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ABSTRACT 

This paper aims to explain how the interplay between formal and informal institutions affects 

the potentially gendered outcomes of political reforms. The case of the Chilean parental leave 

reform of 2011 is used as an example of a political reform addressing gender equality. Within 

the framework of historical institutionalism analysis of formal and informal institutions are 

made separately to proceed to merge the two and discuss how they interact with each other 

and affect the outcomes of the reform. The formal institution is studied by analyzing the 

construction of the reform itself and the informal institutions are studied by analyzing 

interviews with parents making use of this reform.  

 The results of this research show that both formal and informal institutions follow a 

historical pattern of social norms placing the responsibility of childcare on mothers. Formal 

institutions seems to follow a certain path dependency in the way they are created and 

informal institutions affect and counteract the small possibilities to change given by the 

formal institution. Possible indications of critical junctures challenging this path dependency 

were however found and show a potential period of significant adjustment in informal 

institutions and the reform might be seen as an example of change.  

Key words: historical institutionalism, parental leave, Chile, gender, work-family balance 

Words: 12 515 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Chile together with many other Latin American countries has, since transition to democracy, 

tried to address social deficits and gender inequalities by introducing new social programs and 

political reforms. Chile is very often cited as the Latin American country where neoliberal 

principles have been most broadly applied which makes the research of policy changes 

especially interesting since the country combines market liberalism with strong social 

conservatism, particularly regarding gender roles (Staab 2012, Taylor 2003). This 

combination can be expected to create tensions and contradictions; especially on issues of 

work and family balance since some incentives may promote mothers to stay at home with 

newborn children (conservatism) while others promote the labor market and encourage 

mothers to work (liberalism). Factors like the increased female participation in the labor 

market and political representation challenge traditional norms of gender and increase 

pressure for change and adjustments in both society and individual families. However 

scholars have claimed that an increased female employment has not replaced the centrality of 

domestic responsibilities for women, but simply been added to the duty of being a mother 

(Gonzales de la Rocha 2000; Tiano 2001). 

 In October 2011 Chile incorporated a new parental leave law called Postnatal Parental 

which is an extension to the prior parental leave law and includes alternatives to facilitate the 

possibility for mothers to return to their workplace half-time and also the possibility to 

transfer some of the parental leave weeks to the father. This is the first time in Chilean history 

that fathers are formally included in issues of parental leave by the law and sets a landmark 

for the country. The reform can be seen as a large step forward in terms of achieving gender 

equality in Latin America.  

 According to theories of new institutionalism both formal and informal practices affect 

behavior in society and the outcomes of political reforms. Historical institutionalism 

especially stresses the importance of history in the way institutions are created, constructed 

and developed. Scholars studying historical institutionalism argue that both formal and 

informal institutions follow a path dependency which can be hard to break, and that influences 

the development of institutions in the society of different countries. 

 This study will implement a historical institutionalism approach to analyze the reform 

of the parental leave in Chile from a gender perspective. Theories of new institutionalism 

have not before been applied on this Chilean parental leave reform. In this research a special 

focus will be put on identifying path dependency patterns and critical junctures.   
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1.1 Purpose and research question 

This study uses a feminist institutionalist perspective to analyze the new reform of parental 

leave in Chile. The aim is to study the possibilities and limits the parental leave has to 

increase gender equality in Chile through the lens of formal and informal institutions.  

 The formal conditions will be investigated by analyzing the reform itself and the 

possibilities and limits to promote gender equality its construction entails. The informal 

conditions will be traced through in-depth interviews with Chilean parents that made use of 

this reform, focusing on their expectations, values and norms toward responsibility of 

childcare. This essay will investigate the interplay of formal and informal institutions and 

their power to increase gender equality. The case of Chile will be used as an example of how 

political incentives may be gendered and how the outcomes of reforms can be affected by the 

power of informal institutions. The research question aimed to be answered in this study is: 

 

How does the interplay between formal and informal institutions affect the potentially 

gendered outcomes of political reforms? 

