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Subtle discrimination of fathers in
relation to leave-taking: a
comparative study of Slovakia
and Poland

Zuzana Dancikova* and Magda Muter*

London School of Economics and Political Science, London, United Kingdom

The article argues that despite a growing trend of generous leave policies
for fathers, leave-related workplace discrimination against them persists,
contributing to lower rates of uptake compared to mothers. Using a comparative
design, we explore the link between different leave policies for fathers and
differences in subtle discrimination of fathers in their workplace when it comes
to leave-taking. Drawing on semi-structured individual interviews with fathers
and mothers conducted in 2019-20, we compare the cases of Poland and
Slovakia, two contexts similar in their inegalitarian gender structures—casting
mothers as primary stay-at-home carers of young children and fathers as ideal
workers—but different in policies. At the time of our interviews, Poland granted
fathers 2 weeks of well-paid, non-transferable paternity leave; Polish fathers
could also draw on 32 weeks of well-paid parental leave, which could be
divided by parents as they wished. By contrast, Slovak fathers were entitled
to 28 weeks of well-paid non-transferable "maternity leave for fathers”. Polish
fathers' rate of uptake of paternity leave was the highest, their uptake of parental
leave the lowest, with Slovak fathers’ uptake of the “maternity leave for fathers”
in-between. We find that differences in workplace obstacles linked to the three
policies help explain the different rates of uptake. While fathers in Poland rarely
reported opposition to taking the short non-transferable paternity leave, Slovak
fathers were faced with multiple obstacles to their use of their non-transferable
but considerably longer policy, ranging from a lack of established HR processes,
through a need to find substitutes for their position to fears of losing their jobs.
The obstacles were further exacerbated for Polish parental leave, which parents
can divide freely and which is viewed as mothers’ entitlement. We conclude that
though gendered norms on the division of leaves remain strong in both Poland
and Slovakia, casting men as ideal workers and women as primary carers, policy
details matter and affect the level of discrimination. Slovak fathers with their
non-transferable leave entitlements face comparatively less discrimination than
Polish fathers when taking longer leaves. In sum, more egalitarian policy design
may help counter subtle workplace discrimination when it comes to fathers’
leave-taking.
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parental leaves, fathers, discrimination, paternity leaves, gender-equality, workplace,
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Introduction

Literature review and conceptual
framework

Fathers' leave uptake limited despite increased
desire and enabling policy

Literature has spoken of a rising desire among fathers for a
better work-life balance and more engagement with their children
(Blithe, 2015; Hobson and Fahlén, 2009). Hand in hand with this
desire, the recent decades in the world’s rich countries have seen
a rise in fathers’ involvement in childcare, linked to a cultural
shift toward involved fatherhood (Brandth et al., 2022; O’Brien
and Wall, 2017), as well as an expansion of dedicated leave policy
options for fathers (Brandth and Kvande, 2016; O’Brien and Wall,
2017; Takdcs, 2020). Despite these developments, compared with
mothers, fathers’ leave-taking remains limited both in uptake and
length across contexts (Haas and Rostgaard, 2011). To account for
this discrepancy, Jane Blithe has proposed the metaphor of glass
handcuffs, which keep men shackled to the labor market, preventing
them from greater involvement in the private spere, including in
leaves to take care of their children (Blithe, 2015).

Explaining fathers’ limited leave uptake: linking
policy and workplace obstacles

Much research has considered various factors that constrain
fathers’ leave-taking following the introduction of dedicated policy.
Some research has drawn attention to the role of fathers’ or their
partners’ individual attitudes to gender roles or gender equality
(Duvander, 2014; Lappegard, 2008). Others have investigated the
effect of gendered norms on mothers’ and fathers’ division of labor
(Lott and Klenner, 2018; Marynissen et al., 2019; Mussino et al.,
2019), including the ideal parent and ideal worker norms (Lott and
Klenner, 2018). The gendered ideal parent norm casts mothers as
primary carers and fathers as breadwinners expected to provide for
their families economically by continuously working for pay. The
ideal worker norm mandates workers are continuously available
to their workplace during the day and across the year, assuming
no caring obligations, and so aligns with the ideal father norm,
but clashes with newly emergent involved fatherhood. Yet other
research has pointed to the constraining or enabling role of fathers’
workplaces (Browne, 2013; Bygren and Duvander, 2006; Haas and
Hwang, 2019; Marynissen et al., 2019; Reimer, 2020).

In response to these various approaches, Zuzana Dancikova
has argued for their integration and paying closer attention to
their interplay. Building on Barbara Risman’s gender structure
framework (Risman, 2009, 2017), she posits that men’s leave-taking
is best explained when conceptualized as shaped by the gender
structure (Dancikovd, 2025), formed of multiple interconnected
gendered factors. Depending on the context, these factors or
dimensions of the gender structure may comprise gendered policies
that enable fathers’ leave-taking, as well as gendered norms or
obstacles in fathers’ workplaces. In the gender structure framework,
a change in one of its dimensions, like the introduction of a
new leave policy for fathers, may not only directly affect fathers’
leave-taking by enabling or motivating it, but also further shape
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it indirectly, by shaping other dimensions of the gender structure,
by changing norms to support fathers’ leave-taking (Bergqvist
and Saxonberg, 2017) or by alleviating workplace obstacles. The
introduction of dedicated leave policy for fathers may help shift
societal and concurrently workplace norms on fathers’ leave-
taking. At the same time, it may push employers to change their
gendered practices to accommodate fathers’ breaks from paid
work, including introducing HR procedures or trainings for both
employees and management. In this paper, we zoom in on the
relationship between leave policy for fathers, workplace obstacles
and fathers’ leave-taking, and explore the ways in which different
policies may link to differentiated changes in workplace obstacles
for fathers, and consequently, distinct outcomes for fathers’ leave-
taking.

To operationalize our approach, we draw on the work of Haas
and Hwang (2019) who, focusing on the Swedish context, take
generous government-mandated policy combined with cultural
support for involved fatherhood as a starting point, and explore
various mechanisms through which workplaces nevertheless
constrain fathers’ leave-taking. Haas and Hwang (2019) identify
more than two dozen workplace-related obstacles, ranging from a
lack of established HR procedures, through a need for fathers to
find a solution to filling their position temporarily, to fears about
job security. Building on Haas and Hwang’s categorization, we
explore the ways in which different leave policies, in two similar
national contexts, link to differences in the subtle discrimination of
fathers in relation to their leave-taking.

Workplace obstacles as subtle discrimination of
fathers

Much literature has focused on the discrimination of mothers
in the workplace (Baszczak et al., 2022; Budig et al., 2012; Cheung
etal., 2022; Dawn Metcalfe and Afanassieva, 2005; Glass and Fodor,
2011). Research on motherhood penalties has been prominent
(Andersen, 2018; Budig et al., 2012, 2016; Joshi et al, 1999;
Palka, 2024; Weeden et al., 2016)—investigating mothers’ lower
income compared both to childless or childfree women and men
as well as fathers, but ample scholarship is also available on the
discrimination of mothers in HR processes (Cheung et al., 2022;
Glass and Fodor, 2011). By contrast, fathers have been found
to benefit from the fatherhood premium (Weeden et al., 20165
Zajickova and Zajicek, 2022). The fatherhood premium means
increased income or career progression and has been linked to
selection effects or their rise in working hours. However, the
premium has also been linked to a perception of fathers as
more reliable workers due to their familial responsibilities and
consequent discrimination of men without children. On the other
hand, scholars have also been debating the existence of fatherhood
penalties (Weisshaar, 2018; Zajickova and Zajicek, 2022). In these
ongoing debates, researchers have posited that, compared to
childless or childfree men, fathers may be discriminated against in
terms of loss of income or a lack of career growth after they opt out
of the labor market to look after their children. However, we have
found little scholarship explicitly focused on the subtle workplace
discrimination of fathers when it comes to their intention to take
leave in the first place.
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We deem that the challenges to fathers’ leave-taking that persist
in their workplaces despite dedicated leave policy are similar to the
subtle discrimination of mothers—the kind of discrimination that
persists despite abolishing overt, policy-sanctioned discrimination
(Hebl et al., 2020). Consequently, we conceptualize fathers’
workplace obstacles as mechanisms of subtle discrimination.
This may encompass workplace norms and practices, including
insufficient administrative infrastructure and employee awareness
of their rights, in so far as they affect fathers differently than
men without children or mothers. Subtle discrimination may be
intentional or unintentional, but it is systematic (Rolin, 2006).
Conceptualizing subtle discrimination as workplace obstacles is
a move which we find largely absent from the rich literature
on fathers’ leave-taking, with only limited exceptions (Browne,
2013). Recent books on fathers’ leaves eschew explicitly framing the
discrepancy between mothers” and fathers’ leave-taking in terms of
discrimination (Dobrotic et al., 2022; O’Brien and Wall, 2017), as
does much research that focuses specifically on workplace obstacles
to fathers’ leave-taking (Bygren and Duvander, 2006; Haas and
Hwang, 2016, 2019; Marynissen et al., 2019). Indeed, literature on
fathers’ leaves is more likely to invoke workplace discrimination
against mothers, linked to their expected or realized breaks from
paid work (Gheaus and Robeyns, 2011; Haas and Hwang, 2016,
2019), and present fathers’ greater involvement in childcare as a
way to address such discrimination against mothers. We maintain
that conceptualizing workplace obstacles that fathers face as
discrimination rather than mere disadvantage or difficulty provides
a more powerful incentive to study and ultimately overcome them.
More attention to workplace discrimination of fathers who wish to
take leave is called for not only to break fathers’ glass handcuffs and
facilitate their increased involvement in childcare, but also because
fathers’ greater uptake of leave can help destigmatize the practice of
leave-taking for women and contribute to a more balanced division
of leaves and paid and unpaid labor more generally between
mothers and fathers (Blithe, 2015).

