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INTRODUCTION
In recent years, the role of fathers in childcare has 

gained increasing relevance in public debates. In this 
context, parenting-related leave policies, including ma-
ternity, paternity, and parental leave, are essential tools 
for encouraging active paternal involvement in family 
life. Maternity leave was initially conceived primarily 
to protect and safeguard the health of female workers 
during pregnancy and postpartum. Only later, particu-
larly in the 20th century, as women’s participation in the 
labor market became economically strategic, did ma-
ternity leave policies evolve to also facilitate their rein-
tegration into the workforce. Over time, these policies 
have gained additional significance due to their positive 
impact on the well-being of children and families and 
have legislated to provide women with the opportunity 

for quick reintegration into the workforce [1, 2]. When 
used by both parents and when time-appropriate for 
both mother and father, they promote responsive par-
enthood, co-parenting and active parental involvement 
in family life, facilitating a more equal distribution of 
household responsibilities [3-5]. Moreover, parenting-
related leaves increase the time spent with children 
[6], promoting children’s well-being with a positive 
influence on their physical, psycho-social, emotional, 
behavioural, and cognitive development, especially dur-
ing the first years of life, a crucial period for early child 
development [7]. Specifically, they encourage the active 
involvement of fathers in the care of children [8-10].

While several studies emphasize the benefits of pater-
nity leave for fostering fathers’ involvement in parenting 
and promoting gender equity [11, 12], other research 
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suggests that these effects are not uniform. Some stud-
ies argue that the positive outcomes often attributed to 
paternity leave may be confounded by socio-economic 
characteristics, as fathers who are already more en-
gaged or have greater resources are more likely to take 
advantage of leave policies [9, 13]. This highlights the 
need for a nuanced understanding of how leave policies 
interact with individual and contextual factors.

A father’s active involvement from birth has several 
benefits for both the father and the children. It trans-
forms the father’s neurobiological set-up, reorienting 
it to nurturing, increasing oxytocin levels, salience and 
parent-infant synchrony and ensuring appropriate and 
timely parental response [14, 15]. Moreover, fathers’ in-
volvement fosters the development of a comprehensive 
“parental caregiving” neural network, which remains 
largely consistent across parents [15]. Children exposed 
to highly nurturing fathers exhibit enhanced cognitive 
competence at 6 months and demonstrate superior lev-
els of development and problem-solving skills in later 
stages [16]. Later in life, children experience enhanced 
language development and improved school perfor-
mance [17]. They also exhibit improved stress manage-
ment and frustration coping skills, resulting in fewer be-
havioural issues during adolescence, including reduced 
tendencies towards violence and antisocial behaviour 
[18]. It also has an impact on reducing violence against 
women and children [19]. Furthermore, while evidence 
has long shown that breastfeeding rates are influenced 
by various factors, including sociodemographic aspects 
[20, 21], and inappropriate postnatal hospital practic-
es – such as the use of breast milk substitutes without 
clinical indication [22] – there has been a growing focus 

in recent years on the role of social and family support. 
Notably, it has emerged that fathers/partners involve-
ment improves breastfeeding initiation, duration, and 
exclusivity rates [23, 24].

Although parental leave policies allow both parents to 
take time off, they are not granted to all categories of 
workers. In addition, in several EU countries substan-
tial differences remain in leave available for both par-
ents, and adequately-paid leave for fathers is too short 
to support them in bonding with their newborns or to 
promote gender equality [25].

The context of family policies in Italy has been widely 
studied in the literature. Naldini and Saraceno [26] and 
Saraceno and Keck [27] analyzed how policies sup-
porting paid work and caregiving responsibilities have 
evolved in their role in promoting gender equity. More 
recently, Cannito [28] explored the factors influencing 
the uptake of parental leave by parents, while Dottori 
et al. [29] investigated the social and cultural determi-
nants that limit fathers’ access to leave. However, the 
literature still highlights a significant gap between ex-
isting policies and their tangible impact on the sharing 
of parenting responsibilities. Paternity leave in Italy is 
among the shortest in Europe. It includes 10 manda-
tory days, which can be taken from 2 months before 
the expected date of delivery to 5 months after delivery 
[30].

Table 1 summarizes the main leave categories in Italy 
[30-32].