 

1.2 Disposition 

This thesis will be structured as follows: first, a short historical background of the parental 

leave reform in Chile will be presented together with the purposes of the reform and the 

possible outcomes.  Second, a theoretical framework will be constructed based on previous 

research about formal and informal institutions and work-family balance. The third section 

will outline the choice of method used for this study, including the framework of indicators 

being used in order to analyze the possibilities and limits of formal and informal institutions 

and how to analyze the interplay between the two. The motives behind the qualitative study, 

the selection of interview samples and its limitations will also be part of this section. The 

fourth section will present the analysis of the reform as a formal institution, its construction 

and possible path dependency indications. Fifth, an analysis of the informal institutional 

power of the reform will be conducted by presenting the results of the interviews with Chilean 

parents. Sixth, a discussion of the interplay between these two, formal and informal 

institutions and what possibilities and limits they offer to gender equality will be conducted. 

Finally, a conclusion summarizing this research by presenting the main findings and 

acknowledgements. 
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2. PARENTAL LEAVE IN THE CHILEAN CONTEXT 

Before presenting the theoretical and methodological frameworks used to carry out this study 

it is important to begin with a brief historical background of the parental leave reform being 

studied in this research. The historical aspects of the parental leave are specially emphasized 

in this section because the study will eventually concentrate on possible path dependency 

indications in the analysis. Since path dependency is affected and created following patterns 

from the past it is important to highlight the historical features. It will also include an 

explanation and visualization of the possible options presented in the newly implemented 

reform.  

 

2.1 Historical review of the parental leave reform 

In Chile maternity leave has been a social right since 1919, since then the length of the leave 

has been extended several times and in 1931 Chile’s first Labor Code required anyone 

employing 20 or more women to provide day care services, facilitate childcare and paid 

breastfeeding time for all mothers of children under one (Casas & Herrera 2012: 139). A 

reform of maternity leave in 1985 shifted the financial burden of leaves, similar to pensions, 

from employers, workers and the state completely to the state. Today the state is the only one 

officially involved in financing maternity leave (Staab 2012: 316). Before the 2011 reform, 

which is being analyzed in this research, the current Labor code included maternity leave six 

weeks before and twelve weeks after childbirth with 100 percent replacement. The 

replacement was based on the previous salary with a ceiling of 60 UF
1
 per month for the 

period of the leave, as well as protection from dismissal from the start of the pregnancy until 

one year after the end of the leave period, medical leave to care for gravely ill children under 

the age of one and a mandatory five-day paternity leave (Staab  2012: 317). 

 The core of the debate which led to the reform of 2011 can be explained by an 

increased number of claimed leaves to care for sick children under the age of one. The 

increased amount of leaves could not be explained by epidemiological patterns but more 

likely as possible attempts by families to synthetically extend the period of maternity leave 

(La Nacion, 2007). A suggestion was made by doctors that an extended maternity leave could 

be seen as a “cost-efficient solution” to diminish sickness of infants and consequently 

decrease healthcare spending (La Nacion, 2004). The debate was for long centered between 

                                                           
1 UF (Unidad de Fomento) is a unit of account. Its exchange rate with the Chilean Peso is inflation-adjusted so 

that its own value remains constant. In October 2011, sixty UF corresponded roughly to 16.300 SEK. Source of 

converter : http://www.nacionales.cl/valor-uf 
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the government and the opposition. On one hand, arguments that promoted more generous 

solutions and alternatives based on the rights of children to maternal care and on the other 

hand, there were arguments that opposed this solution for the damaging implications to 

women employability on the labor market. 

 Finally in October 2011 the negotiations reached a consensus about the reformation of 

the parental leave law. The Postnatal Parental made Chile the country in South America with 

the longest period of parental leave, followed by Brazil, Cuba, Argentina and Uruguay 

(Univision 2011). The Chilean postnatal parental can be described in three steps; pre-natal, 

post-natal and postnatal parental. The reform gives the possibility to mothers to go back to 

work half-time after the first three months and also transfer some weeks of parental leave to 

the father. Below is a chart that visualizes the structure of the reform. 

