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Summary. This work explores the role of scientific knowledge 
and professional expertise in shaping notions and standards 
of “good”, “proper” parenthood and parenting by analysing 
ideas and beliefs on parenting roles in heterosexual couples 
during the transition to parenthood. According to the inter-
national literature, perinatal and infancy experts and profes-
sionals (midwifes, gynaecologists, paediatricians, infant de-
velopmental psychologists, and so on) whom women and 
men enter into relation with during this phase of their life and 
whose cultural products (books, TV programmes, magazines) 
they “consume” are relevant actors. They can influence the 
delivery of the perinatal welfare and health services and the 
pursuit of policy goals at institutional level. They are also “rel-
evant others” in the process of social construction of gendered 
parental roles. The article analyses the narratives of 22 Italian 
middle-class, dual-earner couples interviewed between 2010 
and 2015, in Turin (Italy), a first time during the pregnancy, 
and a second time after childbirth (18 months later), for a 
total of 88 longitudinal interviews.

Key words: transition to parenthood, parenting roles, profes-
sional expertise, gender roles, Italy.

La genitorialità in Italia. Esplorazione della compliance e 
della resistenza all’expert-led parenting model nella fase 
di transizione alla genitorialità
Riassunto. Questo lavoro indaga il ruolo delle conoscenze 
scientifiche e degli esperti nella definizione delle nozioni e 
degli standard di “buona” e “adeguata” genitorialità analizzan-
do idee e credenze sui ruoli genitoriali di coppie eterosessua-
li nella transizione alla genitorialità. Secondo la letteratura 
internazionale, gli esperti perinatali e dell’infanzia (ostetriche, 
ginecologi, pediatri, psicologi di sviluppo infantili e così via), 
con i quali donne e uomini si relazionano in questa fase della 
loro vita e i cui prodotti culturali (libri, programmi televisivi, 
riviste) “consumano”, sono attori rilevanti non solo perché in 
vari modi possono influenzare l’erogazione dei servizi di assi-
stenza perinatale e il perseguimento degli obiettivi di policy 
definiti a livello istituzionale; ma sono anche “altri significati” 
nel processo di costruzione sociale dei ruoli genitoriali di ge-
nere. Al fine di raggiungere tale obiettivo, in questo articolo 
sono analizzate le narrazioni di 22 coppie italiane di ceto me-
dio e a doppio reddito, intervistate tra il 2010 e il 2015, a Tori-
no, una prima volta durante la gravidanza e una seconda 18 
mesi dopo la nascita del primo figlio, per un totale di 88 inter-
viste longitudinali.

Parole chiave: transizione alla genitorialità, ruoli genitoria-
li, saperi esperti, ruoli di genere, Italia.

Introduction and objectives of the study 

This work explores, from a sociological perspective, the 
role of scientific knowledge and professional expertise 
in shaping notions and standards of “good”, “adequate” 
and “proper” parenthood by analysing the points of view 
and narratives of a group of Italian parents in the transi-
tion to parenthood. 

Experts and professionals of different medical sciences 
or of psychology (such as midwifes, gynaecologists, pae-
diatricians, infant developmental psychologists) whom 
women and men enter into relation with during this phase 
of their life, are relevant actors in the process of social 
construction of the welfare service users. Not only because 
they can influence in different ways the delivery of the 
services in the perinatal area and the pursuit of the policy 
goals defined at institutional level, but also because, as 
sociological and social sciences studies show1-4, perinatal 
experts and professionals are “relevant others” in the pro-
cess of social and cultural construction of parental roles. 

How parents breastfeed or nurse their children, what 
time they put the children to sleep, what they read to them 
or how they play with them, what rules they give their 
children, whether and when to let them go out to play or 
leave them to grandparents or to “other persons”, all this 
has become an object of debate, as well as of precise (not 
always concordant) hints from expert knowledge5.

Parents are expected to acquire skills and compe-
tences in the difficult ‘job’ of becoming parents, because 
their child’s emotional, cognitive, and physical develop-
ment, increasingly put at the centre of society6, will de-
pend on their preparation and skills. 