In this framework, the European project 4E (Ear-
ly, Equal, Engaged, Empathetic) PARENT (CERV-
2022-DAPHNE n. 101095956) (https://4e-parentpro-
ject.eu/), the follow-up of the PARENT project [33], 

Table 1
Main leave categories in Italy

Type of leave Duration Compensation Conditions Covered employee categories

Maternity leave 5 months (2 before +3 
after; 1+4; 0+5) (7 if the 
workplace presents risks 
for breastfeeding)

Generally paid from 
80% to 100% of salary

Mandatory. Extension 
in case of premature 
birth, multiples or 
complications

All categories of female workers

Mandatory 
paternity leave

10 working days, from 
2 months before the 
expected date of delivery 
to 5 months after birth

100% of salary Mandatory. Can be split 
into non-consecutive 
days. Minimum notice 
of 5 days

Private and public sector 
employees. Not available to self-
employed fathers and fathers who 
work freelance

Optional paternity 
leave

1 working day, from 
2 months before the 
expected date of delivery 
to 5 months after birth

100% of salary As an alternative to 
the mother, who must 
give up her mandatory 
maternity leave day.

Private and public sector 
employees. Not available to self-
employed fathers and fathers who 
work freelance

Parental leave 6 months per parent. Can 
be extended to 7 months 
for the father, with a 
maximum of 11 months 
in total if the father uses 
at least 3 months. Up to 
child’s 12 years of age

80% of salary for the 
first month according 
to the 2023 budget 
law
30% of salary for the 
following 9 months 
(up to child’s 6 years 
of age) 

Can be taken in days or 
hours. 5 days’ notice (2 
days’ notice if parental 
leave is taken on an 
hourly basis)

Public and private sector 
employees. Self-employed and 
freelancers are only entitled to 
a maximum of 3 months. Not 
available to: a) parents whose 
employment has ceased or been 
suspended; b) domestic workers; 
c) parents working from home

Daily rest 
periods (formerly 
“breastfeeding 
breaks”)

2 hours per day if the 
working day is at least 6 
hours, 1 hour per day if 
the working day is less 
than 6 hours

100% of salary Can be taken individually 
or cumulatively

Employees and remote workers
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aims to promote engaged fatherhood and caring mas-
culinity from the beginning of pregnancy, in order to 
achieve gender equity and to prevent gender-based vio-
lence (https://4e-parentproject.eu/). The project’s specif-
ic objectives are to develop a proposal for policy change, 
to strengthen advocacy and communication, to respond 
to parents’ need to be listened to and to facilitate com-
munication on gender stereotypes in order to contribute 
to cultural change and knowledge sharing. Within this 
framework, this pilot study aims to describe the perspec-
tives of fathers and mothers regarding the utilisation of 
both paternity and parental leaves by fathers, identifying 
factors that influence fathers’ involvement in childcare 
and the barriers to greater leave uptake.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
As part of the project 4E-PARENT, a cross-sectional 

study was carried out using web-based questionnaires 
addressed to mothers and fathers of children born be-
tween 2018 and 2023. Participation in the question-
naires was voluntary. The data were analysed through 
descriptive statistics and multivariate logistic regression 
models to investigate determinants of paternity and pa-
rental leave utilisation. In addition, qualitative content 
analysis was performed on responses to open-ended 
questions.

Questionnaire description
The web-based questionnaires were developed by 

the research team based on current paternity and pa-
ternal leave policies in Italy and evidence-based factors 
that promote or hinder fathers’ involvement through 
the lens of paternity/parental leave. The development 
process was participatory: an interdisciplinary working 
group including researchers, professionals from pub-
lic health institutions and NGOs, and representatives 
from parent associations (including fathers’ groups) 
contributed to the design and review of the items. The 
questionnaire was also discussed within the 4E-PAR-
ENT project stakeholder network. A pre-testing phase 
was conducted with a small sample of parents (n=10) 
to assess clarity, comprehension, and interpretability 
of the questions. Feedback from this step was used to 
refine the wording and structure of the items. The fi-
nal version includes 17 semi-structured questions orga-
nized in 5 sections (the Questionnaire is available online 
as Supplementary Material):
•	 Section 1: demographic characteristics and personal 

details (3 questions);
•	 Section 2: utilisation of both paternity and parental 

leave by fathers (4 questions);
•	 Section 3: reasons for non-utilisation (2 questions);
•	 Section 4: agreement/disagreement with current 

leave policies, using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging 
from “1-Completely agree” to “5-Completely dis-
agree” (4 questions);

•	 Section 5: agreement/disagreement with several gen-
der stereotypes using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging 
from “1-Completely agree” to “5-Completely dis-
agree” (1 question).
There was also a section for comments (3 open-ended 

questions).