Scene-setting: leave policy landscape in
Poland and Slovakia

To explore the link between different leave policies for fathers
and the subtle discrimination of fathers in the form of persisting
workplace obstacles to their leave-taking, we draw on the cases
of Poland and Slovakia, two post-communist Central Eastern
European (CEE) countries which, compared to Western European
countries, have received relatively limited academic attention when
it comes to fathers’ leave-taking (Dancikova, 2025; Suwada, 2017).
These two contexts are well suited to our purpose, as they are
characterized by similar gender structures, including inegalitarian
norms on parents division of leaves. At the same time, the
respective governments have put in place vastly different policies
enabling fathers’ leaves, providing a good set-up for a comparative
study of the link between policy and workplace obstacles shaping
fathers’ leave-taking.

Parents’ leave-taking in both Poland and Slovakia has been
shaped by the norm of threeness (Saxonberg, 2014), mandating
that children under the age of three should be at home in the
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care of family members, typically mothers. The norm has been
linked to the bad reputation of nurseries for children under three
before the fall of communism, their defunding during the transition
to democracy (Saxonberg, 2014; Saxonberg and Szelewa, 2007),
and their continued scarcity today. In Poland, fewer than 20% of
children aged 0-2 are enrolled in nurseries, in Slovakia fewer than
5% do (OECD Family Database., n.d.). At the same time, the norm
of threeness has been linked to maternity, parental and childcare
leave policies, which helps explain a stronger norm in Slovakia with
its more generous leave policies allowing mothers to stay at home
longer, and a weaker, modified one in Poland, where leave policies
are less generous.

For decades, policies in both countries facilitated the leave-
taking of solely mothers by providing them with leave for a
period of up to 3 years of the childs life (Dancikova, 2025;
Saxonberg, 2014). After transition to liberal democracy, budgetary
cuts affected family policies in the CEE countries (Dawn Metcalfe
and Afanassieva, 2005). In 1990s Poland, 16 weeks of maternity
leave were in place, extended to 20 weeks in 2000. The maternity
leave could be followed by unpaid childcare leave up the child’s
third year of age, combined with a means-tested benefit (the
generosity of the benefit changed with time but since 1990s it
remains very limited (Saxonberg and Szelewa, 2007). In Slovakia,
28 weeks of job-protected maternity leave was in place combined
with generous, un-taxed maternity benefits. In addition, a 3-year
parental leave was available, which could be combined with a
universal low, flat-rate benefit now known as parental allowance
(Dantikova, 2020).

As a result of the policy set up, leave-taking patterns in
both countries were highly gendered. In Poland, mothers often
took both maternity and childcare leave and fathers were only
allowed to step in and take either if the mother resigned from
her right. Statistics concerning childcare leave are not available,
but no interviewed Polish father mentioned considering taking
such a leave. In Slovakia, mothers typically took maternity leave,
followed by parental leave. Similarly to Poland, fathers could step
in, if the mother could not take maternity or parental leave.
Parental leave was formally extended to fathers in Slovakia in the
early 2000s (Zakon, 2002), but it did little to change the existing
gendered practice of leave-taking. For instance, in 2020, close to the
period when we carried out our interviews, only 3% of all benefits
were used by Slovak fathers, while 97% were taken by mothers
(Dantikova, 2020).

Overall, for decades fathers both in Poland and Slovakia were
perceived only as emergency caregivers, who provided childcare
when a mother was unable or unwilling to do so. Dedicated,
non-transferable leave for fathers was finally introduced in both
countries in 2010, albeit in vastly different ways. Poland granted
fathers a week-long paternity leave and extended it to 2 weeks
in 2012 (Suwada, 2017). The leave was remunerated at 100% of
fathers’ previous earnings and to be used within the child’s first
2 years of life, including when the mother is on maternity leave
(Kurowska et al., 2020). By 2018, close to the time our interviews
were conducted, 196 thousand fathers took paternity leave reached
(Kurowska et al., 2020), with uptake slightly exceeding 50% (Kelm,
2023).

In Slovakia, 28 weeks of well-paid “maternity benefits”, non-
transferable to mothers were made available to fathers in 2011
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(Dancikovd, 2023). While in Poland, paternity leave was introduced
in response to pressures from the EU (Suwada, 2017), the granting
of well-paid “maternity benefits” to fathers in Slovakia was the
result of a homegrown initiative, and likely unintentional. The
benefits were originally meant to be extended to adoptive fathers
only, at the same time when the same benefits were also granted to
adoptive mothers. However, the legislation was ultimately written
in a manner that allowed for use by all fathers with a track record
of illness insurance contributions (Dancikova, 2025). Fathers’ new
maternity benefits could be combined with their pre-existing
entitlement to 3 years of parental leave and this combination
became commonly known as “maternity leave for fathers”.' The
benefit equals 75% of fathers’ previous earnings, however, it is
not taxed and so amounts to the full income of most fathers, as
fewer than 10% of fathers earn more than the generous benefit
cap (Dancikovd, 2025). The uptake has been much higher than
that of the previously available, and much less financially generous
parental allowance, reaching almost a quarter of fathers by 2019
(Dancikovd, 2023). At the same time, fathers’ uptake of this policy
was considerably lower than that of Polish paternity leave. This may
be because, at 28 weeks, the Slovak “maternity leave for fathers”, is
considerably longer than the 2 weeks of Polish paternity leave.

Finally, in 2012, Poland also introduced a parental leave of
32 weeks (Kurowska et al., 2020; Suwada, 2017). At the time of
interviews in 2019,% the Polish parental leave was remunerated
at 60% of parents’ previous income, following maternity leave
with 100% income replacement, or—alternatively-—80% for both
maternity and parental leaves. Like Slovak parental leave, the policy
was seemingly gender-neutral (Plomien, 2019) but the general
expectation was that mothers would combine it with maternity
leave, and stay at home with the child during the first year of their
life. Consequently, despite being ostensibly gender-neutral, the
policy is widely seen as extended maternity leave (Suwada, 2017)
and overwhelmingly used by mothers. In 2018, 99% of parental
leave benefits were taken by mothers (Kurowska et al., 2020). Only
4400 fathers drew on parental leave benefits (Kurowska et al., 2020),
a fraction compared to those who took paternity leave.

We suggest that the different leave policies for fathers in the
two countries may translate into different workplace obstacles to
fathers’ leave-taking, which may help explain such different rates
of uptake: with significantly longer non-transferable leaves, in the
absence of established HR procedures, Slovak fathers may find
it more difficult to find a substitute to temporarily take on their
responsibilities or may face greater fears about their job security.
A similar logic applies to the Polish parental leave.

1 A dedicated 28 weeks of paternity leave was introduced in Slovakia
in 2022, to be used by fathers directly after the birth of a child and so
overlapping with mothers’ maternity leave. However, fathers can only draw
on the high associated benefits for only two of those weeks, if the mother
is on maternity leave and making use of her maternity benefits at the same
time. Consequently, if parents want to make use of more than two weeks
of fathers’ well-paid leave, fathers still they to use the “maternity leave for
fathers”.

2 From 2023, following an EU directive, parental leave was extended to 41

weeks, of which 9 weeks are reserved for each parent (Kurowska et al., 2023).
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Analytical approach, contributions and
paper outline

We draw on semi-structured interview data collected for two
individual projects. In Poland, Magda Muter collected data on
parents’ division on paid and unpaid labor in 86 interviews with
mothers and fathers. In Slovakia, Zuzana Danc¢ikova focused on
fathers’ leave-taking and interviewed 38 mothers and fathers.
We analyzed the data thematically, focusing on drawing out
the similarities and differences in fathers’ perception of the
mechanisms of subtle discrimination in fathers’ workplaces that
proved an obstacle to fathers’ using the different policies in place
in the respective countries.