 

Figure 2.1: Visualization of the Chilean parental leave, made by author 

 

  The parental leave in Chile starts by mothers having a six weeks leave period 

prior to childbirth with a 100% economical replacement based on the previous salary with a 

ceiling of 66UF per month for the period of the leave. Fathers have the right to 5 days off 

during the first month after the baby is born. After childbirth the second part of the parental 

leave starts with a period of twelve weeks leave for mothers, still with 100% replacement and 

the same replacement ceiling. The third part of the parental leave is what the reform of 2011 

has contributed with, now parents have the possibilities to choose if they want an additional 
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twelve weeks full-time leave or if they prefer to go back to work half-time and by that get a 

parental leave of 18 weeks with 50% replacement. In either of these choices, as from the 

seventh week, they have the alternative to transfer the following weeks (6 with 100% 

replacement vs. 11 weeks with 50% replacement) to the father. The replacement ceiling 

remains at 66 UF
2
  for the whole period regardless of which of the parents is on parental 

leave. The parental leave is compulsory meaning that there is no option not to make use of it.  

There are three explicit purposes to the reform mentioned in the law. First is to ensure 

the best care for infants. It is motivated as a necessity that Chile supports families and 

facilitates the maternity period of children in order to secure a better health as well as develop 

and establish greater attachment  to their parents (BNC 2011: 12). Secondly, to allow more 

mothers to benefit from maternity protection. Before this reform women working on 

temporary contracts did not have access to the benefits of maternity protection. This new law 

has however changed that and allows all temporary workers to have access to the parental 

leave replacement as soon as their working history has been proved (Ibid, 12). Thirdly, to 

increase parental responsibility and facilitate greater balance between work and family for 

men and women. It is motivated that in order to have a good development and upbringing of 

children it is not only necessary for the child to have a stable relationship to the mother, but 

also to establish a relationship to the father (Ibid, 13). Hence, the new reform offers the 

possibility, by the determination of the mother, to transfer the last weeks of the parental leave 

to the fathers. 

 

3. PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This section will start by presenting previous research and theories about formal and informal 

institutions concentrating on historical institutionalism including understandings of path 

dependency. The second part will present previous research on work-family balance and 

thoughts behind traditional and egalitarian ways of organizing childcare. Both areas of 

research will be the base of the theoretical framework used in the analysis to answer the 

research question.  

 

3.1 New institutionalism  

New institutionalism seeks to highlight the role played by institutions in the determination of 

social and political outcomes. The application of an institutional perspective requires an 

                                                           
2
 In October 2011, sixty-six UF corresponded roughly to 18.400 SEK. Source of converter : 

http://www.nacionales.cl/valor-uf  

http://www.nacionales.cl/valor-uf
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accurate attention to both formal and informal institutions; however, there exist at least three 

different analytical approaches within new institutionalism. These three strands; historical 

institutionalism, rational choice institutionalism and sociological institutionalism all paint 

different pictures of the political world (Hall & Taylor 1996: 941). This research focuses on 

historical institutionalism and its explanations to how institutions are created and developed.  

 Informal institutions are vital to understanding the incentives that facilitate and limit 

political behavior since political actors respond to a mix of formal and informal incentives 

(North, 1990: 48). Institutions can be defined as “rules and procedures (both formal and 

informal) that structure social interaction by constraining and enabling actors behavior” 

(Helmke & Levitsky 2004: 727). Formal institutions are generally defined as written-down 

rules and laws that are created, communicated and enforced through channels widely accepted 

as official and violations of these institutions are legally sanctioned. On the other hand are 

informal institutions unwritten generally shared rules that are created, communicated and 

enforced outside of official channels and are often sanctioned by social disapproval (Helmke 

and Levitsky 2004: 727). 

