
fpsyg-12-752805 December 22, 2021 Time: 12:16 # 1

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 03 January 2022

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.752805

Edited by:
Sarah E. DeMartini,

California State University, Chico,
United States

Reviewed by:
Justin Scott,

University of Maryland, Baltimore,
United States

Martin I. Gallegos,
University of Texas at San Antonio,

United States

*Correspondence:
Nicolas Favez

nicolas.favez@unige.ch

†ORCID:
Nicolas Favez

orcid.org/0000-0003-1744-7602
Hervé Tissot

orcid.org/0000-0003-2821-189X

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to
Gender, Sex and Sexualities,

a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 03 August 2021
Accepted: 10 December 2021

Published: 03 January 2022

Citation:
Favez N, Max A, Bader M and

Tissot H (2022) When Fathers Feel
Socially Constrained to Assume

a Role: A Negative Predictor of the
Coparental Relationship

in Switzerland.
Front. Psychol. 12:752805.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.752805

When Fathers Feel Socially
Constrained to Assume a Role: A
Negative Predictor of the Coparental
Relationship in Switzerland
Nicolas Favez1,2*†, Aline Max1, Michel Bader2 and Hervé Tissot1,2†

1 Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, University of Geneva, Geneva, Switzerland, 2 Department of Psychiatry,
Lausanne University Hospital and University of Lausanne, Lausanne, Switzerland

Role distribution is a central issue for parents in the transition to parenthood, but little
is known about the motivations in fathers to assume a specific role. Differences in
work-family balance in each parent may be motivated by an individual choice mutually
shared by both partners; however, in many couples, the parents may feel forced to
adopt a traditional role distribution, either for financial reasons, or to comply with social
expectations about what men and women should do when they are parents. This feeling
of being socially constrained to adopt a role distribution that is not congruent with
intrinsic motivations can generate dissatisfaction and may jeopardize the development
of the interparental relationship. Coparenting refers to the emotional and instrumental
support parents bring to each other in their parental tasks. It has been shown to
be central in family functioning and a powerful predictor of children’s emotional and
cognitive development. In this study, we aimed to assess the extent to which different
motivations for role distribution in fathers are predictive of the quality of the coparental
relationship. A convenience sample of 144 fathers from the French-speaking part
of Switzerland completed online questionnaires about their motivations, coparental
relationship, and sociodemographic characteristics. Results showed that the reasons
for role distribution were mainly economical, practical, and in order to meet personal
expectations. Multivariate general linear modeling showed that role distribution that is
constrained to meet social expectations and age were predictive of a less cohesive
coparental relationship, whereas a deliberate choice in role distribution was linked to a
more cohesive coparental relationship.

Keywords: fathers, motivation, role distribution, cohesive coparenting, non-cohesive coparenting

INTRODUCTION

Contemporary couples have to face important challenges, one of the most important of which
is to reconcile family and professional life. This implies first, a sharing of the tasks between the
two partners and second, for each partner to find a balance between family and work. These
challenges are relatively new to couples: According to the so-called traditional family organization,
roles are gendered, with the father taking the role of the breadwinner and the mother taking
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the role of the child caregiver and housekeeper, each parent
assuming strictly separated tasks. This distribution follows the
traditional model according to which women were naturally (i.e.,
biologically) determined to take care of children, and men were
naturally determined to provide resources for the family through
their work outside of the home (Cowan and Cowan, 1992; Maurer
et al., 2001; Perälä-Littunen, 2007; Lamb and Lewis, 2010).

Following the gender revolution in the second half of the
twentieth century, the possibility of interchangeability of tasks
between mothers and fathers came to the front with the growth
in women’s participation in the labor force. In the United States
and in Western Europe, the increase in mothers’ work hours was
paralleled by an increase in fathers’ participation in housework
and childcare (National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development (NICHD) Early Child Care Research Network,
2000; Gottfried et al., 2002; Jacobs and Kelley, 2006; Goldscheider
et al., 2015; Frejka et al., 2018). However, the gender revolution is
not accomplished yet: for example, the increase in the number
of mothers in the workforce full time was not followed by a
similar increase in the number of fathers being the primary
caregiver (DeRose et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2020), and in dual-
earner families, mothers still assume responsibility for most of
the parenting duties, as social expectations regarding traditional
roles are still present and influential (Yeung et al., 2001; Raley
et al., 2012). This is particularly the case in Switzerland; in 2020,
women still spent more time on domestic and family work than
men did (28.7 vs. 19.1 h per week, respectively; Federal Statistical
Office, 2021). Traditionally, Switzerland is a country where male
employment is privileged and there is little direct help for families
(compared with that in other Western European countries), so
that the parental burden rests mainly on women (Jobin, 1995;
Bonoli, 2007). As a consequence, parents may nowadays feel
torn between the traditional roles they may be socially expected
to endorse and the “new” roles that seem desirable to achieve
equality. For fathers, combining involvement with children with
their role as financial provider may be difficult, especially as
the world of work still expects men to be fully dedicated to
their work duties (McGill, 2014), and the lack of flexible work
arrangements may constitute a structural barrier to increasing
their involvement in the family (Carlson et al., 2021); on the
other hand, men who become primary caregivers may have
to face negative reaction from others who see them as “Mr.
Mom” (Steinhour, 2018). Conversely, mothers engaged in the
workforce have to face expectations of being a “good mother”
dedicated to their children and simultaneously being competitive
in professional work, this double agenda resulting in a burden
that is heavier for women than it is for men (Craig, 2006; Borelli
et al., 2017).