We find that details of policies regarding paternal leave-taking
matter for the workplace resistance that fathers encounter. They
influence uptake of leaves, and therefore also largely determine
whether various policy aims are achieved. Overall, we find that
shorter leaves, clearly attributed to fathers, non-transferable to
mothers, meet with less resistance from employers. However,
longer leaves may have more transformative potential for gender
structure as a whole, and therefore may be necessary to limit subtle
discrimination of fathers who take leaves to provide childcare.
Our contribution is two-fold. Conceptually, we link two bodies
of literature, on workplace discrimination and fathers’ leaves, and
argue that workplace obstacles to paternal leave-taking amount to
discrimination. Empirically, we make a contribution by exploring
the workplace obstacles faced by fathers in Poland and Slovakia,
two contexts, where fathers’ leave-taking has been underexplored.

In the following sections, we introduce our methods and data
in greater detail, followed by our analysis, and finally present
our conclusions.

Methods and data

We explore fathers” perception of workplace mechanisms that
posed an obstacle to their leave-taking based on interview data
collected for two separate projects. In Poland, Magda Muter
investigated parents’ division of labor following the birth of a child
in 2019, including leave-taking. In Slovakia, Zuzana Dancikova
explored the effects of a leave policy for fathers in 2019-20,
in a combination of in person and online interviews. We both
gained ethics approval in line with university guidelines and to
ensure open conversations, interviewed the mothers and fathers
in our samples separately. We interrogated the validity of our
data by conducting all interviews personally, and reflecting on our
positionality. We followed our interview guides, to make sure that
all respondents spoke to the main areas of our research, including
obstacles to leave-taking. Talking to both mothers and fathers
helped us triangulate our data, and gave us a more nuanced picture
of experiences and decision-making processes about fathers’ leave-
taking.

Magda Muter’s interviews focused on the gendered division
of labor, both paid and unpaid, including parents’ decision-
making regarding said division of labor. The interviews were semi-
structured, and the interview guide included a section on leave-
taking. Magda Muter recruited participants mainly through her
personal acquaintance, social media and snowballing. The data was

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Dancikova and Muter

collected in 86 individual interviews with mothers and fathers.
Magda Muter interviewed 43 different-gender couples, in addition,
she interviewed one mother and one father whose partners did not
take part in the project. Thus, the sample included information on
44 fathers (43 first-hand and one second-hand).

The sample was purpose-designed to comprise of families with
at least one young child. Magda Muter mainly interviewed double
income couples (at least prior to children) where the youngest child
was under seven years old. However, for six couples the youngest
child was aged between seven and 16 years old, to diversify the
sample according to other criteria. Five such couples lived in a small
town/countryside, and one was a less affluent couple from a city.
When using snowballing as recruitment procedure, Magda Muter
was looking for families with an atypical division of labor, in which
men did a lot of housework and childcare. Therefore, the sample
includes four fathers who took the unusual path of taking parental
leave. However, there were only two couples with a gender-equal
division of leaves (with the mother and father taking 6 months
each). Most of the fathers interviewed used the paternity leave, and
those who did not use it, were mostly not eligible.

Zuzana Dancikovds interviews focused on parents’ response to
the leave policy for fathers, available since 2011, including parents’
decision-making on fathers™ leave-taking and factors that shaped
their decisions. This focus yielded data on fathers’ understanding
of obstacles to their leave-taking that they faced in the workplace.
Zuzana Dancikova recruited participants through social media,
personal acquaintance and snowballing. The data was collected data
in 38 semi-structured interviews with mothers and fathers. Zuzana
Dancikovd interviewed mothers and fathers in 18 different-gender
couples, in addition, she interviewed one mother and one father
whose partners did not wish to take part in the project. Thus, the
sample included information on 20 fathers (19 first-hand and one
second-hand). The sample was purpose-designed to comprise both
families where fathers did and did not make use of the policy,
allowing for insight into both factors complicated fathers’ leave-
taking and that prevented them from doing so. As a result, the
sample included twelve fathers who took leave and eight did not.
In addition, only six of the fathers who took leave took complete
breaks from paid work, while six carried on with work part-time.
They continued with paid work for the previous employer, though
two fathers used the time to work on side projects or start a
new business.

The samples included fathers working in the public and private
sectors, including local and international businesses of various
sizes, as well in the third sector (see Table 1 for Poland and Table 2
for Slovakia). The fathers gained various education levels and
worked in various positions, ranging from a factory-floor worker to
high-ranking managers. However, the samples are skewed toward
fathers with higher education, in white-collar jobs, with above-
average incomes and located in large cities, including Bratislava
and Warsaw. The data was fully transcribed and analyzed using
a thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2013). We used NVivo
software for coding; the initial code trees were ‘top—down, based
on an existing body of knowledge about the gendered division
of labor by parents of young children, but we added further
codes using a ‘bottom-up’ approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
As mentioned before, our original projects were conducted in
continuous conversation with each other. For this paper we
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additionally worked to ensure thematic reliability by presenting
each other with a long list of quotes translated into English
specifically on fathers’ leave-taking, and then discussing them
together at length. Therefore, the analysis of material for this paper
was a joint endeavor, which also included a detailed discussion of
leave policies and employers’ practices in our respective countries.

Findings

To explore the links between policy and workplace obstacles
to fathers’ leave-taking, we draw on the work of Haas and
Hwang (2019), who have identified four themes regarding cultural
workplace obstacles to fathers” leave-taking: ‘men’s leave-taking is
not a strategic company issue’, ‘taking leave is not normative), ‘leave-
taking should minimally disrupt the workplace} and a job comes
first’ attitude. They were closely linked to three structural workplace
obstacle themes: ‘work practices promoted worker indispensability,
‘insufficient personnel resources, and a ‘lack of infrastructure’
facilitating fathers’ leave-taking. This framework allows us to
consider different kinds of obstacles to leave-taking that fathers in
Poland and Slovakia have faced in the workplace. Following Haas
and Hwang’s framework, we present evidence that fathers are faced
with the following obstacles: their leave-taking is not considered a
norm, nor a strategic issue for employers; if taking leave, they are
expected to put steps in place to avoid causing disruption; and they
are under pressure to demonstrate that the job comes first even
when taking leave. At the same time, we assess the link between
the obstacles encountered and policies in place in the two contexts.

Men'’s leave-taking is neither a norm, nor a
strategic issue for employers

Haas and Hwang (2019) note that workplace culture in Sweden
does not consider men’s leave-taking as a ‘strategic company issue,
and fathers taking longer leaves is still not a social norm, despite
a long history of Swedish state policies supporting more involved
fatherhood. Therefore, it is not surprising that in both Poland and
Slovakia, where state policies have not been explicitly designed to
encourage gender equality, fathers taking long full-time leaves to
take care of their children is still not a normative expectation, unlike
in the case of mothers.

However, fathers’ leave-taking has been increasing, shaped
by specific policies available to them. The greatest uptick in
leave-taking occurred in Poland, with shorter, well-paid leaves,
directly assigned to fathers, rather than couples. In line with
the consensus in literature on the effectiveness of well-paid
non-transferable leaves for fathers (Dearing, 2016; Haas and
Rostgaard, 2011; Moss et al, 2019), when taking leave does
not significantly affect the total family income, and the leave
cannot be transferred to the mother, fathers are not only
less likely to opt out, they also start treating the leave as
their right, rather than a special privilege which requires
additional justification.

As mentioned in the introduction, there is a striking difference
in uptake between Polish paternity leave and parental leave. The
paternity leave is short, offers 100% salary replacement, cannot be

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Dancikova and Muter

TABLE 1 Sample of fathers and mothers interviewed in Poland.