Historical institutionalism emphasizes the importance of how decisions made in the past 

set countries along different courses and the ways institutions mediate politics. It is an 

approach of new institutionalism that has been especially productive in the attention of how 

institutions are implanted in a particular socio-political context and that history matters 

(Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 3). Historical institutionalism focuses on path dependency and 

explains how once a country follows a certain path it becomes increasingly difficult to leave 

this path. Historical institutionalism and its ability to integrate the analysis of structure and 

path dependency is a useful tool for gender analysis and helps to better understand the 

dynamics of gendered institutional change over time (Waylen G, 2009: 246). Historical 

institutionalists argue that: 

“Their understanding of interests does accommodate notions of inequality of 

power and resources between actors. Institutions have distributional effects. 

They reflect, reproduce, and magnify particular patterns of power. Moreover, 

political arrangements and policy feedbacks actively facilitate the empowerment 

of certain groups, and these factors will impact on actors’ goals and strategies” 

(Thelen 1999, 394). 
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The historical institutionalism approach is fruitful to highlight how past choices often 

hinder future policy development and institutional change (Wilsford 1994: 251-283). Path 

dependencies are of particular interest in analyzing social policy reforms, which often seek to 

change existing public policies. From a gender perspective, policy and institutional continuity 

presents a difficult challenge in advocating policy reforms that offset and threaten 

institutionalized practices and normalized policy relationships (Grace J, 2011: 97). It is 

difficult to introduce reforms that change old social or political patterns of a country. Critical 

junctures are defined as a period of significant change, which typically occurs in distinct ways 

in different countries (Collier and Collier 1991, 29). They are hypothesized to produce distinct 

legacies and have an essential part in setting these path dependent processes in motion. 

(Waylen 2009: 247). Critical junctures are explained as actions or periods that can be seen as 

indicators of change in the path dependency of a country.  

Policies promoting gender equality are defined by Htun and Weldon (2010: 208) as 

aiming to dismantle hierarchies of power that privilege men and the masculine, a sexual 

division of labor that devaluates women and the feminine, and the institutionalization of 

normative heterosexuality. The importance of state effectiveness of formal institutions is 

essential for gender policies since these kinds of policies often challenge entrenched social 

norms and interests, and promote fundamental change. According to Htun and Weldon (2010: 

211) countries with effective institutions and willing governments are able to enforce reforms 

and overcome social resistance. On the other hand countries lacking in effective institutions, 

even those with strong political commitment, do not succeed to change these social patterns.  

In this research acknowledgement of a historical institutionalism is used in order to 

identify, understand and explain the way formal and informal institutions are shaped by path 

dependency from a gender perspective. Analyzing what possibilities and limits the reform has 

to increase gender equality by evaluating how the reform is framed and constructed. The path 

dependency and possible critical junctures of informal institutions are identified and 

investigated through interviews discussing parent’s expectations towards the reform and how 

it has been used.  

 

3.2 Work-family balance 

Changing workforce demographics and a general trend around the world of gradual but 

constant growth of female participation in the labor market, are reasons for increased interest 

in the balance between work and family. Research on work-family balance focus on the role 
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work-family policies play in promoting greater gender equity in family roles and how families 

achieve balance between their ideals and the structural resources and limitations they face.  

Previous studies on work and family policies have used different competing concepts 

and perspectives to analyze this field of study. Traditionally a win-lose relationship between 

work and family has been understood by researchers focusing on work-family conflict, which 

is based on the assumption that individuals have limited amount of time and resources to 

distribute in their different life roles. The negative perspective on work-family relationships 

arise from the role conflict theory which assumes that having multiple roles is distracting; 

reduce resources and results in role strain (Kossek, E 2008: 1632). Individuals are likely to 

face a conflicting range of role obligations, by fully conforming to one direction fulfillment 

will be difficult in another as in general, the individual’s total role obligations are over 

demanding (Goode WJ, 1960: 485). 

Work-family conflict can be seen as the opposite of work-family enrichment, a more 

positive way of viewing work-family relationships. The positive approach towards work-

family balance studies originate from the role accumulating theory which assumes that having 

multiple life roles can be psychologically enriching (Seiber S, 1974: 574). The idea is that 

work and family can enrich and complement each other. Individuals can achieve balance by 

being able to regulate and have greater control over their time and energy put in the different 

roles, and as long as the individual identifies well with the roles they perceive positive 

outcomes (Kossek, E 2008: 1634).  