Data collection and analysis
The study used a convenience sample, with voluntary 

participation. Participants were eligible if they were 
mothers or fathers of at least one child born between 
2018 and 2023. The web-based questionnaires were 
disseminated between August and December 2023 
through the 4E-PARENT official website (https://4e-
parentproject.eu/), social media channels (such as Face-
book and Instagram), and through newsletter, managed 
by project partners. While it is not possible to determine 
the exact number of individuals reached, the overall 
pool was estimated to include several hundred potential 
participants. The data collection was designed to ensure 
anonymity. The questionnaire was hosted by the Centro 
per la Salute delle Bambine e dei Bambini’s (CSB) own 
web platform that did not collect any personally identify-
ing information such as Internet Protocols (IPs), names 
or email addresses. Therefore, anonymity was respected 
in compliance with the GDPR. Survey responses were 
recorded in an electronic data sheet.

Descriptive analyses were performed using frequen-
cies and percentages for categorical data.

An analysis of determinants of paternity and paren-
tal leaves utilisation was conducted through the de-
velopment of multivariate logistic regression models, 
for both mothers’ and fathers’ responses. The 5-point 
Likert scale variables of agreement/disagreement 
(1=Completely disagree to 5=Completely agree) were 
collapsed into three levels as follows: Agree: responses 
5 (Completely agree) and 4 (Agree); Neutral: response 
3 (Neither agree nor disagree); Disagree: responses 2 
(Disagree) and 1 (Completely disagree). Multivariate 
logistic regression models were built using the strategy 
suggested by Hosmer and Lemeshow. Each variable 
was examined by univariable analysis and included in 
the multivariate logistic model when the p-value was 
<0.15. Prior to model estimation, we assessed multi-
collinearity among the independent variables using the 
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). The influence of the 
independent variables on each binary outcome investi-
gated (paternity leave utilization and parental leave uti-
lization) was expressed as adjusted odds ratios (ORadj) 
and 95% confidence interval (CI).  Statistical signifi-
cance was set at a p-value<0.05. Model fit was assessed 
using the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test. A 
p-value>0.05 was considered to indicate a good fit be-
tween the model and the data. The statistical analysis 
was performed using STATA 17.0 software (Stata Cor-
poration, College Station, TX, USA).

The dependent variables in the regression models 
were: the use of paternity leave (yes/no) and the use 
of parental leave (yes/no). The independent variables 
included: educational level, categorized as high (Bach-
elor’s degree or higher), medium (high school diploma), 
low (less than high school); geographic area of resi-
dence (North, Centre, South); child’s year of birth, cat-
egorized as “2021 or later” vs “before 2021”; all variables 
derived from items using 5-point Likert scales (ranging 
from 1=Completely disagree to 5=Completely agree), 
recoded into three categories for the analysis (Disagree 
1-2, Neutral 3, Agree 4-5).

The open-ended questions were coded inductively 
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and deductively, according to a categorical analysis 
[34]. The NVivo software was used to conduct coding, 
categorical analysis and mapping. Two expert research-
ers in qualitative methods and experience in public 
health and gender studies independently analysed the 
responses. Initial coding was done separately, followed 
by consensus meetings to compare and reconcile differ-
ences, ensuring consistency and reliability in the identi-
fication of themes and categories. In cases of disagree-
ment, a third researcher was consulted to mediate and 
reach shared decisions.

Ethical considerations
Participants provided informed consent electroni-

cally before completing the questionnaire. The survey 
platform did not collect personal identifiers (e.g., IP 
addresses, names or emails). Given the nature of dis-
semination the data were collected without direct iden-
tifiers. Participants were assured of the anonymity. This 
approach ensured compliance with data protection reg-
ulations while maintaining participant confidentiality.