10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287

Education  Profession Education  Profession Residence

M1 31-35 Higher COO w1 31-35 Higher None Large city

M2 26-30 Higher Lawyer w2 36-40 Higher HR Large city

M3 36-40 Lower Clerk W3 36-40 Higher Accountant Large city

M4 26-30 Lower Teacher W4 26-30 Lower Nanny Large city

M5 36-40 Higher Designer W5 36-40 Higher Designer Large city

M6 41-45 Higher Doctor we 36-40 Higher Doctor Large city

M7 31-35 Higher Tester (IT) w7 31-35 Higher Confectioner Large city

M8 31-35 Higher Lawyer w8 31-35 Higher Lawyer Large city

M9 N/A Higher IT specialist and Not N/A Higher IT specialist and Large city
manager interviewed manager

M10 31-35 Higher Manager IT wio 31-35 Higher Designer Large city

Mi11 31-35 Lower Electrician WI11 31-35 Higher Accountant Town/Country

Mi12 36-40 Lower Driver Wwi2 36-40 Lower Saleswoman Town/Country

M13 36-40 Higher Copywriter w13 31-35 Higher Doctor Large city

M14 26-30 Lower Building W14 <26 Higher None Town/Country

Mi15 N/A Higher Lawyer W15 31-35 Higher Kindergarten owner | Large city

M16 31-35 Higher Environmental Wie 31-35 Higher Zoo psychologist Large city
specialist

M17 >50 Lower Technical support w17 41-45 Higher Quality control Large city
consultant specialist

M18 36-40 Higher Project manager w18 36-40 Higher Teacher Large city

M19 31-35 Higher IT manager W19 31-35 Lower Photographer and Large city

massage therapist
M20 36-40 Higher BHP specialist w20 36-40 Higher HR Manager Large city
M21 36-40 Higher Data scientist w21 36-40 Higher Administrative Large city
director

M22 36-40 Higher Logistic manager w22 36-40 Higher Therapist Large city

M23 36-40 Higher Screenwriter w23 36-40 Higher Screenwriter Large city

M24 31-35 Higher Writer W24 31-35 Higher Project manager Large city

M25 31-35 Lower Sales representative W25 31-35 Lower Office worker Large city

M26 31-35 Lower Cook w26 31-35 Higher Bank analyst Large city

M27 31-35 Higher Optician w27 26-30 Higher Chemist Large city

M28 31-35 Higher Analyst w28 26-30 Higher Analyst Large city

M29 36-40 Higher Telecommunications | W29 36-40 Higher Environmental Large city
engineer engineer

M30 26-30 Higher Service engineer W30 26-30 Lower None Large city

M31 N/A Higher Entrepreneur W31 31-35 Higher Teacher Large city

M32 26-30 Higher Researcher W32 31-35 Higher Computer graphic Large city

M33 31-35 Higher Researcher W33 31-35 Higher Culture animator Large city

M34 31-35 Lower Construction W34 31-35 Higher Kindergarten Town/Country
worker worker

M35 26-30 Lower Vision engineer W35 26-30 Higher Pedagogue Large city

M36 31-35 Higher Business W36 31-35 Higher Project manager Small city
administrator

M37 46-50 Lower Roofer w37 41-45 Lower Cleaner Town/Country

(Continued)
Frontiersin Sociology 06 frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Dancikova and Muter 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Education  Profession Education  Profession Residence
M38 41-45 Higher Lacquerer W38 36-40 Higher HR Specialist Town/Country
Not N/A Lower Upholsterer W39 36-40 Lower Tram driver Town/Country
interviewed
M40 26-30 Lower Paver w40 <26 Higher Social worker Small city
M41 36-40 Lower Non/Gardener W41 31-35 Higher Quality control Large city

specialist

M42 41-45 Lower Any available w42 46-50 Lower Cleaner Town/Country
M43 46-50 Lower Digger operator W43 36-40 Lower Farmer Town/Country
M44 26-30 Higher Policeman W44 26-30 Higher Social worker Town/Country

TABLE 2 Sample of fathers and mothers interviewed in Slovakia.

Education = Profession Education  Profession Residence
M1 26-30 Higher Civil servant w1 <26 Lower Medical student Large city
M2 26-30 Lower User experience designer w2 26-30 Higher Town planner Large city
M3 41-45 Higher Library director W3 31-35 Higher Kindergarten Large city
teacher
M4 36-40 Higher Civil servant W4 31-35 Higher Kindergarten Large city
teacher
M5 41-45 Higher Manager, private W5 31-35 Higher Lawyer Large city
corporation
M6 36-40 Higher Manager, private Wwe6 36-40 Higher Manager, private Large city
corporation corporation
M7 31-35 Higher Schoolteacher w7 26-30 Higher Accounting analyst Large city
M8 36-40 Higher Manager, private w8 31-35 Higher Store owner Large city
corporation
M9 36-40 Higher Manager, hospitality w9 36-40 Higher Structural designer Town/Country
M10 31-35 Higher Bank branch manager W10 31-35 Higher Civil servant Large city
Mi1 31-35 Higher Contract commercial Wil 26-30 Higher Training Large city
specialist coordinator
M1i2 36-40 Lower Technical foreman wi2 36-40 Higher Public speaking Large city
coach
M13 36-40 Higher Schoolteacher W13 31-35 Higher Bank branch Town/Country
manager
M14 36-40 Higher Planning engineer W14 31-35 Higher Civil servant Small city
M15 31-35 Higher Training coordinator W15 26-30 Higher Community Small city
coordinator, NGO
M16 36-40 Lower Transport foreman Wie 41-45 Lower Sales assistant Town/Country
M17 26-30 Lower Quality technician Not - Lower Sales assistant Town/Country
interviewed
Mi18 36-40 Lower Factory worker W18 36-40 Lower Kitchen staff Town/Country
Not 31-35 Lower Construction contractor w19 <26 Lower Sales assistant Town/Country
interviewed
M20 41-45 Higher Manager, private w20 36-40 Higher Researcher Large city
corporation

shared with the mother, and does not require for the father to be  for this short amount of time at the expense of their workplace:
on leave alone. On the contrary, the expectation is that most fathers

take it directly after the birth of their child, to bond with them and PL MO8 It was natural that the father disappears for 2
to help the mother. After a decade of this policy, it became “natural” weeks just after the birth of a child. And there were no problems
to some Polish fathers to take this leave, and prioritize their family with it [in my workplace].
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The practice is quite widespread, so that even workers who
are officially self-employed, but in reality working as employees
of a particular company, a practice common both in Poland
and Slovakia due to a lower tax burden on self-employment, are
often offered to spend 2 weeks at home following the birth of
their child.

PL M21 The CEO, he had three kids, so it was actually
alright from this perspective. Despite being officially self-
employed, I got the 2 weeks of paternity leave.

However, even taking the brief paternity leave is not quite
the workplace norm yet—demonstrated by the fact that who
makes decisions about fathers’ leaves still matters. The size of
the workplace emerged as a potential mediating factor for the
relationship between policy and fathers’ workplace discrimination.
In small workplaces without an HR department, the personal
values of leadership remain crucial. Some Polish respondents
reported that, in such unfriendly environments, taking paternity
leave remains a challenge, as in the case of the construction worker
below, recounted by his wife:

PL W43 My husband had a problem with his employer,
even with taking the paternity leave. In the end he stayed
at home.

Though eventually, this father managed to make use of his
paternity leave, the lack of normativity is an obstacle that might
deter others.

This lack of normativity came across more strongly in
Slovakia in relation to the similarly highly remunerated and non-
transferable, but considerably longer “maternity leave for fathers”.
Whereas, the Polish paternity leave grants fathers 2 weeks off
work, the Slovak policy entitles men to 28 weeks of well-paid
leave. The length of leave makes taking it much less “natural”
amongst Slovaks, including in workplaces, as recounted by the
Slovak mother, whose colleagues were ‘astonished’ to hear about a
man exercising his right to take leave:

SL WO012 I remember mentioning this to friends or
colleagues and everybody was like astonished, what? He’s going
on what? (...) Friends, colleagues, people, which was more
surprising, it was people very much around my age, or few years
later and they were still like why, but a father is not able to care
for a child so small that’s sort of the mother’s job and I'm like,
yeah, not in the twenty-first century.

Though both the Polish and Slovak fathers in the cases above
ended up making use of their paternity leave and “maternity leave
for fathers”, the non-normativity of fathers’ leave-taking remained
a greater obstacle for Polish fathers contemplating making use of
the parental leave policy. The 32-week parental leave may be well-
remunerated (at 80% replacement level, if the mother decides on
the 80% replacement rate during maternity leave, too, instead of
100%). Still, for parents with significant differences in salaries, the
difference in missing 20% of income may be a factor in decision-
making regarding the division of leave. Unlike paternity leave, in
2019, no part of parental leave was reserved for fathers: mothers and
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fathers were free to share it as they wished. In the absence of a non-
transferable daddy quota, it was considered “natural” for mothers
to make use of the policy and stay at home with their child. Among
Polish respondents there were instances when parents wanted the
father to take part of the parental leave but decided against it due
to the total novelty of such behavior in the workplace, and expected
problems and detrimental effects on the fathers’ future career. One
Polish mother recounted:

PL W11 We considered [sharing parental leave], meaning

that we thought it would be great. My partner really wanted

‘ to take it, but he knew that there would be a huge problem

with his employer. There was no situation like that in the
company before.

Overall, far from fathers’ leave-taking being a strategic issue for
employers, like in the Swedish case reported by Haas and Hwang
(2019), Polish and Slovak employers often did not expect fathers to
take longer leave. However, the differences in policy design seemed
to translate into different normativity of fathers’ uptake: the Polish
brief, well-paid, and non-transferable paternity leave was the most
normative and the long-but-transferable parental leave the least,
with the similarly long, but both well-paid and non-transferable
Slovak “maternity leave for fathers” in the middle.