The new culture of parenthood requires “intensity” 
in providing care for the new-born baby, albeit in a dif-
ferentiated way for mothers and fathers. For example, 
according to Hays7, “intensive mothering” (or “mysti-
cism of maternity”) is the salient and contradictory trait 
of the new maternity culture at the end of twentieth 
century. Therefore, a “good mother” is expected to invest 
“a huge amount of time, energy and material resources 
in the child [...] [and] giving priority to the child’s 
needs.” A good mother should always be active and 
open, like a self-service, literally 24 hours a day8.

What this intensive parenting, and especially mother-
ing, culture prescribes to the individuals (that means also 
to some extent what science and experts say and suggest) 
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in the contemporary historical period seems to contrast 
with other social expectations and “imperatives”9. Surely, 
it is in tension with those coming from the labour market. 
Women are expected to be in paid work and to reconcile 
work and family and both women and men are requested 
to conform to the “unconditional adult worker” model10. 
As argued by Hays7, the relationship with the workplace 
logic is not easy; limited access to parental leaves, insuf-
ficient flexible working hours, shortage of day-care centres 
and a lack of control over their workload may make it 
harder for mothers and fathers to respond to the changing 
needs of their families and the demands of being parents11.

The emerging fields and experts’ knowledge in child 
development define new codes of behaviour and the 
proper social norms that “good” parents should comply 
with. The results, however, are ambivalent: on the one 
hand, parents are seen as omnipotent, because the cog-
nitive and intellectual development of the child depends 
on them, while on the other, they are seen as incompe-
tent, in need of being trained and educated6. Mothers 
are especially concerned with this ambivalence: on the 
one hand, they are encouraged to be “natural”, and on 
the other to follow the guidance of experts5,12.

As Frank Furedi13 points out, in his work Paranoid Par-
ents, the transformation of children’s upbringing into a 
topic of growing attention by experts, as in the expanding 
market of parents’ rescue manuals, and talk about “heli-
copter parents”, “anxious parents”14, both by policy mak-
ers, with interventions in support of “parenting”, coincide 
not only with a new vision of childhood - which focuses 
on the one hand on children as a subject, and on the 
other, highlights their vulnerability and the risks they may 
be exposed during their development - but also with the 
definition of parental incompetence that ends up making 
parents feel constantly “under judgment”1. At interna-
tional level, the issue of parental control and hypernor-
mality of experts has started to be the subject of wider 
reflection2,15, much less in Italy, and when it is reported, 
it focuses on the dysfunctional family dimension associ-
ated with the activities of parents.

Starting from a parents’ perspective, the following 
questions are raised in this article: which is the role of 
experts and professionals in the social construction of 
“good” motherhood and “good” fatherhood and best 
for the child? Which are the main experts’ discourses on 
parenting as perceived by the interviewees? How (future) 
parents get access to expert and professional knowledge? 
First-time mothers and fathers interviewed comply with 
or, on the contrary, challenge the expert-led discourses 
on parenthood? In the following paragraphs, we try to 
answer these questions. 

Data and methods 

To analyse how experts’ knowledge is mobilized in (par-
ents-to-be and) first-time parents’ accounts on building 
parenting roles, we analysed 88 longitudinal interviews 

conducted between 2010 and 2015 in Turin (Italy) with 
22 Italian middle-class dual-earner couples during the 
transition to parenthood, before and one and a half years 
after their first child’s birth. 

Participants were contacted through snow-ball sam-
pling mostly through gynaecologists or midwives. Par-
ticipants were informed of the purposes of the research 
and their real names were replaced with an alias before 
the analysis to protect their privacy.