RESULTS
Main characteristics of the respondents

The responders completing all sections of the ques-
tionnaire were 3,811 mothers and 720 fathers. The 
socio-demographic characteristics of these respondents 
are reported in Table 2. 

We collected responses from all Italian regions and 
the majority of respondents were from Northern Italy 
(60.3% mothers; 56.7% fathers). The educational level 
was high (bachelor’s degree or higher) in most cases 

for both mothers (73.7%) and fathers (57.8%). Most of 
the children the questionnaire referred to were born in 
2023 (27.9% mothers; 30.8% fathers). 

Paternity leave utilisation
Most fathers (72.6%) and mothers (61.5%) reported 

that fathers used paternity leave, with the majority of this 
leave being publicly funded (58.7% fathers; 61.7% moth-
ers), followed by company-paid leave (23.1% according 
to fathers; 23.9% according to mothers) (Table 3).

Among fathers who did not use paternity leave, most 
reported that they were not eligible. Other reasons in-
cluded being unemployed, having unused vacation or 
leave time, or having paternity leave yet to be used. As 
for mothers, most of them declared that the fathers were 
not eligible. Other reasons included personal choice not 
to use the leave or the company not supporting use of 
leave, difficulties in utilisation or lack of information on 
how the fathers could use the paternity leave.

Figure 1 shows the opinions on the utilisation of lon-
ger paternity leave among fathers who used it (n=523) 
and mothers who reported that fathers took paternity 
leave (n=2,343) for their most recent child. Most fa-
thers (91.6%) and mothers (90.6%) agreed that fathers 
would have used a longer paternity leave if it had been 
fully paid (at 100% of salary). Only a small proportion 
of fathers (4.1%) and mothers (4.1%) believed that a 
longer paternity leave was unnecessary because the 
mother was at home; most disagreed (fathers 88.8%; 
mothers 92.7%). Additionally, 47.1% of fathers and 
56.5% of mothers stated that fathers would use a longer 
paternity leave, but they would face challenges at work.

Parental leave utilisation
As for the utilisation of parental leave at the time of the 

last childbirth, the majority of both mothers (84.9%) and 
fathers (79.6%) reported that fathers did not use parental 

Table 2
Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents

  Mothers Fathers

N=3,811 N=720

Geographic area  
of residence

   

Northern 2,296 (60.3%) 408 (56.7%)

Centre 820 (21.5%) 198 (27.5%)

Southern 695 (18.2%) 114 (15.8%)

Missing - -

Educational level*    

High 2,809 (73.7%) 416 (57.8%)

Middle 908 (23.8%) 258 (35.8%)

Low 94 (2.5%) 46 (6.4%)

Year of birth of last child

2023 1,063 (27.9%) 222 (30.8%)

2022 891 (23.4%) 179 (24.9%)

2021 742 (19.5%) 137 (19.0%)

2020 481 (12.6%) 95 (13.2%)

2019 362 (9.5%) 57 (7.9%)

2018 272 (7.1%) 30 (4.2%)

*High: II level University Master Course, I level University Master Course, PhD, 
Master’s Degree, bachelor’s Degree. Middle: High school leaving qualification. 
Low: Lower secondary school qualification, Elementary school qualification.

Table 3
Paternity and parental leave utilisation

  Mothers Fathers

N=3,811 N=720

Paternity leave for 
most recent child

   

Yes 2,343 (61.5%) 523 (72.6%)

No 1,468 (38.5%) 197 (27.4%)

Type of paternity 
leave 

(n=2,343)   (n=523) 

Publicly-funded leave 1,446 (61.7%) 307 (58.7%)

Company-paid leave 561 (23.9%) 121 (23.1%)

Both 250 (10.7%) 84 (16.1%)

Missing 86 (3.7%) 11 (2.1%)

Parental leave for 
most recent child

   

Yes 577 (15.1%) 147 (20.4%)

No 3,234 (84.9%) 573 (79.6%)

Days of parental 
leave utilization

Median 10 
(IQR 5-20)

Median 10 
(IQR 5-20)
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leave (Table 3). The median duration of parental leave 
was 10 days (IQR 5-20) for both mothers and fathers.

