17-month leave, before the birth of his second 
child. Minjae confessed that he had fixated ideas about 
what men should and should not do before taking his 
first leave. Taking parental leave was a turning point and 
Minjae now spoke of how “maternal and paternal love 
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does not have to look different,” stressing how involved 
he has been in childcare, especially of his first child. 
Minjae explained how his daughter had ‘masculine’ pref-
erences in play and appearance, perhaps because Minjae 
was her primary caregiver for a significant period of her 
life, while his son, who had so far been raised primarily 
by Minjae’s wife, had ‘feminine’ preferences.

My daughter hates wearing skirts, maybe because 
she spent so much time with me. She says she wants 
to be brave and strong, like a police officer. When we 
go shopping and I ask her, ‘Do you not like skirts? 
Let’s buy some skirts,’ she stubbornly declines. She 
says she wants to cut her hair short, like a man, like 
daddy. I’d tell her, ‘you can’t cut your hair short’ but 
my wife would say, ‘why not, she can cut her hair 
like you. Would you like to try?’ And I’d think to 
myself, ‘I’m being outdated.’ (Minjae, father of six-
year-old daughter and three-year-old son)

Minjae’s instance of ideological dissonance about what 
his daughter can and cannot do was similar to the ‘con-
flicted’ fathers. However, what set Minjae apart from them 
was how he immediately reflected on himself as well as 
how he genuinely did not seem to mind—and even seemed 
proud of—his daughter’s tomboyishness. This was also 
the case for Jungwoo, who described the way he and his 
wife play with their daughters as “very different”; his wife 
would play with dolls, decorate diaries, or draw with their 
daughters while Jungwoo would typically take them out 
to play. In spite of such occasional mixed and inconsistent 
signals from parents, fathers noted children’s demonstra-
tion of meaningful, though perhaps somewhat incidental, 
moments of gender subversion in a positive light.

Therefore, this final group of ‘receptive’ fathers’ atti-
tudes toward their children’s gender socialization could be 
considered moderately gender egalitarian. They would, for 
instance, be critical of pervasive gender stereotypes present 
in the media or at preschools and oppose socializing their 
children based on explicitly gendered messages the way the 
‘conflicted’ fathers may. Moreover, they would be pleased 
to see their children growing up without gender stereotypes 
or in some cases subverting gender categories. However, 
the ‘receptive’ fathers could be distinguished from the 
‘committed’ fathers in the degree to which they would go 
out of their way to make a conscious, intentional, and pro-
active effort for their children’s degendered socialization. 
While ‘receptive’ fathers sought to eschew explicit gender 
stereotypes in instructing children’s behaviors or acting as 
role models, they did not necessarily go to the extent of 
actively and consistently intervening in or correcting the 
child’s gender socialization processes the way ‘committed’ 
fathers did.

Discussion

This study adds to the literature on the intergenerational 
transmission of gender through fathers by offering the first 
study of leave-taking fathers’ narratives of child gender 
socialization in the Korean context. Although leave-taking 
fathers engaged in gender egalitarian division of roles and 
responsibilities, their narratives of child gender socializa-
tion were mixed and heterogeneous. First, ‘committed’ 
fathers subscribed to genuine feminist ideals as fathers and 
husbands that preceded their uptake of leave. Despite their 
best efforts, they discussed barriers due to contradictory 
messages from non-parental influences such as preschools, 
playgrounds. In contrast, many ‘conflicted’ and ‘recep-
tive’ fathers had developed gender egalitarian attitudes 
and behaviours about men and women’s roles through their 
leave-taking experience, but with different outlooks toward 
child gender socialization. The ‘conflicted’ fathers confessed 
to still holding rigid views when it came to their children’s 
gender socialization, comparable to the children in Risman 
and Myers’ study (1997). The ‘receptive’ fathers, in contrast, 
demonstrated more open and moderately flexible attitudes to 
children’s gender roles than the ‘conflicted’ fathers, but not 
to the same extent as the ‘committed’ fathers.

Based on such narratives, I draw the following conclusions. 
First and most importantly, the gender-equalising impact of 
fathers’ uptake of leave on the division of domestic labour 
and responsibilities in Korea do not necessarily neatly map 
onto fathers’ narratives of how they envision and experience 
child gender socialization. Rather, leave-taking fathers shared 
diverging narratives, in line with Wall and Leitão (2017). 
Put simply, greater gender egalitarianism and flexibility in 
one dimension of family life did not guarantee the same for 
another. One explanation for this could potentially be that 
leave-taking fathers in Korea often take leave due to external 
constraints in balancing work and care (Lee, 2022). Hence, 
although leave-taking fathers may have come to develop 
flexible attitudes about men and women’s roles to reduce the 
cognitive dissonance between their beliefs and daily prac-
tice in the process of their leave experience, this may not 
extend beyond that, to the extent of fundamentally challenge 
their views toward child gender socialization. Fathers further-
more demonstrated the difficulty—if not impossibility—of 
consistent messaging for children’s gender socialization, 
whether this be due to external influences as the ‘commit-
ted’ fathers stressed, or contradictions and mixed messages 
from fathers themselves, as in the case of ‘conflicted’ and 
to a less extent ‘receptive’ fathers. Even though the fathers 
reported various instances of children’s gender contestation, 
equally notable were their accounts of children’s conformity 
to gender categories. This again pointed to the inadequacy of 
fathers’ role reversal though leave uptake alone for children’s 
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gender-free socialization. In short, fathers’ narratives illus-
trated the persistence of what Kane (2012) refers to as the 
‘gender trap’ from fathers as well as social institutions such 
as the preschools and the media.