As a consequence, parents may have to face tensions within
the family and between family and work. The latter work-family
role conflict has been amply documented in the literature, role
theory being one of the most influential explanations; that is,
participation in one domain is made difficult by participation
in the other (Goode, 1960). For example, a time-based conflict
can occur when there are competing demands between the two
domains; a strain-based conflict occurs when the stress met in one
domain is carried over to the other, making the fulfillment of roles

difficult in the second domain; and a behaviors-based conflict
occurs when behaviors required by one domain make it difficult
to fulfill the requirement of the other domain (Greenhaus and
Beutell, 1985). Many individual and relational negative outcomes
of work-family role conflicts have been described (Allen et al.,
2000), such as marital distress, more negative and less positive
communication styles between partners, parents’ depression,
parent-child conflicts, and poorer physical and psychological
health outcomes in children and parents (Bodenmann et al., 2007;
Amstad et al., 2011; Hogan et al., 2014; Hill and Holmes, 2019).
Several mechanisms explaining relational effects of work-family
conflicts have been described, such as the spillover of work stress
on both the parent-child relationship and the marital relationship
(Perry-Jenkins et al., 2000; Bianchi and Milkie, 2010), or the
crossover effect according to which the stress faced by one parent
at work influences the relationship of the other parent with the
child (Demerouti et al., 2005). However, roles are not necessarily
conflictive; there may be a virtuous circle between family and
work, as participation in a role may bring rewards (such as self-
esteem) that may reinforce and enhance performance in the other
role (Greenhaus and Powell, 2006).

Contextual factors (such as having a supportive job
environment or a supportive family, the number of work hours,
the degree of job security, the flexibility in the management
of work hours, and the number of children and resulting
burdens) have been shown to determine the extent to which an
individual will have to face a work-family conflict or benefit from
work-family enrichment (Michel et al., 2011b; Allen et al., 2013;
Lapierre et al., 2018). However, more individual factors may
also play a major role. Individual factors include the perception
parents have of the workload or of stressors (a perception
that is a strong moderator of the links between contextual
factors and possible negative outcomes), the preference parents
may have to work more or less hours than they actually do
(Perry-Jenkins et al., 2000; Barnett and Hyde, 2001), and the
extent to which task sharing and role endorsement meet the
expectations of both parents (Fraenkel and Capstick, 2012).
Indeed, whereas traditional sharing of tasks may meet their
representations of parental roles (in some couples, both partners
are intrinsically in favor of such an arrangement), in many
couples, this arrangement is made for economic reasons or to
comply with social expectations from the family of from the
cultural environment; that is, it meets external factors but does
not correspond to an intrinsic motivation. As a consequence,
couple satisfaction may be affected negatively when partners feel
constrained to adopt an unwanted role distribution (Amstad
et al., 2011). Intrinsic motivation for parenting is one of the main
predictors of paternal engagement (Lamb and Tamis-LeMonda,
2004). Whereas it has long been assumed that fathers are
necessarily intrinsically motivated to be more invested in their
work duties available data suggest that a significant portion of
fathers at home have chosen to do so specifically to take care of
their children and not only because they are unable to find a job
(Lee et al., 2020). Moreover, some fathers may want to be engaged
with their children and have expectations about parenthood
(Goodman, 2005), but do not dare engage as much as they would
like because of the negative reaction of their social environment
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(Steinhour, 2018). There are thus two complementary facets
in paternal engagement: first, the motivation of fathers to be
engaged in the family or to be mainly invested in their work,
and, second, the fear they may have of the perceptions by
others—their social environment and/or the mother—of the
choice they have made (whatever this choice may have been).
Little is known about the extent to which the renouncement
by fathers of their primary and intrinsic motivation negatively
affects the relationship with the mother, and, specifically, the
coparenting duties.