Figure S1 (available online as Supplementary Material) 
shows opinions on the utilisation of a longer and better-
paid parental leave among fathers who used it (n=147) 
and mothers who reported that fathers took parental 
leave (n=577) for their most recent child. Most fathers 
(76.9%) and mothers (81.6%) agreed the fathers would 
have used a longer paternal leave if they were better 
paid. However, some fathers (35.4%) and mothers 
(46.1%) indicated, although fathers might have used a 
longer and better-paid parental leave, they would have 
faced challenges at work.

Current and future leave policies and gender 
stereotypes

Figure S2 (available online as Supplementary Material) 
presents opinions on a proposal to extend work leave: in-
creasing paternity leave days, extending leave to catego-
ries not currently covered (e.g., freelancers), and raising 
parental leave pay from 30% to no less than 80%. Most 
fathers (80.0%) and mothers (80.6%) disagreed with 
the statement that “the current leave policies are more 
or less adequate, because in the early years (especially 
the first year) it is the mother’s presence that is crucial”. 
Additionally, a small proportion of mothers (6.0%) and 
fathers (6.9%) endorsed the stereotype that the mothers 
should stay home for child-rearing and housekeeping 
while fathers provide the main income. Furthermore, 
for most mothers (59.5%) and fathers (57.4%), while 
the proposal to extend work leave is deemed necessary, 
the actual utilisation could be a challenge (Figure S2 

available online as Supplementary Material).
As for the importance of leave for fathers, both moth-

ers (98.1%) and fathers (98.1%) agreed that father-
hood is an enriching experience and therefore it is a 
father’s right to be present from the beginning. In addi-
tion, mothers (98.5%) and fathers (97.4%) agreed that 
work leave is important because it enables the father 
to share the burden of care with the mother, especially 
after birth, a particularly stressful period. They also 
believed that father-child bonding is established after 
birth through shared time together (mother 92.6%; fa-
thers 90.6%) (Figure S3 available online as Supplementary 
Material).

As for equal leave (in duration and pay), 28.3% of 
mothers and 32.2% of fathers agreed that the equal 
leave should be used at different times (mothers in the 
first few months, fathers later). Some mothers (33.0%) 
and fathers (32.9%) believed that equal leave is a fair 
goal but expressed concerns about fathers and em-
ployer’s readiness for such change. Furthermore, most 
fathers (72.4%) and mothers (69.0%) agreed that the 
father should have more leave, but, in general, that the 
mothers require longer leave than fathers due to the 
dyad specific needs, including breastfeeding (Figure 2).

Logistic regression model
The logistic model shows that, for fathers, a low edu-

cational level (ORadj 0.34; 95% CI 0.13-0.86; p<0.05), 
living in Central (ORadj 0.49, 95% CI 0.28-0.87; 
p<0.05) and Southern Italy (ORadj 0.32, 95% CI 0.15-
0.64; p<0.05), and accepting traditional family role 
divisions (ORadj 0.30, 95% CI 0.14-0.65; p<0.05) are 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Yes, as long
as 100% paid

Work issues

Mother
at home

Grandparents
support

Prefer
to save for
emergencies

Mother's
return
to work 

Yes, certainly, as long as it is paid in full (100%)

It wasn't necessary because mom was at home

Yes, but it would have caused issues at work

Agree Unsure Disagree

Fathers
Mothers

It was not needed because there were grandparents (or other family member)

No, it is more useful to use them later when needed, in case of emergency

No, it is more useful when the mother goes back to work

Figure 1
Fathers’ and mothers’ opinions on a longer paternity leave utilization (n mothers=2,343; n fathers=523).
Question: “Would you/the father have/has taken longer paternity leave in the first month of baby’s life?”.
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associated with a reduced likelihood of using paternity 
leave. Conversely, having a child born in 2021 or later 
increases the likelihood of using paternity leave (OR-
adj 1.82, 95% CI 1.21-2.73; p<0.05). The same results 
are observed for mothers, except for the low education 
level, which was not statistically significant. 