The semi-structured, in-depth interviews addressed 
the following issues: educational qualifications, life sto-
ry, work experiences and career orientation, family situ-
ation and type of relationship, kinship and social net-
works, the couple’s story and relationship, their current 
and past day-to-day organization and division of domes-
tic, allocation of family and paid work responsibilities, 
couple’s ideals, plans and practices on parental roles, 
caring the baby, the use of childcare services, and their 
life plans for the future. In this article, we refer mainly to 
those parts of the interviews in which the respondents 
express and discuss ideals, beliefs, plans and practices 
around childbirth, caring the baby and parental roles. 

The interviews were codified using the Atlas.ti7 pro-
gramme to identify recurring themes and narratives. At 
the time of the antenatal interviews, most native Italian 
respondents were 30-39 years old, had a university de-
gree and a skilled job in the service sector.

Results

The narratives of the respondents offer a prevalent rep-
resentation of parenthood culture and of parenting prac-
tices, which see the presence of the mother in his/her 
early years of life as “good for the child”. Being a good 
mother means, above all, assuming the greatest, nearly 
exclusive responsibility for caring the baby. While a good 
father is one who does all he can to provide more in-
come for the family and assure a good livelihood16. Very 
much in line with the international literature17-19, and 
as noted in our recent work20, in most cases Italian (fu-
ture) fathers and especially (future) mothers interviewed 
tend to mobilize, interpret and use so-called “scientific 
evidence” and expert knowledge in their accounts to 
meaning and justify ideals about “good” and “proper” 
parenthood, beliefs on childhood well-being as well as 
family-work reconciliation strategies implying separate 
roles and different types of involvement for the father 
and mother. Women tend more than men to seek infor-
mation and advice on pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeed-
ing and childcare through a variety of sources (books, 
bestsellers, magazines, movies, websites, radio broad-
casts, and television shows). Childcare plans and ar-
rangements are characterized by the “intensive mother-
ing”7 model. In this sense, couples’ plan before and 
decisions after birthchild on parental leave are emblem-
atic: in most cases it is the mother who takes parental 
leave to care for the baby full time, while fathers only 
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rarely take it up since both he and she belief that the 
mother’s presence especially during the first year of life 
is best for the baby. 

In the interview, excerpts in this article, any non-verbal com-
munication and attitudes/behaviour not visible to the read-
er (facial expressions, gestures, etc.) are enclosed between 
/ / and described in brackets. The words/phrases pronounced 
with emphasis are in capital letters. The proper names of 
people and places have been replaced by three asterisks 
(***). [...] indicates that part of the quote is omissis.

Couples’ beliefs, ideas and arrangements on the central 
indispensable role of mothers is based a great deal on 
scientific knowledge (and the shape it assumes in the 
different form of dissemination), as in Agnese’s (36, 
tertiary education, secretary) states:

we are convinced that, from the readings that I did, 
that the presence of the mother for the baby is indis-
pensable. Then, from the third year the child begins 
to develop sociality and it is there that the father’s 
figure begins to be more crucial because it is a child’s 
way to the outside world [...] since we believe in this 
thing here, consequently [...] (we decided to organize 
ourselves this way) (Agnese Mercorella, I wave).
Based on my experience, I would say that the ideal 
would be for a woman to stay at home until the 
baby is 3 years old; this is also argued by many child-
hood experts that I follow and I believe in... The child 
should stay with the mother for the first 3 years, so 
it would be nice if the working world could be orga-
nized in order to allow women to return to work 
after 3 years of absence for the care of the child and 
at the same time support them economically (Agnese 
Mercorella, II wave).

And her husband Angelo (36, secondary education, 
manager): 

we are already preparing for home birth, which means 
having a different perspective on the birth. [...] For 
example, (we are reading) the writings of Leboyer (a 
French gynaecologist and obstetrician). I read “Birth 
Without Violence”. (Angelo Mercorella, I wave) 