Family structures, socioeconomical differences and different jobs may affect the 

variation of perception of positive or negative outcomes of work-family balance. Ellen Ernst 

Kossek (2008) suggests in her studies that individuals in higher paid jobs are likely to 

experience higher work conflict and lower balance due to overwork. On the other hand 

individuals at the lower end of the economic spectrum will experience work and family 

conflict more likely due to a lack of flexibility and ability to control work conditions and 

economic resources. Individuals throughout the socioeconomic hierarchy may face conflicts 

in work-family balance but for different reasons depending on job structures as well as family, 

social and cultural structures. Paid parental leave is an example of an issue that raises 

questions of gender inequality as well as socioeconomic inequality and that is shaped by 

patterns of class politics (Stetson and Mazur 1995).  

Increasing rates of female employment across the world narrows the gender gap in labor 

force participation but essential disparity between men and women especially concerning 

family responsibilities are still far from dissolved due to continuing gender inequalities at 
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home. Although men’s engagement in domestic work and caregiving has increased in some 

countries, women still continue to perform the majority of household tasks (Artis & Pavalko 

2003; Craig 2006; Greenstein 1996; Hochschild 1989; Twenge, Campbell & Foster 2003) as 

well as provide the majority of care work and emotional work in families (Erickson 2005). In 

egalitarian family structures parents have an ideal of a more equal division of family and work 

tasks. Kaufman and Uhlenberg (2000:934) found that parenthood diminished work 

involvement for fathers who held egalitarian views on gender and contrarily increased for 

fathers who had a more traditional gender role ideology. Traditional family strategies would 

have an imprinted idea of who has the main role as caregiver and breadwinner in a family 

while egalitarian family structures aim to more equal structures of those roles (Kaufman and 

Uhlenberg 2000). Previous research proposes that access to work-family policies is positively 

linked with mothers’ employment permanence (Hofferth 1996; Joesch 1997) and potentially, 

fathers family involvement (Hyde et al. 1996; Pleck 1993).  

The egalitarian and traditional family strategies will in the following section be 

represented in the reform studied in this thesis and also how the interplay of formal and 

informal institutions affects these family strategies. It is important to have in mind that what is 

seen as ideal for families’ work-family balance face challenges and preventions of social 

expectations and other informal institutions as well as legal limitations in formal institutions.  

 

4. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

This section explains the methods being used in order to be able to find indicators and draw 

conclusions based on the theoretical framework presented above. The aim of this study is to 

investigate the possibilities and limits the new Chilean parental leave reform has to increase 

gender equality. Following is a presentation of how this reform is being analyzed based on 

theories of new institutionalism. First, attention is paid to the study of the formal institution: 

the law as it is written. Second, attention is paid to the study of the informal institution: the 

norms and expectations of the individuals affected by the law.  

 

4.1 Analytical framework of formal institutions 

Formal institutions are defined as written down and publicly accessed rules that are 

sanctioned by legal means. The conditions of the formal institutions of this parental leave 

reform will be studied by analyzing the construction of the reform itself and its formal 

possibilities and limits to promote gender equality. A qualitative text analysis method is used 
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to analyze the reform and the documentation of its negotiation reached at the National Library 

of the Chilean Congress (BNC, 2011). 

From a methodological perspective text analysis is a good way to focus our attention to 

aspects in society that are mostly taken for granted. Ideologically critical text analysis intends 

to highlight the social conflicts that are reflected in a certain text; what does the text say about 

which actual principles controls society? (Esaiasson et al. 2012: 212). Thus, ideology critiques 

use the text as a tool for discovering relationships within society; by studying the text, the 

reader gets a perception of the state of interaction in a broader context (Ibid.). In this analysis 

a gender perspective is used with the aim to persuasively show hidden structures in society 

that affect human action reflected in the parental leave reform. Focus will be on finding 

patterns of gender inequality in the way the reform is created. These following indicators act 

as a tool for analyzing the different conditions for mothers and fathers to gender equal 

childcare given by the reform. 