Coparenting is indeed the specific part of the couple
relationship that is dedicated to raising a child. It refers to
the support parents bring to each other, at an instrumental
and emotional level, in their parental duties (McHale, 2007).
Cohesiveness is a central feature of the coparental relationship,
that is, a relation that is marked by reciprocity, equity,
mutual acknowledgment, and collaboration between the parents.
A cohesive coparenting relationship is a favorable context for
the emotional and cognitive development of the child (Teubert
and Pinquart, 2010, for a meta-analysis). In a dissatisfying
relationship, several configurations of non-cohesive coparenting
may appear: the relation may be conflictive, with frequent
unresolved disputes in which the child is the subject and with
possible competition to gain the interest of the child; it may
be skewed, one of the parents disengaging from coparenting
and parenting duties; and it may be devitalized, as in a
relation in which there is collaboration in everyday life but
no emotional support or acknowledgment of the other parent’s
efforts (Van Egeren and Hawkins, 2004; McHale and Lindahl,
2011). Coparenting consists of several dimensions in which
cohesiveness may be implemented (Feinberg, 2003; Van Egeren
and Hawkins, 2004; McHale, 2007; Feinberg et al., 2012): the
child-rearing agreement, that is, the extent to which parents
agree about parenting and education; support and undermining,
that is, the emotional and instrumental support parents bring to
each other or, on the contrary, the undermining of the other’s
parenting through criticism and disparagement; the division of
labor, that is, the effective sharing of tasks; the joint management
of family dynamics, that is, the way parents manage relationships
within the family; and finally, parenting-based closeness, that is,
the sense of working as a team.

Relational processes are central in the occurrence and
installation of non-cohesive patterns: dissatisfaction in the
relationship is, for example, a strong predictor of coparental
difficulties. A feeling of inequity or unfairness in task sharing
or role distribution may thus alter the coparental relationship,
as each parent may feel that she or he is giving more than
the other (Milkie et al., 2002; Dew and Wilcox, 2011; DeMaris
and Mahoney, 2017). Giving up the role for which one has a
primary motivation and feeling constrained to endorse another
role may be at the root of a possible feeling of inequity.
The negative consequences of maternal dissatisfaction with task
sharing and the feeling of inequity in the relationship with the
father have been well documented (Goldberg and Perry-Jenkins,
2004; Moller et al., 2008); however, no study to date has examined
the extent to which possible thwarted motivations in fathers may
be linked with difficulties in the coparental relationship.

In the context of a larger study on parental burnout, we
explored the motivations mentioned by fathers for the specific
role they have chosen. This study allowed us to explore the
extent to which the feeling of being constrained in fathers may
have negative consequences on their coparental relationship,
over and above objective characteristics such as the number of
father’s or mother’s work hours. We hypothesized that when
fathers feel constrained, coparenting will be less cohesive. To date,
few—if any—studies have focused on the links between paternal
motivations and coparenting.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Overview
The current study was part of a larger multisite and multinational
study on parental burnout in different countries throughout the
world conducted by an international consortium (International
Investigation of Parental Burnout) led by the Catholic University
of Louvain. Coparenting and motivation for role distribution
were not surveyed in the general study; these variables were added
to the Swiss part of the survey. As no specific instrument was
available to assess motivation for role distribution, we created a
questionnaire specifically designed for this study for exploratory
purposes: Motivations for Role Distribution (MRD). Coparenting
was assessed with the Coparenting Relationship Scale (CRS), a
seven-dimension questionnaire that has been well validated in
English and in French (original version: Feinberg et al., 2012;
French version: Favez et al., 2021b). Participants were individuals
(mothers as well as fathers), not couples. For the present study,
we focused on fathers only.

Sample
The sample was a convenience sample of 144 fathers. Descriptive
data on the sociodemographic characteristics of the sample are
presented in Table 1.

Regarding income, 100% of fathers were engaged in a paid
activity, and 90.2% declared that they lived as a dual-income
parenting couple. All fathers declared that they lived in a middle-
class to upper-middle-class neighborhood. Regarding family
structure, 86.1% (124) of fathers declared that they lived in a
biparental house with the mother of their children, 8.3% (12)
declared that they lived in a stepfamily, 4.9% (7) declared that
they lived as a single parent, and 0.7% (1) declared that they lived
in a same-sex family.

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics for sociodemographic variables (N = 143).

Variable M SD Min. Max.

Age (years) 40.97 7.59 25 62

Number of study years 16.63 3.74 6 29

Number of children 1.86 0.86 1 6

Work hours (%) 85.44 18.21 30 100

Wife/partner work hours (%) 72.69 32.54 0 100

min, minimum; max, maximum.
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Procedure
Recruitment was conducted through announcements in parents’
associations, public hospitals, and pediatric offices. We invited
parents to answer an online questionnaire for which a link
was provided. The study was completely anonymous, as we
requested no data identifying the participants (e.g., name, date
of birth). The study was conducted before the start of the
coronavirus pandemic.