A case – let‘s say – “extreme” in terms of strong faith in 
the infancy experts to justify the first-time parents’ beliefs 
and decisions on childcare practices, nurturing, recon-
ciliation arrangements, and gendered parental roles is that 
of Sofia Tingi (33, tertiary education, educator) and her 
husband Tancredi (37, tertiary education, primary school 
teacher). They both place considerable trust in infancy 
experts, especially those who support a “natural”, “hu-
manized” vision of childbirth and strongly promote at-
tachment mothering during the child’s early years. In their 
parenting accounts, they repeatedly refer to infancy ex-
perts’ and professionals, as “the authorities”. Their choic-
es were based on the mother playing the key role in chil-
drearing and childcare, although Tancredi greatly desired 
to be an involved, caring father1. In describing and ex-

plaining the reasons behind the mother-centred child care 
practices they adopted for their baby, Sofia affirmed: 

We want to follow the recommendations of the World 
Health Organization that says you have to give milk 
to the baby until the child requires it, and then it will 
be... [...] if it is scientifically tested that breast milk is 
good for the baby, I do not see why I should take pills 
to dry up my milk or give him infant formula... [...] 
when it is scientifically tested that most eating disor-
ders or an insecure attachment to the parental figure 
derives from this type of feeding (Sofia Tingi, I wave)

In this case, as in most of the accounts, biological facts, 
such as breastfeeding, played a decisive role, which auto-
matically made the role of the father secondary in the 
early stages of the child’s life. Father’s role was perceived 
as increasing in importance subsequently, as the potential 
for interaction with the child also increased. Parental roles 
and tasks were defined, in parents’ accounts, as separate 
and distinct along gender lines. Gender boundaries are 
maintained also through pre-birth courses which 
contributed to the differentiation between the roles of 
men and women during pregnancy: most of the hospital-
run courses taken by the informants involved fathers-to-
be only in the final part of the course, and sometimes 
only one session provides for attendance by fathers. 

Challenging the expert-led parenting discourse 
means, in some cases, not to pursue and try to perform 
a self-directed parenting but challenging the medical-led 
parenting model by joining pregnancy and birth assis-
tance and visions of this and of breastfeeding centred on 
their naturality and on the belief (vehicled by non-med-
ical experts) that medical assistance is not strictly neces-
sary. Medicalization and humanization/naturalization 
look like the two faces of the same expert-led model. 

Discussion and conclusions 

In this article, we explored, through a sociological lens, 
the role of scientific knowledge and professional exper-
tise in shaping notions and standards of “good”, “prop-
er” and/or “adequate” parenthood and parenting by 
analyzing the narratives of a group of 44 Italian mothers 
and fathers living in couple and in transition to parent-
hood and their beliefs on the most “appropriate” paren-
tal behaviour and roles. 

First of all, qualitative study shows that the mother’s 
presence is considered, from the parents’ perspective, 
the “best for the child,” especially since the couples be-
lieve in breastfeeding the child as long as possible, very 
much in line with the intensive motherhood model.

Secondly, contrary to the findings of other studies21, 
in Italy, fathers are not seen to be, in our parents’ words, 
either essential, or indispensable.

In both these two main findings, parents’ compliance 
with expert-led models plays a crucial role. It is worth 
to say that among the interviewees, in the cultural and 
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social construction of gender during transition to parent-
hood there is an active role played by women. Our study 
shows that are overall mothers (and mothers-to-be) to 
read, to search in the internet and to become the main 
source of (“more or less scientific”) knowledge also for 
fathers. Women activate themselves much more than 
men to use more frequently experts’ knowledge or in-
stitutional health recommendations, to argue, and to 
justify their plan and their practices on baby care and in 
the work-care arrangement. 
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Key messages

nn Scientific knowledge and professional expertise may 
play an important role in the cultural and social con-
struction of parenthood.

nn In our study, we analysed 88 longitudinal interviews of 
22 Italian couples during the transition to parenthood 
to understand the role played by professional expertise 
in their parental role beliefs.

nn According to our parents, the “best for the child” is 
mother’s full presence during the first year of child life, 
while the role of father during the first year of child life 
is not essential. 

nn In these findings, parent’s compliance with the expert-
led model plays a crucial role. 

nn Women activate themselves much more than men and 
use more frequently experts’ knowledge to support 
their own ideas and to justify their parental practices.
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