 

Figure 4.1: Analytical framework of the reform as a formal institution, made by author 

Aspects Indicators 

Formal possibilities to equal 

childcare 

- What options do families have according to the law? 

- Who does the law grant the formal power to decide?  

 

Obligations enforced by the 

reform  

- What does the law enforce on mothers and fathers? 

- What formal obligations does the law give to mothers 

and fathers? 

Rights given by the reform - What rights does the law give to mothers and fathers? 

 

Path dependency indicators 

- What was the purpose of this reform? 

- How was the question discussed earlier 

- How is the parental leave framed? 

 

Historical institutionalism focus very much on the importance history plays in the 

construction and development of new institutions. The analysis of how these aspects are 

outlined in the construction of the law through a gender critical perspective, will lay the 

foundation to understand possible path dependence indications in the reform. 

 

4.2 Analytical framework of informal institutions 

After the analysis of the formal institutions focus is shifted to the informal institutions 

affecting the potentially gendered outcomes of the reform. This analysis consist of conducting 
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in-depth interviews with parents in Chile that have made use of the parental leave after the 

new reform was enforced in October 2011, with the aim to trace informal institutions 

affecting their choices of organization of the parental leave. As mentioned before, informal 

institutions are unwritten generally shared rules that are created, communicated and enforced 

outside of official channels and are often sanctioned by social disapproval. In this 

investigation informal institutions are operationalized as informal norms, values and 

expectations faced by the actors while organizing their childcare.  

In-depth interviewing is a qualitative research technique that involves the performance 

of concentrated individual interviews with a small amount of respondents to investigate their 

standpoint on a particular idea or situation (Boyce & Neale 2006: 3). These kinds of 

interviews are useful when the aim is to obtain detailed information about a person’s thoughts 

and behaviors. The purpose is to describe, explain and interpret people’s experiences and 

view of reality as well as to obtain descriptions of the interviewee’s life experiences. The 

researches main strive is to understand the world from the perspective of the respondents 

(Kvale 1997:13). The interviews are semi-structured and open-ended meaning that a list of 

issues of interest will be followed throughout the interviews (see Appendix I). However there 

is a flexibility in which order the issues are treated in order to let the respondents influence the 

interview and develop their ideas and thoughts (Denscombe 1998: 135). The interviews are 

conducted, recorded and transcribed in Spanish, which means that all quotations in this thesis 

are my own translations. The following aspects are used as tools for analyzing the interview. 

 

Figure 4.2a: Analytical framework of informal institutions during interviews, made by author 

Aspects Indicators 

Expectations on 

parental leave 

- Which of the four options did they choose? (See figure 4.2b.) 

- What factors influenced their choice - economy, family? 

- Did they use the possibility to share parental leave between 

mother and father? Why – why not? 

Values concerning 

childcare 

- How would they prefer to organize their childcare? 

- Attitudes toward egalitarian vs. traditional family strategies? 

Norms of 

parenthood 

- What are the expectations from family members? 

- What are the expectations from work? 

Possible critical 

junctures  

- Do they experience any indications of a change in society 

concerning gender equality? 
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The reform gives the possibility to women to come back to work half-time and to 

transfer some weeks to the father. First the family has to choose whether to use their postnatal 

parental (see Figure 2.1) at 12 weeks with 100% replacement or 18 weeks at 50%. After that 

they can chose for the father to stay at home making use of the parental leave during some 

weeks (6 weeks respectively 11 weeks depending on their previous choice). In the end, there 

are four different possible outcomes of the reform that families have the possibility to choose 

and in this thesis they are defined as A, B, C and D (see figure 2.1). Following is an analytical 

framework explaining how these four different choices of parental leave are being defined in 

this investigation based on theories of formal and informal institutions and work-family 

balance. 

Figure 4.2.b: Analytical framework of outcomes of the reform (based on figure 2.1) 

Choice Theoretical definition 

A Only mother uses the parental leave with 100% replacement during 12 weeks.  