The general study received the approval of the Ethical
Committee of the Catholic University of Louvain in Belgium. The
specific Swiss part of the study received the approval of the Ethical
Committee of the State of Vaud.

Instruments
Coparenting
The coparenting relationship scale (CRS; Feinberg et al., 2012;
French version: Favez et al., 2021b) contains 35 items along seven
dimensions of coparenting. Four of these dimensions are worded
in the positive or cohesive direction: “agreement” (four items,
alpha = 0.82 in this study), “closeness” (five items, alpha = 0.80),
“support” (six items, alpha = 0.93), and “endorsement of partner’s
parenting” (seven items, alpha = 0.90). Three dimensions are
worded in the negative or non-cohesive direction: “exposure to
conflict” (five items, alpha = 0.90), “undermining” (six items,
alpha = 0.86), and “division of labor” (two items, alpha = 0.50).
Each item is assessed on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 (not true
of us) to 6 (very true of us), except for items in the exposure to
conflict dimension, for which items are assessed on a 7-point
scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (very often—several times a
day). Scores are obtained for each dimension by computing the
means of the related items. Given its low internal consistency, the
division of labor dimension was not considered in the analyses.

Motivations for Role Distribution
Eight items answered the question, “How did you decide on role
distribution?”: (1) I did not have a choice for economic reasons;
(2) I did not have a choice for practical reasons (e.g., it was
difficult to find childcare); (3) it was evident that this is how I
wanted things to be; (4) I would have preferred something else,
but social pressure made us adopt this kind of sharing; (5) in
my domain, reducing work hours is difficult because of work
constraints; (6) I felt that diminishing my work hours could give
a negative image of me to my employer; (7) I felt that my close
relatives would judge me negatively if I had reduced my work
hours to take care of my child; and (8) I felt that my close relatives
would judge me negatively if I had not reduced my work hours to
take care of my child. The items were assessed on 5-point Likert
scales, with the following anchor points: 1 (completely false), 2, 3
(neither true nor false), 4, and 5 (absolutely true).

Sociodemographic Data
We used an ad hoc questionnaire to collect sociodemographic
data: age of the fathers (in years), number of children living
at home, study level (number of years successfully achieved),
neighborhood (lower, middle, upper-middle), work hours of the
father, work hours of the wife/partner.

Statistical Analyses
A preliminary check was done to assess possible differences
in coparenting according to family structure and to select the
families to be included in the study. A full set of descriptive
statistics (including mean and standard deviation) was then
computed for all variables of the study. We finally performed
multivariate general linear models (GLMs) to study the links
between the eight motivations for role distribution and the
coparenting dimensions. Age, number of children, education
level, work hours of the father, and work hours of the mother
were entered as covariates. Given the 13 predictors to be included
(eight motivations and five covariates), the necessary sample size
to ensure 80% power with an effect size of 0.15 was N = 131
(Ellis, 2010). Effect size was set according to meta-analyses in the
coparenting domain, which generally report small to moderate
effect sizes. For example, the effect of coparenting problems on
child internalizing and externalizing symptoms was shown to be
between 0.11 and 0.24 (Teubert and Pinquart, 2010). To increase
statistical power, we performed correlational analyses between
the eight items about motivation for role distribution and the
six coparenting dimensions in order to select the motivational
variables to be included in the models. To be included, a
motivational variable had to be correlated with at least one
of the coparenting dimensions. The final model included eight
predictors, allowing us to ensure 90% power. Regarding the
coparenting dimensions, skewness was between –1.111 and 2.393,
one dimension (undermining) being above the –/+ 2.0 threshold
(Curran et al., 1996). We thus used a bootstrap on 1,000 samples
to compute the parameter estimates (95% confidence interval),
which is a robust method for non-normal data distribution
(Efron and Tibshirani, 1993). Predictors were not multicollinear;
average variance inflation factors were between 1.034 and 1.354,
far below the maximum acceptable threshold of 5.0 (Chatterjee
and Simonoff, 2013). No tolerance value was below 0.2. All
statistical analyses were performed with IBM SPSS Statistics for
Windows, version 26. Power was calculated by using G∗Power
software, version 3.1.9.6.

RESULTS

Preliminary Check
Significant differences appeared on coparenting according to
family structure for coparenting agreement, F(2, 140) = 6.48,
p = 0.002; closeness, F(2, 140) = 14.38, p < 0.001; support, F(2,
140) = 7.34, p < 0.001; undermining, F(2, 140) = 6.23, p = 0.003;
and endorsement of partner’s parenting, F(2, 140) = 12.56,
p < 0.001. Contrasts showed that positive coparenting
dimensions were significantly higher in biparental families
than in single father families, and coparenting undermining was
significantly higher in single father families than in biparental
families and in stepfamilies. Coparental agreement, support, and
endorsement of partner’s parenting were higher in stepfamilies
than in single father families, coparenting closeness was higher
in stepfamilies than in the two other types of families, and
there was less exposure to conflict in stepfamilies than in
biparental families. The same-sex family was not included in
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these comparisons, as there was only one family of this type.
Given these results, further analyses were performed only in
the group of biparental families, the family structure most
represented in our sample, in order to avoid confound effects.
One participant was further excluded for missing data. The final
sample was thus 123 fathers living in a biparental family.