This study contributes to a more nuanced understand-
ing of processes of the intergenerational (re)production of 
gender at home by taking a unique focus on leave-taking 
fathers and their narratives of child gender socialization. 
While the scholarly attention to caregiving and involved 
fathers are rapidly increasing, limited qualitative studies 
have paid attention to the intergenerational transmission of 
gender from fathers to children. The present study fills this 
gap by demonstrating diverse trajectories of leave-taking 
fathers’ development of views toward child gender sociali-
zation as well as internal and external constraints to more 
gender flexible child socialization. It has also expanded the 
literature on the impact of fathers’ uptake on gender equal-
ity by moving beyond the limited focus on the gendered 
division of labour and responsibilities between parents. 
Overall, the study suggests that even where leave-taking 
fathers ‘undo’ gender in their division of domestic labour 
and responsibilities, this does not guarantee that they also 
‘undo’ gender in relation to children’s wider gender sociali-
zation. The study has highlighted inconsistencies operating 
at multiple levels of the ‘gender trap’, including between 
fathers’ attitudes toward adult and children’s gender roles, 
fathers’ behaviours and attitudes, and parental and non-
parental influences. Such inconsistencies may help explain 
why gender roles and stereotypes persist for children, even 
in gender egalitarian households.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Because this study has relied on fathers’ perceptions and 
narratives of children’s gender socialization at a single point 
in time, it limits our capacity to draw conclusions about 
children’s gender socialization processes or outcomes over 
time. First of all, fathers may not be fully aware of their 
subtle behaviours or bias that could work to reinforce (or 
contest) gender roles for children (Mesman & Groeneveld, 
2018). It is also clear how mothers would be interacting 
with children and either reinforcing or contesting the mes-
sages from fathers. Furthermore, although fathers shared 
memorable instances of their children’s gendered or sub-
versive behaviours, these episodes are not necessarily rep-
resentative of children’s attitudes or behaviors, nor could 
we attribute fathers to be responsible for such behaviors 
with confidence. In addition, as the current study also sug-
gests to an extent, both parents and children’s gender role 
attitudes are not immutable and may very well change fur-
ther down the line. Therefore, longitudinal research designs 
based on interviews with children as well as both parents and 
observations of parent–child interactions at multiple time 

points will allow us to acquire a more holistic and long-
term view of children’s gender socialization that essentially 
includes children’s first-hand accounts. Further quantitative 
as well as qualitative studies of the relationship between 
fathers’ uptake of leave and children’s gender role attitudes 
in various country contexts would be a welcome addition to  
the literature.

Practice Implications

The findings from this study have implications for the study 
of gender role ideologies, the impact of fathers’ leave, and 
children’s gender socialization. First, the accounts of ‘con-
flicted’ fathers’ ideological dissonance highlight how one 
dimension of gender role attitudes—such as views on adult 
gender roles—may not be consistent with expectations about 
another dimension—for instance, children’s gender roles. 
Taking this into account, the literature on and survey meas-
urements relating to gender equality at home could benefit 
from considering the multitude of ways that gender could be 
‘undone’ at home, including though their children’s gender 
socialization. Relatedly, education programmes targeting 
new or expectant parents or fathers going on leave could 
account for the multiple ways that involved and caregiving 
fathers could contribute to gender equality at home, empha-
sizing not only their potential involvement in domestic 
and care labour but also in the gendering of their children. 
Finally, the stories of ‘committed’ fathers who found it dif-
ficult to socialize their children in line with their feminist 
ideals despite taking lengthy parental leave suggests that 
similar to the proverb, ‘it takes a village to raise a child,’ 
it also takes a village to raise children free from gender 
stereotypes. Efforts to embed gender equality in upbring-
ing children need to occur concurrently in multiple sites of 
children’s socialization. Acknowledging this, policy efforts 
should be made to consistently address gender inequality 
and stereotypes in all aspects of children’s social worlds, 
including in (pre)schools and the media.

Conclusion

The results of this qualitative study with leave-taking 
fathers indicated that fathers’ gender egalitarian attitudes 
toward adult gender roles do not always map neatly onto 
their attitudes toward children’s gender roles. Three themes 
were identified around how fathers were doing and undo-
ing gender in the home during leave and the ‘committed,’ 
‘conflicted,’ and ‘receptive’ fathers demonstrated diverse 
trajectories of change and continuity in gender roles attitudes 
through leave uptake. While the development of gender egal-
itarian attitudes for both leave-taking fathers and their chil-
dren appear to be an unfinished work-in-progress and one 
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not without contradictions and challenges, having fathers 
who taking parental leave appears to be a positive step for 
illuminating and challenging the ‘gender trap’ for them-
selves and their children.
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