This choice could reflect a situation of strong informal institutions such as cultural norms 

concerning motherhood. Here a traditional way of childcare is being implemented on the parental 

leave period, since only the mother stays home during parental leave and does so fulltime as long as 

possible. 

B Mother uses 6 weeks and father uses 6 weeks of parental leave with 100% replacement, 12 weeks. 

Since the last period of parental leave is being shared between the parents this choice could 

represent a situation of more egalitarian and gender equal attitudes towards childcare within the 

family. It can also be seen as a situation of work-family balance where the parents do not prefer to 

combine work and family during their parental leave. 

C Only mother uses the parental leave but with 50% replacement during 18 weeks.  

This choice could also be seen as representing traditional motherhood attitudes and informal 

institutions affecting the outcome. Although, there is an interest from the mothers side to come back 

to work as soon as possible and can with this choice go back to work half-time. Hence the work-

family balance in this alternative is divided and illustrates a situation where the parents/mother finds 

it important to combine work and motherhood.  

D Mother and father share the last part of the parental leave at 50% replacement during 18 weeks.  

The last choice could be seen as representing both more egalitarian ways of distributing parental 

leave and also an interest to keep a foot in the labor force. Here the mother is able to come back to 

work (though half-time) earlier than any other choice and the father can combine to both be on 

parental leave and at work (half-time as well). It could be seen as the informal institutions had less 

effect on families using this alternative since both mother and father share childcare responsibility 

and combines work and family.  

 

4.2.1 Sample of respondents 

Since the research focuses on gender equality and shared childcare responsibilities it is 

important that the respondents being interviewed belong to dual-earner families in order to 

have equal incentives to come back to work. If the respondents belonged to a one-earner 

family structure the attitudes towards who should have the care-responsibility would be more 

explicit and understandable since only one parent is creating economical income. Hence, the 

sample of respondents is strategic and consists of mothers or fathers that (a) have used the 
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parental leave after the 2011 reform, (b) worked by the time they got pregnant and (c) 

returned to work after the period of parental leave.  

 The “snowball selection” is the technique used in this study in order to find 

respondents. This is a technique where the units of analysis we find can help us find other 

units that in turn help us find additional new units and so on (Esaiasson 2012: 188). Due to 

the limitation of networks and time, I considered this method to be the most suitable to use in 

order to carry out this research. The disadvantages of using a snowball selection is that the 

sample is influenced by only including respondents from certain subset of the population 

which limits the possibilities to generalize the findings (Ibid.) The intention with this research 

is however not to achieve a representative sample to generalize the results but with help of the 

selected sample find examples of how different institutions matters in political outcomes.  

The field study conducted in Chile lasted almost three months from November 2014 

until January 2015. For the period of the field study 24 interviews were carried out with 

Chilean parents that made use of the parental leave after the reform of 2011. The respondents 

consist of 3 men and 21 women from three different cities in Chile (Santiago, Talca and 

Constitución) and from a diverse range of labor fields. The length of the interviews varies 

from 20 minutes to 1 hour depending on the situation and disposition of the respondents since 

the majority of them were interviewed at their workplace.  

This research has foremost been limited to the restricted amount of time and networks 

in Chile leading to the snowball selection used. It has not been possible to find a 

representative sample from several Chilean cities. The respondents are limited to three 

specific cities, including the capital, which is likely to influence the findings. Another 

limitation of this research is the amount of men interviewed. More answers from fathers 

would have been very interesting but they were more difficult to find. That is the reason why 

there is a strong majority of women represented in the sample which also affects the findings.  