Descriptive Analyses
Descriptive data for the motivations for role distribution and for
coparenting (means and score ranges) are displayed in Table 2.
The three motivations that fathers perceived as being most related
to their decision on role distribution were economic reasons,
practical reasons, and the decision being considered “evident” by
fathers. The less influential motivations were the two related to
close relatives. Regarding coparenting, the means for the cohesive
dimensions (agreement, closeness, support, and endorsement of
partner’s parenting) were situated on the higher end of the scales,
whereas the means for the non-cohesive dimensions (exposure
to conflict, undermining) were situated on the lower end of
the scales, which is congruent with the nature of the sample (a
non-clinical convenience sample).

Regarding the links between the control variables and
coparenting, there was no significant correlation between the
number of study years, the number of children, the father’s
work hours, and any of the coparenting dimensions. On the
other hand, the wife’s number of work hours was negatively
correlated with endorsement of the partner’s parenting by the
father (r = –0.185, p = 0.040). Age was also negatively correlated
with coparenting closeness (r = –0.209, p = 0.020) and with
coparenting support (r = –0.285, p < 0.001).

There were several links between control variables and
motivations: item 1 (“I did not have a choice for economic

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics for motivations for role distribution and for
coparenting (N = 123).

Variable M SD Min. Max.

Motivations for role distribution

Economic reasons 3.15 1.28 1 5

Practical reasons 3.28 1.20 1 5

Evidence 3.22 1.23 1 5

Social pressure 2.04 1.25 1 5

Work constraint 2.67 1.49 1 5

Employer judgment 2.00 1.24 1 5

Close relatives judge reduction in
work hours as negative

1.53 0.89 1 5

Close relatives judge no reduction
in work hours as negative

1.85 1.19 1 5

Coparenting Relationship Scale

Agreement 4.62 1.15 1.50 6.00

Closeness 3.85 1.18 1.00 6.00

Exposure to conflict 1.37 1.12 0.00 6.00

Support 4.07 1.51 0.00 6.00

Undermining 0.82 0.99 0.00 6.00

Endorsement of partner’s parenting 4.69 1.11 1.29 6.00

min, minimum; max, maximum.

reasons”) was positively correlated with the number of children
(r = 0.208, p = 0.021); item 5 (“In my domain, reducing work
hours is difficult because of work constraints”) was positively
correlated with age (r = 0.230, p = 0.011), number of children
(r = 0.179, p = 0.048), and number of work hours (r = 0.405,
p < 0.001) and negatively correlated with the wife’s number of
work hours (r = –0.274, p = 0.002). Item 7 (“I felt that my close
relatives would judge me negatively if I had reduced my work
hours to take care of my child”) was positively correlated with
the number of study years (r = 0.193, p = 0.032) and number of
children (r = 0.193, p = 0.032).

Correlations between motivations for role distribution and
coparenting are provided in Table 3.

MRD item 3 (“It was evident that this is how I wanted things
to be”) was positively and significantly correlated with coparental
agreement and endorsement of the partner’s parenting; item 4 (“I
would have preferred something else, but social pressure made
us adopt this kind of sharing”) was negatively correlated with
the dimensions of coparental agreement, coparental support,
and endorsement of the partner’s parenting, whereas it was
positively correlated with exposure to conflict and coparental
undermining; and item 8 (“I felt that my close relatives would
judge me negatively if I had not reduced my work hours to take
care of my child”) was negatively correlated with coparenting
closeness and positively correlated with exposure to conflict.
These correlations were all coherent: item 3 related to voluntary
choice was positively correlated with a functional dimension of
coparenting, whereas the two items related to a felt constraint or
social pressure (items 4 and 8) were negatively correlated with
functional dimensions of coparenting and positively correlated
with dysfunctional dimensions of coparenting.

Motivations as Predictors of Coparenting
Following the analysis of the correlations, items 3, 4, and 8 of the
MRD were selected for GLM analyses. Results of the multivariate
GLM performed on the six coparenting dimensions showed first,
that age is the only predictor of all coparenting dimensions
taken together, F(6, 109) = 2.759, p = 0.016. Parameter estimates
(see Table 4), on the other hand, showed several links between
the predictors and separate dimensions of coparenting. Age
was a negative predictor of coparenting closeness, support, and
endorsement of the partner’s parenting.