Minimal disruption

If fathers decided to take longer leaves, they often experienced
administrative and cultural obstacles. Employers were often
unprepared, and there was a general expectation that the leave
should be as non-disruptive for the employers as possible, which
is consistent with the findings of Haas and Hwang (2019). Fathers
had to negotiate their time away from paid work for family care, and
they were at times expected to solve the problem of managing their
workload when they were absent, especially when they themselves
held higher positions: job hierarchy emerged as another mediating
factor for the relationship between policy and discrimination This
was particularly true for longer leaves but occurred with the more
normative, shorter leaves, too.

PL M09 To get 2 weeks of leave to take care of my wife,
I had to bring out the big guns. Everyone was involved: my
manager, director, Polish general director, the Eastern Europe
regional director. It didn’t matter to me. I let them know 6
weeks in advance that more or less at that time my wife is going
to give birth and that if there is no available replacement in
Poland, they can call someone from [other country]. I will train
them, check everything, no problem. (...) It was not pleasant
and rather tense as always in similar situations but in the end,
I had no problems. Few weeks later, I actually participated in a
recruitment process for a higher position and I got the job, so
the company is not vindicative. At least that... Yeah. We also
need to understand the employer’s perspective.

The wording used by the Polish father above, who planned
2 weeks of leave to take care of his wife, who was having a
caesarean section, shows how the subtle discrimination embedded
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in the workplace culture is experienced. There is no direct ‘no’
from supervisors, but a general tension, the feeling that what
you are asking is a favor, rather than your right. The respondent
underscored that the company not only did not fire him, but
considered, and chose him for a higher position. He finished his
story by stressing the need to see the employer’s point of view,
which shows that having a personal life and family responsibilities
is considered a burden for employers, and that this view is accepted
by the society, even by employees themselves. It is also important
to acknowledge that this father had a very strong negotiating
position, as his skills were rare and highly valued. Someone with
less confidence or less bargaining power could end up not taking
the leave if faced with this kind of tension.

The situation above was atypical for Polish fathers taking 2
weeks of leave after the birth of a child. Most employers did
not have such strong reactions to shorter leaves. In this case, the
company did not have any infrastructure to support fathers’ leave-
taking, especially on managerial positions; the respondent was
considered indispensable.

In the case of the Slovak “maternity leave for fathers”, similar
problems were much more common. The policy granted fathers
well-paid, non-transferable benefits for a longer period, yet still
left them to face considerable workplace obstacles, which could
mirror the length of leave in their extent. One Slovak father
recounted the enormous planning and preparation required in
advance of his leave, which lasted almost a year, as he tacked
on a half year of parental leave on top of his “maternity leave
for fathers”

SL M06 The key success factor was that I started planning
it 1 year in advance. With my boss and with my coworkers, and
I also prepared everyone gradually, so they can work together
well. That was really important.

For this father, the length of required preparation corresponded
to the length of his leave. As another father shared, this imperative
to ‘prepare everyone was not an official obligation. However,
failing to do so could lead to ‘burning bridges’ in the workplace,
and fathers usually wanted to continue their careers with their
employers after returning to work. As a result, Slovak fathers made
efforts to minimize the fallout for their employers:

SL M03 We had to find a replacement for my position,
which proved to be more difficult than we had thought, so the
whole process was not without problems. And I could have
burned those bridges and said you take care of it, but I had a
feeling of responsibility towards my employer, because I have
to say my boss met me halfway (...) they didn’t make things
difficult for me, but a relatively difficult situation occurred, as
we couldn’t find anything for my position for a long time.

In this case, the father commented that the same problems
could occur if he were a mother. This shows that subtle workplace
discrimination affects parents, irrespective of gender. At other
times, the discrimination of fathers clearly differed from that of
mothers. Another Slovak father, when planning to take leave with
his older child, felt he could not exercise his right fully to avoid
causing disruption:
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SL MO02 The first time I asked for three months, I thought
more would not be right in relation to my employer (...) The six
months would have been a bit brazen, ok, the law allows it, but
realistically, they would have had to find someone to do the job
instead of me.

His wife, albeit working for a different employer, was faced with
no such obstacles and took more than 2 years of leave with the same
child. Promisingly, the father took the full 28 weeks or 6 months
with his second child, suggesting workplace obstacles may diminish
as fathers’ leave-taking become more normative. The culture of the
workplace may change after the first leave taken by a father with
no negative consequences. This is especially true, if this man has a
strong position in the company, as in the case of the Polish man
described below:

PL M24 About a month after I returned to work, a
colleague who was in a similar situation approached me and
said he’d been thinking about taking a longer leave - in the
end, he took six months - he did not even ask how the
company treats parental leaves for fathers. He just asked what
the paperwork was like. I told him truthfully that it wasn’t a
problem, and he did the same. And I don’t know. He might
have come to that conclusion without my example, but I think
it helped him and gave him a certain confidence.

The need for a role model in one’s workplace seems more
important for Polish fathers, as the vast majority of Polish
respondents never seriously considered the possibility of a father
taking a longer leave. Typically, both parents anticipated that the
mother will combine maternity and parental leaves and stay at
home for the first year of the life of their child, and there was no
discussion about leave-sharing.

In sum, both Slovak and Polish fathers who decided to take
leaves adjusted the length of leave to avoid disruption and perceived
the need to participate in preparing the workplace for their
temporary disappearance. Our evidence suggests that the work
required to minimize disruption may correspond to the length of
absence from the workplace—with more labor required for the
longer Slovak “maternity leaves for fathers” compared to the shorter
Polish paternity leaves. These experiences speak to a lack of a pre-
designed system of replacement, and the need for solutions to be
prepared on case-by-case basis.

Job comes first

Fathers' taking longer leaves was complicated not only by
the imperative to minimize disruption for the workplace, but
also with the expectation that that §ob comes first. Haas and
Hwang (2019) identified various ways in which this expectation
manifested, including loyalty toward coworkers and thinking about
their workload, which is expected to rise due to a father taking
leave. In our interviews, we have identified similar themes, with a
greater focus on clients and employers, rather than coworkers. This
Slovak father recounted how he continued working part-time for
his employer once his leave officially started:
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SL MO07 In short, I stayed at work for a while, to finalize
those relationship things in one job, so my boss would not
have to look for a replacement, because activities had been
running that had to be finished. And I felt a responsibility to
my employer and to clients, for finishing these activities, so they
wouldn’t stop half-way.

Relatedly, Haas and Hwang (2019) wrote about fear of negative
career consequences of leave-taking should fathers not demonstrate
that they are putting the job first—including fear of losing one’s
job altogether. Indeed, some fathers—both in Poland and in
Slovakia—were worried about their professional futures, despite the
legal protection. For one Slovak father, the fear of losing his job
contributed to his decision to not take leave:

SL M16 The law does say that the employer would have to
give the position back to me, but I'm not sure it would really be
like that.

Another Slovak father claimed that when he announced he
wanted to take leave, it served as an impetus to fire him under a
different pretext. Similarly, one of the Polish fathers who prolonged
his paternity leave, believed that this was the reason he lost his job:

PL M14 I used up all leaves, and a sick leave, because my
son got sick, too. So, this extended from two weeks [of paternity
leave], to over a month and a half (...). And right after returning,
I was informed that there was no job for me.

Another Polish father described a company policy of financial
incentives, connected strictly to the number of days worked. This
was a strong deterrent preventing him from taking any leaves
connected to children:

PL M30 I work in production. (...) In my employer’s mind
every day when the employee is not at work equals a loss of
profit (...). Although I have a full-time contract, the contract
is structured in such a way that there is a discretionary bonus
added to my salary, and the boss decides what to do. (...) In
practice, the bonus is calculated only from the days I'm at work,
so let’s say that there are 20 working days in a month. I was at
work for 15 days, took five days off for my child, then I only get
the bonus for 15 days, and the bonus value is also determined
by the boss, so yeah.

In sum, men are still faced with the expectation that they their
job first, even when they become fathers and have more family
obligations. This is a broader concept than minimizing disruption
during leave-taking. However, the examples above show that fathers
taking longer leave with a child is still uncommon, and therefore
seriously disruptive of the image of ‘ideal worker’. This is an
especially risky situation for fathers without a strong position in the
labor market, whose work may be relatively easily replaced.

Conclusion

Compared with mothers, fathers’ leave-taking has remained
limited across the rich world (Haas and Rostgaard, 2011) despite
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a rise in involved fatherhood that has emerged hand in hand
with a proliferation of dedicated leave policies for fathers. In this
paper, we zoom in on the relationship between leave policy for
fathers, workplaces and fathers’ leave-taking, framing persisting
workplace obstacles as subtle discrimination rather than mere
disadvantage or difficulty. We argue that this framing provides a
more powerful incentive to study and ultimately overcome them.
The concept of discrimination is commonly used in research of
mothers” experiences in the labor market. As fathers increasingly
gain similar caregiving rights, with states supporting their role
not only as employees, but also parents, fathers face similar
challenges to mothers when exercising these rights. It follows
that these challenges deserve similar attention, for the sake of
fathers as caregivers, but also for mothers to be able to achieve
equality as workers. In response, we explore the ways in which
different policies in two similar contexts, Poland and Slovakia,
translate into different workplace obstacles for fathers wishing to
take leave to look after their children. Our contribution is two-
fold: first, we contribute the conceptual innovation of framing
persisting workplace obstacles as subtle discrimination, and second,
we provide new empirical insights on the Central and Eastern
European context that remains underrepresented in this field.