Moreover, for fathers, living in Southern Italy was 
statistically significant (ORadj 0.24, 95% CI 0.09-0.69; 
p<0.05) in reducing the likelihood of using paternal 
leave. For mothers, both a middle educational level 
(ORadj 0.72, 95% CI 0.54-0.97; p<0.05) and living in 
Southern Italy (ORadj 0.67, 95% CI 0.49-0.92; p<0.05) 
were significant factors (Table S1 available online as Sup-
plementary Material).

All VIF values were below 2.5, indicating no signifi-
cant multicollinearity. Therefore, all selected variables 
were retained in the final models. Moreover, the Hos-
mer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test indicated an ade-
quate fit for all logistic regression models, with p-values 
>0.05.

Insights from open-ended responses on leave uptake 
and cultural barriers

Among open-ended answers, what emerged was the 
need for a cultural change to promote equal opportuni-
ties for mothers through the support of fathers, recog-
nizing parenting as a shared responsibility. Moreover, 
some fathers reported that “many fathers do not feel fully 
responsible for the care of their children in the early years 
and therefore do not use paternity/parental leave”. Another 

theme was about the remuneration and economic im-
pact of taking leave because “without adequate pay, it 
becomes a privilege for a very few” considering that the 
“30% of salary is not even enough to buy diapers”. As for 
paternity leave, the mothers reported that having equal 
leave would lead to a reduction in the gender gap at 
the job-interview stage because women would no lon-
ger suffer discrimination. As for parental leave, both 
mothers and fathers expressed a preference for greater 
flexibility in how it can be used, including the option 
to share it between them and to take it by the hour 
based on their family’s needs (Figure S4 available online 
as Supplementary Material).

DISCUSSION
Our study involved 3,811 mothers and 720 fathers, 

showing significant differences in the utilisation of 
paternity and parental leave between different Italian 
regions and between different educational levels. The 
majority of participants were from Northern Italy, and 
the majority of fathers used paternity leave, with a prev-
alence of public leave. 

A systematic review of European countries suggested 
that men’s use of paternity leave is determined by both 
political/regulatory and organisational forces, affect-
ing various organisational, psychological, and family-
related areas including career development, health, and 
relationships with children [35]. Another study found 
that the introduction and expansion of paid parental 
leave policies are associated with improved well-being 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Agree Unsure Disagree

Fathers
Mothers

Di�erent
periods of
utilization

It's a fair goal 
but fathers and 
employers are
not ready

Fathers and
mothers have
equal rights
and duties

In this way, men
and women are
equal with
employers

The mother
needs more
months for
breastfeeding

It's already
going well

Certainly, but to be used at di�erent times (the mother in the �rst months, the father later)

It is a fair goal, but it will be achieved gradually; fathers and employers are not ready yet

Fathers should have more leave compared to today, but in general, mothers need more months than fathers due to 
the roles they ful�ll, including breastfeeding

It seems that things are already going well

In this way, men and women – if they take leave of equal length – are equal for employers

Fathers and mothers have equal rights and duties regarding childcare and domestic work

Figure 2
Fathers’ and mothers’ opinions on equal leave (equal in duration and pay) (n mothers=3,811; n fathers=720).
Question: “Leave available for mothers (maternity leave and parental leave not reserved for fathers) and leave available for fathers 
(paternity leave and parental leave reserved for fathers) should be equal in duration and pay over the first 2-3 years of the child’s life”.
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during adolescence and young adulthood [18]. Al-
though extending the duration of leave may not pro-
duce significant long-term results, the introduction of 
paid leave policies, shows evidence of statistically sig-
nificant benefits [18]. The main channel of impact is 
the increased investment of parental time during the 
early years. Among several actions, institutional factors 
such as the availability and quality of early (0-2 years) 
education services can be crucial [18], in addition to 
better-paid leave, tailored services and cultural change. 
This confirms the importance of sensitive and caregiv-
ing parenting for the child’s maturity and cognitive de-
velopment [36].

In our study, most fathers and mothers reported that 
fathers used paternity leave, primarily public leave, fol-
lowed by company-paid leave. The reported take-up 
rates in our study are notably higher than those report-
ed in official data; for example, the OECD family da-
tabase indicates that only 32% of fathers took paternity 
leave following births in 2019 [37]. This discrepancy 
suggests that our findings may overestimate the extent 
of leave-taking, and it is crucial to interpret them with 
caution in light of these limitations.