Evidence was a positive predictor of coparenting agreement
and of endorsement of the partner’s parenting; social pressure
was a positive predictor of coparenting undermining. None
of the other variables (work hours, wife/partner work hours,
number of study years, number of children, work constraints,
and expectations by close relatives) were predictors of any of the
coparenting dimensions.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to assess the extent to which
motivations and expectations of fathers about role distribution
were predictive of the coparenting relationship that they report
to have with the mother. Our results show that having chosen
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TABLE 3 | Pearson two-tailed correlations between role distribution and coparenting (N = 123).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. MRD economic reasons _

2. MRD practical reasons 0.297** _

3. MRD evidence –0.137 –0.197* _

4. MRD Social pressure 0.155 0.183* –0.343*** _

5. MRD Work constraints –0.029 0.023 –0.105 0.073 _

6. MRD Employer judgment –0.073 0.121 –0.043 0.281** 0.434*** _

7. MRD close relatives judge
reduction in work hours as
negative

–0.072 0.046 –0.115 0.179* 0.206* 0.522*** _

8. MRD Close relatives judge
no reduction in work hours as
negative

0.064 0.019 –0.128 0.290** 0.036 0.206* 0.409*** _

9. CRS agreement –0.175 –0.012 0.251** –0.288** –0.020 0.049 0.098 –0.134 _

10. CRS closeness –0.153 –0.054 0.143 –0.071 –0.065 0.008 –0.021 –0.187* 0.559*** _

11. CRS exposure conflict 0.046 –0.073 –0.094 0.196* 0.088 0.083 –0.002 0.180* –0.584*** –0.430*** _

12. CRS support –0.144 –0.075 0.088 –0.189* –0.127 –0.053 –0.066 –0.106 0.601*** 0.660*** –0.551*** _

13. CRS undermining 0.054 –0.095 –0.132 0.247** 0.096 0.086 –0.007 0.106 –0.666*** –0.424*** 0.705*** –0.590*** _

14. CRS endorsement –0.129 –0.024 0.181* –0.179* –0.033 0.026 0.046 –0.088 0.596*** 0.561*** –0.418*** 0.676*** –0.486***

MRD, Motivations for Role Distribution; CRS, Coparenting Relationship Scale.
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.

a specific role as evident, that is, in line with the father’s
will, is predictive of better agreement in coparenting and
greater endorsement of the partner’s parenting. In contrast,
having chosen a role because of social pressure (whether
effective or perceived as such) is linked with more undermining
behaviors, that is, the feeling of being more at ease with
the children when the mother is not present and the report
of more negative behaviors made by the mothers in the
coparenting interactions.

Several variables related to objective stressors were also
considered, such as the number of work hours, the number of
wife/partner work hours, and the number of children. These
variables have been shown to be linked with the burden felt in
the imbalance in work-family duties (Allen et al., 2013) and may
thus indirectly affect the coparental relationship, in particular
through a spillover effect. However, none of these variables were
linked with coparenting. It is particularly interesting to note that
neither the work rate of the fathers nor the work rate of the
mothers reported by the fathers is predictive of coparenting. In
most studies, paternal engagement has indeed been assessed in
terms of time distribution; several meta-analyses have shown
that the number of work hours is positively related to work-
family conflicts (Byron, 2005; Ng and Feldman, 2008), and so
we could expect it to have consequences on coparenting as
well, which was not the case. Our results are in line with those
of studies showing that the perception of stress rather than
the actual workload may generate work-family conflicts (Perry-
Jenkins et al., 2000). Alternatively, our results may also indicate
that the processes that explain work-family conflicts and within-
family conflicts related to work (coparenting difficulties fall into
the domain of within-family difficulties) are not completely
equivalent. However, further studies are needed to test these
possible differences.

Not only is the number of work hours unrelated to
coparenting, but there is also no correlation between the number
of work hours and any of the motivational items. This finding
suggests that there is no linear association between the amount
of time at work and the feeling of being constrained. One of the
reasons for this absence of a link may be the variety in fathers’
expectations: not all fathers want to be the breadwinner of the
family (to conform with the traditional role), but not all fathers
want to be engaged in family work (as the zeitgeist could push
them to do). Both a father dedicated to work and a father engaged
in family life may feel constrained by social expectations; some
fathers working full time may feel forced to do so, and others
working part time and engaged in family duties may have the
same feeling. This may reflect individual differences, as well as
the ambivalence in contemporaneous social demands, according
to which one should be at the same time a successful worker
and an efficient caregiver—the negative consequences of which
have been highlighted in mothers (Borelli et al., 2017). On the
one hand, fathers may be willing to engage themselves more in
family life, but they may have to face negative opinions from
their social network (they may be presumed to be unable to
get a paid job, or be unable to take care of children, or even
be harmful to them; Rochlen et al., 2010). To overcome these
criticisms, some fathers report rebuilding their masculine identity
by incorporating feminine qualities (such as caregiving) in the
definition of being masculine (caregiving is seen as an alternate
way to provide resources to the family; Lee and Lee, 2018). In our
own studies, we have found that when fathers endorse feminine
traits (being affectionate), coparenting interactions are of higher
quality (Favez and Frascarolo, 2020; Favez et al., 2021a). On
the other hand, some fathers may still be more at ease with
the traditional role of breadwinner, but in this case, they fail to
meet the expectations of the mothers about paternal engagement
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TABLE 4 | Parameter estimates of the effects of control variables and role distribution on coparenting (N = 123).