We find that details of policies matter for the workplace
obstacles that fathers encounter, and they can have significant
implications for their uptake of leaves, and therefore for achieving
the various policy aims associated with dedicated leaves for fathers,
from giving more choice to fathers regarding their engagement
in childcare and ensuring fathers’ rights (Ellingster, 2012) and
children’s rights (Brandth and Kvande, 2009), to more gender-
equality in the household and in labor market (Haas and
Rostgaard, 2011). As highlighted in the introduction, there is a
vast international literature regarding discrimination of mothers
in the labor market, and some regarding discrimination of
fathers. In the CEE context, limited research exists regarding
child penalties (Patka, 2024), mothers’ discrimination in the
labor market (Baszczak et al., 2022; Ciaputa, 2016; Dawn
Metcalfe and Afanassieva, 2005; Mikolajczyk and Stankowska,
2021; Wiodarczyk, 2022), and the unequal position of fathers
(Hobson and Fahlén, 2009; Wiodarczyk, 2022). However, this
literature is mainly published in national languages, and there is
no special focus on discrimination of fathers in the labor market.
Our paper shows how fathers” leave-taking policies shape choices
of parents, and limit subtle discrimination of involved fathers on
the labor market.

The paternity leave in Poland has had the largest uptake, which
is connected to its key characteristics: 100% income replacement,
limited length (2 weeks), exclusive and independent right of the
father, which means it cannot be transferred to the mother, and
finally it may be taken at the same time as maternity leave.
Therefore, the father does not have to become a primary carer,
nor does he lose his capacity as economic provider. As such,
the paternity leave in Poland does provide fathers and children
with bonding time but does not undermine the existing unequal
gender division of labor. It also causes only minimal disruption
to employers, as similar time out of work is often associated with
standard vacation time or sick days. Therefore, it only partially
challenges the expectation that the §ob comes first and is relatively
infrequently met with adverse employer reactions.
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The “maternity leave for fathers” in Slovakia is also an exclusive
and independent right of fathers and has a high replacement rate
(dependent on income bracket, but for the vast majority of fathers
a 100% income replacement). However, at 28 weeks, the leave
is long and although it may be taken together with mothers on
parental leave, both parents cannot draw on benefits at the same
time. This means that if families are to avoid a loss of income
over this relatively longer periods, mothers usually have to return
to employment. Therefore, the “maternity leave for fathers” in
Slovakia does considerably challenge the existing gender structure,
including the workplace norm of the “ideal worker” and the
associated workplace culture. This leave length, combined with the
non-transferability to mothers are reasons why the “maternity leave
for fathers” in Slovakia meets with more resistance from employers
than paternity leave in Poland, despite similar gender structures.

Finally, the parental leave in Poland, also rather generous
both in terms of length and replacement rate, does not challenge
the existing gender structure significantly. Its uptake is highly
gendered, with mothers using it overwhelmingly. Unlike the
Polish paternity leave and the Slovak “maternity leave for fathers”,
the Polish parental leave does not reserve time specifically for
fathers. Although seemingly gender neutral (Plomien, 2019), it is
implemented within a wider gender structure and confronted with
the norm of the mother as main caregiver and the “ideal worker”
norm in the labor market. Therefore, it results in very gendered
uptake, with mothers almost always taking all available leave, which
means it does not undermine existing gendered norms. Most Polish
fathers do not experience the parental leave as their right. One
of our respondents jokingly “threatened” his employer by saying
‘calm down or I will take a month of parental leave, showing how
alien fathers’ leave-taking beyond the 2 weeks of paternity leave
may still be for employers and fathers alike. Taking parental leave
is so strongly against existing norms and patterns of behavior, that
some respondents in our sample reflected on being the first father
ever in their workplace claiming the leave, even when working for
large employers.

Overall, our research has policy implications, as leave policies
help set limits to the discrimination of fathers in the labor market.
Our main findings are largely consistent with the existing body of
knowledge regarding characteristics of effective parental leave for
fathers. Firstly, our findings affirm that the leave is more effective
in supporting fathers’ leave-taking when it is an exclusive and
independent right of fathers, rather than a family-based solution
(Koslowski and O’Brien, 2022; Kvande, 2022). This is an important
policy characteristic which allows for a change in existing patterns
of behaviors and, at least to some extent, in existing gender
norms on the division of labor. Secondly, our findings also suggest
that such non-transferable leave should be highly paid, as this
allows fathers to focus on providing care, without undermining
their breadwinning capacity. This is crucial in the context of
CEE countries where overworking is common (Han et al.,, 2020),
with the work hours of Slovak fathers working high full-time
increasing (Aldrich et al., 2016) and with Polish fathers reporting
‘an enormous economic pressure in connection to having children’
(Suwada, 2021, p. 55). Thirdly, leave assigned directly to fathers
should be of significant length (Malamitsi-Puchner et al., 2023),
which will provide an incentive for employers to plan for such
fathers’ absences, similarly to how they plan for mothers’ absences.
In turn, lengthy absences should allow fathers to become competent
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carers, especially when on leave alone (O'Brien and Wall, 2017),
rather than together with mothers.

However, to change fathers™ leave-taking patterns, more than
the right policy mix is needed. Policy implementation also
matters. In both Slovakia and Poland, leave policies for fathers
were implemented without a dedicated communication strategy
(Dancikova, 2023; Plomien, 2019). The respective governments
did not actively promote involved fatherhood, nor gender-equality.
They have offered a formal choice to parents, but stopped short
of challenging existing gendered norms and narratives regarding
parenthood. There was also no government support for employers
to encourage them to facilitate leave-taking by men. Hence, our
recommendation goes beyond long, well-paid and non-transferable
leave to include clear communication about the aims of such policy,
and—at the very minimum—information materials and trainings
for employers and their HR staff.

The rollout of leave policies for fathers may be gradual, and
the Polish paternity leave with its high and increasing uptake
may be treated as an example of an effective initial step. Such
a step should be followed by granting a daddy quota—a part
of parental leave—to fathers, not concurrent with paid parental
leave for mothers, to encourage fathers to become primary carers.
In our view, both parents would ideally have equal individual
non-transferable entitlements, which cannot be shared by
both parents.

There are two main limitations to our research. Firstly, our
samples were skewed toward more educated, relatively affluent
residents of Polish and Slovak cities. Secondly, the datasets were
obtained from separate projects. Our individual research projects
were aligned in many ways, as they not only share similar research
interests, and similar context of the fellow CEE countries, but
were also conducted in continuous conversation with each other.
Still, the projects were focused on the gender division of labor in
Poland and fathers’ leave-taking in Slovakia, respectively. Hence,
while our interview guides did not allow for direct comparison,
our broadly collected data allows us to think about workplace
obstacles to fathers’ leave-taking within the wider framework of
the gender structure. However, it also sets limitations to the
paper, as workplaces and workplace discrimination were not the
original and sole focus of our interviews. With tailored interviews,
we could have delved deeper into the variety of workplaces
obstacles to fathers leave-taking. Relatedly, the broader focus
of our original projects was also reflected in our recruitment
strategies. For instance, we did not strategically recruit fathers
from different kinds of workplaces, based on size or sector,
and could not meaningfully compare workplace discrimination
across these contexts. Similarly, when recruiting, we did not
pay attention to fathers’ seniority in the workplace and could
not draw conclusions about obstacles to leave-taking across the
workplace hierarchy.

These limitations lead to possibilities of further research.
To effectively counter fathers workplace discrimination, their
workplaces obstacles and the link to different policies aimed at
facilitating fathers’ leave-taking require more attention, in Poland
and Slovakia, but also elsewhere. In Poland and Slovakia, more
research should be undertaken to systematically investigate the
variety and prevalence of workplace obstacles than continue
constraining fathers’ leave-taking after the introduction of different
kinds of leave policies for fathers. A particular focus should be
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dedicated to obstacles across different sectors, employer size and
type of position.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans underwent ethics review in line
with LSE guidelines. The studies were conducted in accordance
with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The
participants provided their written informed consent to participate
in this study.