Among fathers who did not use paternity leave, 
most stated they were not eligible, with other reasons 
including unemployment, companies not being sup-
portive of fathers taking leave or being self-employed. 
In Italy, many categories of workers are not covered 
by paternity and parental leave. While legislation al-
lows self-employed workers to take parental leave, the 
benefits and duration are less favourable compared to 
those for employees [38]. Taking parental leave can 
lead to a total loss of income for some, which may be 
financially unsustainable, particularly if their business 
is the family’s primary source of income. Furthermore, 
many self-employed individuals work independently or 
without any collaborators. As a result, they may have 
no one to delegate their responsibilities to during their 
leave, making it challenging for them to take time off 
from work. 

Most fathers and mothers agreed that fathers would 
have taken longer paternity leave if it had been always 
paid at 100%, though many felt that work-place related 
pressures would make it difficult to use more leave. Ac-
cording to the National Social Security Institute (Istitu-
to Nazionale Previdenza Sociale, INPS) paternity leave 
uptake shows an increasing trend, with fathers resid-
ing in Central and Northern Italy, those with full-time 
employment, and those in large companies (with more 
than 100 employees) being more likely to take paternity 
leave [39]. These data confirm our findings that being 
from the North or the Centre increases the likelihood 
of using paternity and parental leave for both mothers 
and fathers.

As for parental leave, our findings show that the ma-
jority of both mothers and fathers reported that fathers 
did not use parental leave. However, most fathers and 
mothers agreed that fathers would have used longer 
parental leave if it had been possible and better-paid, 
although many believe they would have faced work-
related challenges in doing so. The INPS reported an 
increase in the number of parents benefiting from pa-

rental leave, along with a significantly unequal distribu-
tion of leave within couples, with a difference in leave 
requests between fathers and mothers [39]. Uptake by 
fathers is 20% [39] and a key reason being that parental 
leave is poorly paid (only 30% despite the recommen-
dation of the EU Directive that payment of parental 
leave should be “adequate”) [40, 41]. Providing a well-
paid parental leave could encourage fathers to take 
more of it [42]. Due to the gender wage gap, where 
men typically earn more than women, poorly paid or 
unpaid parental leave can reinforce social and eco-
nomic pressures that hinder gender equality. If leave 
doesn’t compensate a significant portion of fathers’ 
income, families often face a greater financial burden 
when fathers take time off compared to mothers [43]. 
This is in line with our results, which indicate that 
most fathers and mothers agreed that mothers need 
more leave than fathers due to the mother-baby dyad’s 
needs, including breastfeeding. A small proportion en-
dorsed the stereotype that mothers should stay home 
for child-rearing and housekeeping while fathers pro-
vide the main income. Although the role of the mother 
is crucial, these findings show that reconciling work 
and family life in our country could be still perceived as 
being primarily a women’s responsibility. This situation 
was not affected by the pandemic. In fact, in 2020, the 
number of requests for leave from both mothers and 
fathers increased, but with a much more pronounced 
rise among mothers [40].

As for parental leave, some mothers and fathers 
agreed that mothers should use the leave, especially 
during the first few months of the child’s life. The INPS 
data indicate that mothers use parental leave most fre-
quently during the first 3 years of a child’s life, with the 
gender gap being particularly wide up to this age and 
decreasing over time [40].

Both fathers and mothers agreed that extending pa-
ternity and parental leave could be a solution, but they 
(and in particular, fathers) would face challenges and 
resistance at work. Consistent with these beliefs, the 
INPS data show that working in fixed-term jobs nega-
tively and significantly affects the likelihood of request-
ing parental leave, whereas fathers working full time 
with stable contracts are more likely to take leave [40]. 
This is likely due to fathers’ fear of their employment 
contracts not being renewed because of absence from 
the workplace.

Lastly, some results of our regression model are con-
firmed by the INPS model, which shows that fathers 
living in central and northern regions are more likely 
to take leave [40]. Given the documented benefits of 
a father’s presence, once again, as already highlighted 
by health surveillance on Italian children [44, 45], the 
parents’ educational level and the region of birth con-
tribute to disadvantages and create social and health 
inequalities, with consequences for future generations. 