CRS agreement CRS closeness CRS exposure to conflict

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI

Parameter B SE LL, UL p B SE LL, UL p B SE LL, UL p

Intercept 5.155 0.989 3.044, 6.995 0.001 5.409 1.034 3.456, 7.435 0.001 1.091 0.950 –0.846, 2.958 0.258

Work hours 0.004 0.007 –0.009, 0.017 0.581 0.003 0.008 –0.013, 0.018 0.671 –0.003 0.007 –0.016, 0.012 0.723

Wife/partner work hours –0.004 0.004 –0.011, 0.003 0.260 –0.003 0.004 –0.010, 0.004 0.352 0.002 0.004 –0.007, 0.010 0.704

Age –0.018 0.015 –0.047, 0.010 0.232 –0.038 0.016 –0.068, –0.007 0.018 0.000 0.014 –0.029, 0.027 0.994

Number of study years 0.007 0.028 –0.052, 0.062 0.814 –0.008 0.025 –0.061, 0.038 0.751 –0.007 0.032 –0.070, 0.056 0.837

Number of children –0.038 0.131 –0.275, 0.245 0.744 –0.087 0.139 –0.408, 0.145 0.506 0.067 0.118 –0.162, 0.324 0.564

MRD Evidence 0.187 0.090 0.009, 0.373 0.038 0.153 0.091 –0.024, 0.329 0.098 –0.027 0.082 –0.199, 0.133 0.748

MRD Social pressure –0.184 0.098 –0.372, 0.005 0.061 0.036 0.096 –0.140, 0.232 0.741 0.126 0.085 –0.041, 0.296 0.139

MRD Close relatives judge
no reduction in work hours
as negative

–0.040 0.105 –0.240, 0.174 0.697 –0.180 0.093 –0.351, 0.008 0.058 0.114 0.093 –0.071, 0.286 0.228

CRS support CRS undermining CRS endorsement

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI

Parameter B SE LL, UL p B SE LL, UL p B SE LL, UL p

Intercept 6.324 1.358 3.531, 8.884 0.001 0.260 0.819 –1.233, 2.117 0.741 5.751 0.932 3.969, 7.681 0.001

Work hours 0.007 0.011 –0.014, 0.029 0.556 0.000 0.006 –0.012, 0.011 0.944 0.006 0.008 –0.009, 0.022 0.489

Wife/partner work hours 0.000 0.005 –0.010, 0.011 0.979 –0.002 0.004 –0.010, 0.006 0.672 –0.008 0.004 –0.015, 0.000 0.051

Age –0.062 0.018 –0.097, –0.025 0.004 0.021 0.011 –0.001, 0.042 0.067 –0.033 0.013 –0.058, –0.005 0.025

Number of study years 0.010 0.037 –0.062, 0.083 0.795 –0.010 0.029 –0.070, 0.044 0.747 0.009 0.026 –0.045, 0.064 0.723

Number of children –0.081 0.161 –0.442, 0.210 0.593 –0.119 0.091 –0.298, 0.061 0.196 –0.080 0.128 –0.345, 0.168 0.500

MRD Evidence 0.063 0.119 –0.166, 0.300 0.601 –0.056 0.082 –0.236, 0.087 0.514 0.167 0.078 0.009, 0.322 0.034

MRD Social pressure –0.177 0.132 –0.422, 0.101 0.187 0.169 0.074 0.016, 0.313 0.030 –0.085 0.090 –0.252, 0.096 0.347

MRD Close relatives judge
no reduction in work hours
as negative

–0.083 0.124 –0.327, 0.154 0.513 0.047 0.085 –0.118, 0.207 0.603 –0.020 0.075 –0.170, 0.124 0.762

These parameters are bootstrap estimates (n = 1,000 samples).
MRD, Motivations for Role Distribution; CRS, Coparenting Relationship Scale; CI, confidence interval; LL, lower limit; UL, upper limit.
Boldface: p significant below the threshold of 0.05.
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(Fox et al., 2000). The variety of expectations in fathers may be
a sign of social change toward roles that are less determined by
biological sex and more related to an individual’s wishes and
desires, or to personality factors such as masculine and feminine
traits (Donnelly and Twenge, 2017). However, this process may
be especially slow to take hold in Switzerland, a country in which
traditional role distribution is still strongly predominant and
structural support of families limited in comparison with that
of other European countries (Bonoli, 2007; Levy and Widmer,
2013). As a consequence, it is difficult for mothers to depart from
their role as primary housekeeper and caretaker, and for fathers to
diminish their investment in work in order to be more available
for family life.