Author contributions

ZD: Writing - review & editing, Writing - original draft. MM:
Writing - original draft, Writing - review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the
research and/or publication of this article. This paper is based on
datasets from authors’ Ph.D. projects supported by the Economic

References

Aldrich, M., Connolly, S., O’Brien, M., Speight, S., and Wilshart, R. (2016).
Parental Working in Europe: Non-Standard Working Hours. Available online at:
www.modernfatherhood.org (Accessed November 23, 2025).

Andersen, S. H. (2018). Paternity leave and the motherhood penalty: new causal
evidence. J. Marriage Family 80, 1125-1143. doi: 10.1111/jomf.12507

Baszczak, L., Kielczewska, A., Wincewicz, A., and Zyzik, R. (2022). Mama wraca
do pracy-bariery behawioralne i kierunki wsparcia (Policy Paper 7). Available online at:
https://pie.net.pl/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Mama-wraca-do- pracy.pdf (Accessed
November 23, 2025).

Berggqvist, C., and Saxonberg, S. (2017). The state as a norm-builder? The take-
up of parental leave in Norway and Sweden. Soc. Policy Adm. 51, 1470-1487.
doi: 10.1111/spol.12251

Blithe, J. S. (2015). Gender Equality and Work—Life Balance;Glass Handcuffs and
Working Men in the U.S. New York, NY: Routledge.

Brandth, B., Bungum, B, and Kvande, E. (2022). “Fathers, fathering and
parental leaves,” in Research Handbook on Leave Policy, eds. 1. Dobroti¢,
S. Blum, and A. Koslowski (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing),
172-184.

Brandth, B., and Kvande, E. (2009). Gendered or gender-neutral care politics for
fathers? Ann. Am. Acad. Pol. Soc. Sci. 624, 177-189. doi: 10.1177/0002716209334119

Brandth, B., and Kvande, E. (2016). Masculinity and fathering alone during parental
leave. Men Masc. 21, 72-90. doi: 10.1177/1097184X16652659

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual. Res.
Psychol. 3,77-101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2013). Successful Qualitative Research A Practical Guide
for Beginners. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Browne, J. (2013). The default model: gender equality, fatherhood, and structural
constraint. Politics Gender 9, 152-173. doi: 10.1017/51743923X13000020

Frontiersin Sociology

10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287

and Social Research Council Ph.D. studentship (ES/P000622/1) and
by the LSE Final Year Fund.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative Al statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen Al was used in the creation
of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in
this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of
artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to
ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible.
If you identify any issues, please contact us.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Budig, M. J., Misra, J., and Boeckmann, I. (2012). The motherhood penalty in cross-
national perspective: the importance of work-family policies and cultural attitudes. Soc.
Polit. 19, 163-193. doi: 10.1093/sp/jxs006

Budig, M. J., Misra, J., and Boeckmann, L. (2016). Work-family policy trade-offs for
mothers? Unpacking the cross-national variation in motherhood earnings penalties.
Work Occup. 43, 119-177. doi: 10.1177/0730888415615385

Bygren, M., and Duvander, A. Z. (2006). Parents workplace situation
and fathers parental leave use. J. Marriage Family 68, 363-372.
doi: 10.1111/§.1741-3737.2006.00258.x

Cheung, H. K., Anderson, A. J., King, E. B., Mahabir, B., Warner, K., Jones, K. P.,
etal. (2022). Beyond the baby bump: subtle discrimination against working mothers in
the hiring process. J. Bus. Psychol. 37, 1181-1198. doi: 10.1007/s10869-022-09790-7

Ciaputa, E. (2016). Rownos¢ plci i jakos¢ zycia: raport z badan sondazowych.
Available online at: https://geq.socjologia.uj.edu.pl/documents/32447484/35419405/
RaportGEQ.pdf (Accessed November 23, 2025).

Dantikovd, Z. (2020). “Slovak republic country note, in I6th International
Review of Leave Policies and Related Research 2020, eds. A. Koslowski, S. Blum, I
Dobroti¢, G. Kaufman, and P. Moss (International Network on Leave Policies and
Research), 503-512. Available online at: https://www.leavenetwork.org (Accessed 23
November 2025).

Dantikovd, Z. (2023). Understanding Daddy Quotas as a Part of the Gender
Structure: The Case of the Slovak Leave Policy for Fathers. London: The London School
of Economics and Political Science.

Dantikovd, Z. (2025). Undoing or unstructuring gender: the effects of the Slovak
leave policy for fathers on the change of the gender structure. J. Family Stud. 1-22.
doi: 10.1080/13229400.2025.2540390

Dawn Metcalfe, B., and Afanassieva, M. (2005). Gender, work, and equal
opportunities in central and eastern Europe. Women Manage. Rev. 20, 397-411.
doi: 10.1108/09649420510616791

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287
http://www.modernfatherhood.org
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12507
https://pie.net.pl/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Mama-wraca-do-pracy.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12251
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716209334119
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X16652659
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X13000020
https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxs006
https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888415615385
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00258.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-022-09790-7
https://geq.socjologia.uj.edu.pl/documents/32447484/35419405/RaportGEQ.pdf
https://geq.socjologia.uj.edu.pl/documents/32447484/35419405/RaportGEQ.pdf
https://www.leavenetwork.org
https://doi.org/10.1080/13229400.2025.2540390
https://doi.org/10.1108/09649420510616791
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Dancikova and Muter

Dearing, H. (2016). Gender equality in the division of work: how to assess European
leave policies regarding their compliance with an ideal leave model. J. Eur. Soc. Policy
26, 234-247. doi: 10.1177/0958928716642951

Dobrotic, 1., Blum, S., and Koslowski, A. (2022). “Introduction to the research
handbook on leave policy: parenting and social inequalities in a global perspective,”.
In Research Handbook on Leave Policy: y: Parenting and Social Inequalities in a Global
Perspective (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing).

Duvander, A. Z. (2014). How long should parental leave be? Attitudes to gender
equality, family, and work as determinants of women’s and men’s parental leave in
Sweden. J. Fam. Issues 35, 909-926. doi: 10.1177/0192513X14522242

Ellingster, A. L. (2012). Ideational struggles over symmetrical parenthood: the
norwegian daddy quota. J. Soc. Policy 41, 695-714. doi: 10.1017/S00472794120
00323

Gheaus, A., and Robeyns, I. (2011). Equality-promoting parental leave. J. Soc. Philos.
42,173-191. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9833.2011.01525.x

Glass, C., and Fodor, E. (2011). Public maternalism goes to market:
recruitment, hiring, and promotion in postsocialist Hungary. Gender Soc. 25,
5-26. doi: 10.1177/0891243210390518

Haas, L., and Hwang, C. P. (2016). “It’s about time!”: Company support for fathers’
entitlement to reduced work hours in Sweden,” in Social Politics, Vol. 23 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press), 142-167.

Haas, L., and Hwang, C. P. (2019). Policy is not enough-the influence of the
gendered workplace on fathers use of parental leave in Sweden. Commun. Work Family
22, 58-76. doi: 10.1080/13668803.2018.1495616

Haas, L., and Rostgaard, T. (2011). Fathers’ rights to paid parental leave in the
Nordic countries: consequences for the gendered division of leave. Commun. Work
Family 14, 177-195. doi: 10.1080/13668803.2011.571398

Han, W. ], Gracia, P., and Li, J. (2020). Parental Work Schedules
and Hours in 29 European Countries, 2005-2015: A  Welfare State
Comparison. Available online at: https://osf. io/preprints/socarxiv/d8mqvdoi (Accessed
November 23, 2025).

Hebl, M., Cheng, S. K, and Ng, L. C. (2020). Modern discrimination
in organizations. Annu. Rev. Organ. Psychol. Organ. Behav. 7, 257-282.
doi: 10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-012119-044948

Hobson, B., and Fahlén, S. (2009). Competing scenarios for European
fathers: applying Sen’s capabilities and agency framework to work-family
balance. Ann. Am. Acad. Polit. Soc. Sci. 624, 214-233. doi: 10.1177/0002716209
334435

Joshi, H., Paci, P., and Waldfogel, J. (1999). The wages of motherhood: better or
worse? Cambridge J. Econ. 23, 543-564. doi: 10.1093/cje/23.5.543

Kelm, H. (2023). “Luka rodzicielska, czyli kto sie opiekuje dzie¢mi w Polsce?,”
in Uwarunkowania przemian demograficznych w wojewédztwie matopolskim. Postawy
prokreacyjne, ed. J. Brzozowski (Krakéw: Urzad Statystyczny w Krakowie, Gtéwny
Urzad Statystyczny), 88-107.

Koslowski, A., and O’Brien, M.
what public policy can do to
for Men, Families and Gender
Switzerland: Springer).

Kurowska, A., Godlewska-Bujok, B., and Michon, P. (2023). “Poland country note,”
in 19th International Review of Leave Policies and Related Research, eds. S. Blum, 1.
Dobrotic, G. Kaufman, A. Koslowski, and P. Moss (International Network on Leave
Policies and Research), 444-454.