Our findings suggest an association between pater-
nity leave and fathers’ involvement in parenting. How-
ever, as noted in the literature, this relationship is likely 
mediated by socio-economic characteristics and pre-ex-
isting attitudes towards caregiving. Studies have shown 
that fathers who take leave often belong to higher socio-
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economic groups or have partners who support shared 
parenting [1, 13]. Consequently, it is challenging to 
disentangle the causal impact of paternity leave from 
the characteristics of the fathers who take it. Future re-
search should aim to isolate these effects, for example, 
by using experimental or longitudinal designs that limit 
selection bias.

Insights from qualitative analysis, highlighted that 
the low uptake of paternity and parental leave by fa-
thers is not solely a policy issue but is deeply rooted in a 
cultural perception where some fathers still do not feel 
fully responsible for early childcare. This societal bar-
rier, coupled with inadequate financial compensation 
(e.g., the reported 30% of salary, which was deemed in-
sufficient to even “buy diapers”), employers’ pressures, 
not only disincentivizes leave-taking, but also perpetu-
ates gender inequality by reinforcing the traditional 
mothers/fathers’ roles. As a result, the expectation that 
mothers should carry the main responsibility for child-
care persists, hindering their return to the workforce 
and contributing to the gender pay gap.

Our results are consistent with previous studies that 
highlight structural and cultural barriers to leave up-
take in Italy. Naldini and Saraceno [26] and Saraceno 
and Keck [27] emphasized how family policies have 
historically reinforced gender roles, while Cannito 
[28] and Dottori et al. [29] showed that insufficient 
financial support and cultural factors significantly limit 
fathers’ engagement in caregiving. By addressing these 
barriers, more inclusive policies could foster greater 
gender equity and shared parenting responsibilities. 
Moreover, the involvement and presence of father are 
important, as stated in the Nurturing Care Framework 
[7] and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment [46].

LIMITATIONS
Our study has some limitations. We do not have a 

probabilistic sample because the online questionnaire 
was disseminated through project networks, which may 
have attracted more motivated respondents. This ap-
proach, while effective in reaching a wide audience, 
may have introduced selection bias, as individuals with 
higher education levels and those residing in North-
ern Italy might have been more likely to encounter and 
complete the survey. A key limitation of this study is 
the voluntary nature of participation, which may have 
introduced selection bias. Fathers who have taken pa-
ternity leave are more likely to respond to the survey, 
leading to an overrepresentation of those who are al-
ready engaged in caregiving. Additionally, there is a 
disproportion between the number of questionnaires 
completed by mothers compared to fathers and con-
sequently a women overrepresentation. One reason 
is that, in general, women tend to respond more fre-
quently to questionnaire surveys [47]. Lastly, some 
socio-demographic variables are missing, such as age 
and profession. These aspects should be considered 
when interpreting the findings. Future studies should 
aim to employ probabilistic sampling methods or tar-
geted outreach to underrepresented groups to ensure a 
more balanced and generalizable dataset. Additionally, 

the qualitative component of the study was exploratory 
in nature. While it provided useful contextual insights, 
the heterogeneity and brevity of many open-ended re-
sponses limited the possibility of performing a more 
structured thematic analysis or drawing generalizable 
conclusions.

CONCLUSIONS
To conclude, we consider our study a pilot investiga-

tion into a relatively unexplored topic that highlights 
strong awareness among mothers and fathers regarding 
the importance of paternity and parental leave for fa-
thers, resistance from company management, and scep-
ticism from parents about the political capacity to ad-
dress their needs. Moreover, our findings complement 
and expand existing models by highlighting dimensions 
that administrative data cannot capture. For example, 
while the INPS model identifies regional disparities 
in leave uptake, our survey data reveal the underlying 
reasons, such as workplace culture and financial barri-
ers, that contribute to these disparities. This approach 
underscores the need of integrating qualitative insights 
with quantitative data in further studies, in order to in-
form more effective and inclusive policy interventions. 
It is important to ensure equitable access to these tools 
through inclusive policies that promote active father 
involvement in childcare, considering the health ben-
efits of this involvement in the early years of life. The 
survey confirms the need for a change in work-related 
and society culture, and organisational models accord-
ing to which the care is a secondary role for fathers. This 
change can support engaged and responsive parenting 
by both male and female workers.
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