The feeling of being constrained may be linked with a sense
of inequity that will negatively affect the coparenting dynamic, as
the father may have the feeling of doing a lot and not receiving
his share (DeMaris and Mahoney, 2017). This explanation is
speculative, however, as we did not assess the feeling of inequity
in our study and therefore cannot verify the accuracy of this
process. On the other hand, a feeling of evidence in the way roles
were distributed is linked to coparental agreement and to the
endorsement of the partner’s parenting. This positive link may
be the mere consequence of a distribution that met the father’s
will; however, it would be interesting to investigate the extent to
which a general positive attitude may explain both the feeling of
evidence (fathers are happy with what they have) and cohesion
in the coparental relationship. This second option would be in
line with the role-enhancement perspective according to which
positive affect and state of mind is an antecedent of mutual
enrichment between work and family domains (Michel et al.,
2011a; Lapierre et al., 2018). Further studies would be needed
to test this hypothesis, as well as to assess the links between the
feeling of evidence and satisfaction with work.

Whereas the number of work hours is not related to
coparenting, another sociodemographic variable is a strong
predictor of the relation between the parents: the age of
the fathers. The older the father is, the less he reports
coparenting closeness with the mother, coparenting support,
and endorsement of the mother’s parenting. The influence of
age reminds us of the importance of considering the life cycle
of families. In our study, we used the age of the father as a
predictor, which is strongly positively correlated with the ages of
the older child and of the younger child of the family (including
all three variables would have inflated the results related to age).
Coparenting does not have the same meaning and the same aim
for the different developmental stages of the children; when the
child is very young, support is all the more important at an
instrumental level, for example. Although there is no specific
theory on the life trajectory of coparenting, studies have shown
that some positive dimensions related to cohesion are less active
as the child grows (Favez et al., 2015): there is less and less
promotion of family integrity, for example. This observation may
be explained by the necessity for the family to be progressively
more open in order to allow the child to develop relationships
with family outsiders and not to feel stuck within the family, this
being similar to the “enmeshed” configuration described in some

problematic families (Minuchin, 1974). Interestingly, an effect of
life cycle has also been found in work-family conflicts, which
decrease as individuals age (Hill et al., 2014).

Our study has several limitations, the first of these related to
the sample: The sample size is small, and we had to reduce it
further because the family structures were linked to coparenting.
We have thus focused on the most represented arrangement
(86.1%), that is, a heterosexual biparental house with the
biological children of the couples. Moreover, it was a convenience
sample, and so it is not representative of the general population.
The participants were individuals, not couples, the reason being
that the main study was designed as an anonymous survey that
targeted any and all parents interested in participating. It is thus
possible that both partners in a couple completed the survey,
but we had no means of knowing whether this was the case.
It will be necessary to collect such data about motivations in
role distribution in both partners in order to assess possible
incongruencies or contradictions between their reports. This
study was in fact an ancillary study, congruent with the aim
of the main study, but not its main aim. For this reason, we
were not able to enroll couples. Second, there are limitations
related to the instruments: The questionnaire that we used to
assess motivation for role distribution was created ad hoc for
this study, as no questionnaire on this topic was available in
the literature; more data are thus necessary to test its validity.
Moreover, the division of labor dimension of the CRS, which is
closely related to role distribution, was not included in the study
due to its low internal consistency. Future studies should include
questionnaires specifically dedicated to division of labor, such as
the “Who does what” questionnaire (Cowan and Cowan, 1990).
Finally, it would have been interesting to include an assessment
of the couple relationship at a romantic (or marital) level, as
the romantic and coparental facets of the couple relationship
are deeply intertwined (see, for example, Fagan and Lee, 2014);
dissatisfaction with the marital relationship may also explain a
less cohesive coparental relationship.

Despite these limitations, and considering that the aim of this
study was mainly exploratory, it has nevertheless shown that
fathers may have different motivations and expectations about
role distribution, and when their expectations are not met, this
may have an impact on the coparental relationship. Both parents’
expectations and needs are thus to be considered, as this will
strengthen parental alliance and coparental cohesion, which will
in turn also be beneficial to mothers. In Europe, social policies
vary greatly between countries, for example, regarding access to
and duration of paternity leave; fathers should benefit from the
same support and information as mothers (the vast majority of
resources available for new parents being focused on the child and
mothers only; Lee et al., 2020) and their expectations should be
heard, as this will contribute to the well-being of the whole family.
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