(2022) “Fathers and family leave policies:
support families,” in Engaged Fatherhood
Equality, ed. M. Grau et al. (Cham,

Kurowska, A., Michon, P., and Godlewska-Bujok, B. (2020). “Poland country note,”
in 12 th International Review of Leave Policies and Related Research 2016, eds. A.
Koslowski, S. Blum, I. Dobroti¢, G. Kaufman, and P. Moss (International Network on
Leave Policies and Research), 456-467.

Kvande, E. (2022). “Individual parental leave for fathers: promoting gender equality
in Norway,” in Engaged Fatherhood for Men, Families and Gender Equality, eds. M.
Grau et al. (Cham: Springer).

Lappegard, T. (2008). Changing the gender balance in caring: fatherhood and
the division of parental leave in Norway. Popul. Res. Policy Rev. 27, 139-159.
doi: 10.1007/s11113-007-9057-2

Lott, Y., and Klenner, C. (2018). Are the ideal worker and ideal parent norms about
to change? The acceptance of part-time and parental leave at German workplaces.
Commun. Work Family 21, 564-580. doi: 10.1080/13668803.2018.1526775

Malamitsi-Puchner, A., Addati, L., Eydal, G. B., Briana, D. D., Bustreo, F., Di Renzo,
G. C, etal. (2023). Paid leave to support parenting—a neglected tool to improve societal
well-being and prosperity. Acta Paediatr. 112, 2045-2049. doi: 10.1111/apa.16929

Frontiersin Sociology

13

10.3389/fso0c.2025.1709287

Marynissen, L., Mussino, E., Wood, J., and Duvander, A. Z. (2019). Fathers’
parental leave uptake in Belgium and Sweden: self-evident or subject to employment
characteristics? Soc. Sci. 8:312. doi: 10.3390/socsci8110312

Mikolajczyk, M., and Stankowska, M. (2021). Aktywnos¢ zawodowa a
macierzyristwo. Perspektywa matek malych dzieci. Warsaw: Akademia Pedagogiki
Specjalnej im. Marii Grzegorzewskiej.

Moss, P., Koslowski, A., and Duvander, A-. Z. (2019). “Introduction: much work
still to do,” in Parental Leave and Beyond: Recent International Developments, Current
Issues and Future Directions, eds. P. Moss, A.-Z. Duvander, and A. Koslowski (Bristol:
Bristol University Press, Policy Press).

Mussino, E., Tervola, ], and Duvander, A. Z. (2019). Decomposing the
determinants of fathers’ parental leave use: evidence from migration between Finland
and Sweden. J. Eur. Soc. Policy 29, 197-212. doi: 10.1177/0958928718792129

O’Brien, M., and Wall, K. (2017). Comparative Perspectives on Work-Life Balance
and Gender Equality Fathers on Leave Alone (M. O’Brien and K. Wall, Eds.). Cham,
Switzerland: Springer.

OECD Family Database. (n.d.). PF3.2: Enrolment in Childcare and Pre-
school. Available online at: https://webfs.oecd.org/els-com/Family_Database/PF3_2_
Enrolment_childcare_preschool.pdf (Accessed September 2, 2025).

Palka, M. (2024). Rodzicielstwo i rynek pracy: Child penalty w Polsce. Available
online at: https://www.gov.pl/attachment/1391daa0- cce0-4928-9071-f0ec9065d040
(Accessed November 23, 2025).

Plomien, A. (2019). Gender inequality by design: does successful implementation
of childcare policy deliver gender-just outcomes? Policy Soc. 38, 643-662.
doi: 10.1080/14494035.2019.1617513

Reimer, T. (2020). Why fathers don’t take more parental leave in Germany:
comparing mechanisms in different work organizations. Commun. Work Family 23,
419-438. doi: 10.1080/13668803.2019.1608157

Risman, B. J. (2009). From doing to undoing: gender as we know it. Gender Soc. 23,
81-84. doi: 10.1177/0891243208326874

Risman, B. J. (2017). 2016 southern sociological society presidential
address: are millennials cracking the gender structure? Soc. Curr. 4, 208-227.
doi: 10.1177/2329496517697145

Rolin, K. (2006). The Bias Paradox in feminist standpoint epistemology.
Episteme  J.  Soc.  Epistemol. 3, 125-136.  doi:  10.3366/epi.2006.3.
1-2.125

Saxonberg, S. (2014). “Gendering family policies in post-communist

A historical-institutional
Europe:

Europe:
in  Post-Communist
Palgrave Macmillan.

analysis,” in  Gendering Family Policies
A Historical-Institutional ~ Analysis. London:

Saxonberg, S., and Szelewa, D. (2007). The continuing legacy of the communist
legacy? The development of family policies in Poland and the Czech Republic. Soc.
Polit. 14, 351-379. doi: 10.1093/sp/jxm014

Suwada, K. (2017). “It was necessary at the beginning to make this whole
revolution”: men’s attitudes to parental leaves in Sweden and Poland. Men Masc. 20,
570-587. doi: 10.1177/1097184X17727571

Suwada, K. (2021). Parenting and Work in Poland: A Gender Studies Perspective.
Cham: Springer.

Takdcs, J. (2020). How involved are involved fathers in Hungary? exploring
caring masculinities in a post-socialist context. Fam. Relatsh. Soc. 9, 487-502.
doi: 10.1332/204674319X15592179267974

Weeden, K. A., Cha, Y., and Bucca, M. (2016). Long work hours, part-time work,
and trends in the gender gap in pay, the motherhood wage penalty, and the fatherhood
wage premium. RSF 2, 71-102. doi: 10.7758/rsf.2016.2.4.03

Weisshaar, K. (2018). From opt out to blocked out: the challenges for labor
market re-entry after family-related employment lapses. Am. Sociol. Rev. 83, 34-60.
doi: 10.1177/0003122417752355

Wtodarczyk, J. (2022). Tata 2022 Raport z  badania  polskich
ojcéw.  Available  online  at:  https://fdds.pl/_Resources/Persistent/0/8/d/2/
08d2d671775998e23c0948380£8837bb4613b210/fdds- raport- - tata\hbox2022--07.
pdf (Accessed November 23, 2025).

Zajickovd, D., and Zajitek, M. (2022). The fatherhood premium or the
fatherhood penalty? It depends on the type of marriage youre in: the case of
Slovakia 2009 through 2018. Ekon. Cas. 70, 646-677. doi: 10.31577/ekoncas.2022.
07-8.05

Zakon, ¢&. (2002). 280/2002 Z.z. Zikon o Roditovskom Prispevku. Bratislava:
Ministerstvo spravodlivosti SR.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1709287
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928716642951
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X14522242
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279412000323
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9833.2011.01525.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243210390518
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2018.1495616
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2011.571398
https://osf
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-012119-044948
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716209334435
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/23.5.543
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-007-9057-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2018.1526775
https://doi.org/10.1111/apa.16929
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci8110312
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928718792129
https://webfs.oecd.org/els-com/Family_Database/PF3_2_Enrolment_childcare_preschool.pdf
https://webfs.oecd.org/els-com/Family_Database/PF3_2_Enrolment_childcare_preschool.pdf
https://www.gov.pl/attachment/1391daa0-cce0-4928-9071-f0ec9065d040
https://doi.org/10.1080/14494035.2019.1617513
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2019.1608157
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243208326874
https://doi.org/10.1177/2329496517697145
https://doi.org/10.3366/epi.2006.3.1-2.125
https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxm014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17727571
https://doi.org/10.1332/204674319X15592179267974
https://doi.org/10.7758/rsf.2016.2.4.03
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122417752355
https://fdds.pl/_Resources/Persistent/0/8/d/2/08d2d671775998e23c0948380f8837bb4613b210/fdds-raport--tatahbox {2022--07}.pdf
https://fdds.pl/_Resources/Persistent/0/8/d/2/08d2d671775998e23c0948380f8837bb4613b210/fdds-raport--tatahbox {2022--07}.pdf
https://fdds.pl/_Resources/Persistent/0/8/d/2/08d2d671775998e23c0948380f8837bb4613b210/fdds-raport--tatahbox {2022--07}.pdf
https://doi.org/10.31577/ekoncas.2022.07-8.05
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Subtle discrimination of fathers in relation to leave-taking: a comparative study of Slovakia and Poland
	Introduction
	Literature review and conceptual framework
	Fathers' leave uptake limited despite increased desire and enabling policy
	Explaining fathers' limited leave uptake: linking policy and workplace obstacles
	Workplace obstacles as subtle discrimination of fathers

	Scene-setting: leave policy landscape in Poland and Slovakia
	Analytical approach, contributions and paper outline

	Methods and data
	Findings
	Men's leave-taking is neither a norm, nor a strategic issue for employers
	Minimal disruption
	Job comes first

	Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Generative AI statement
	Publisher's note
	References