4.3 The interplay between formal and informal institutions 

After analyzing the reform as a formal institution and the result of the interviews as informal 

institutions individually the study proceeds to merge the two. The idea is not to see which has 

the strongest effect on the outcomes of the political reform but to discuss how they can work 

within each other’s frames. It is in this final part of the analysis where an answer to the 

research question of this thesis is found by conducting a discussion about how the interplay 

between formal and informal institutions affects the potential gendered outcomes of political 

reforms. 
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5. ANALYSING FORMAL INSTITUTIONS 

In this section the formal institutions of the reform are studied by analyzing the legislative text 

itself and the preparatory work to the reform of the parental leave in Chile found in the 

Chilean Congress National Library, “Historia de la Ley Nr 20.545 : Modifica las normas 

sobre protección de la maternidad e incorpora el permiso del Postnatal Parental“ of 2011. The 

analysis is conducted following the analytical framework created in the research design 

section, being the identification of formal possibilities, obligations, rights, and path 

dependency to gender equal childcare. 

 

5.1 The reform through a gender perspective 

5.1.1 Formal possibilities to gender equal childcare 

The formal possibilities to gender equal childcare given by this reform allows, for the first 

time in Chilean history, fathers to be home on parental leave to care for their children (BNC 

2011). After the pre and post natal period being 6 weeks before and 12 weeks after childbirth 

the new reform gives the possibility to transfer part of the following parental leave period 

from the mother to the father. If both parents are working can either of them, at the choice of 

the mother, benefit from the postnatal parental permission (BCN, 2011: 880). The 

replacement ceiling remains still the same (66 UF) for the whole period independently of 

which of the parents is on parental leave. The reform could in this aspect be seen as a critical 

juncture in view of the fact that it challenges traditional mindsets of gender roles. For the first 

time a parental leave reform in Chile assign that choice, to transfer some parental leave to the 

father, to the individual family to decide.  

 

5.1.2 Obligations enforced by the reform  

The reform of the parental leave in Chile extended the period from 12 to 24 weeks after 

childbirth and made the complete time compulsory, meaning that it is unavoidable to use it. 

Since the parental leave is reserved for the mother until the 18
th

 week the obligation mostly 

applies to mothers. Even if the family would opt to transfer the last part of the parental leave 

to the father the majority of the period is still used by the mother. This aspect of the reform 

has been debated and contested since its implementation in October 2011. By reading the 

legislative documentation of the reform it is argued that the reason to make it compulsory was 

to evade possible problems, discussions or discriminations for mothers at their workplace 

(BCN, 2011). Since there is no option of not making use of the parental leave, there should be 

no work-related questioning or dilemmas for mothers to undertake at their workplace 
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concerning their parental leave period. The mandatory characteristic of the parental leave 

facilitates for mothers to avoid potential contradictions at their workplace but at the same time 

it affects them negatively in other aspects. Women with higher salaries are, by this reform, 

forced to resign to a considerable amount of salary during the whole parental leave period. 

When it comes to the commitment mentioned in the reform concerning the obligations applied 

to the fathers there is nothing explicitly requested more than in the tragic scenario where the 

mother would pass away giving birth, the responsibility and permission of parental leave and 

childcare is granted to the father (BNC 2011: 878).  

  

5.1.3 Rights given by the reform 

The parental leave reform does, as mentioned before, leave more space for families to make 

their own choices of how to use their parental leave permission within a certain frame. 

Mothers now have the right and flexibility to extend their parental leave period by coming 

back to work half-time after completing the first 12 weeks full-time. This is a choice that 

could facilitate the combination of work and family for those mothers that wish for this 

option. Another alternative given to the families is to transfer the last weeks of parental 

permission to the father, in this case it is the mothers’ right to decide whether she agrees or 

not share part of “her” parental leave (BNC 2011: 878). The father is entitled to five complete 

days of entirely paid parental leave which he may distribute by his choice from the day of 

child delivery until the first month (BNC 2011: 880). No employer may deny any father to 

make use of these five days if he would opt to do so.  

 After the period of the parental leave mothers have the right to come back to work and 

are protected from dismissal until the first year of reentering her labors (BNC 2011: 893).  

Mothers also have the right of one hour feeding of children until two years which should be 

respected by the employer. They dispose of one hour every day that can be taken at any time 

of the day, or also be split into two (thirty minutes each) to feed their children in the cases the 

child is still being breastfed. The rights given to mothers through this reform are closely 

linked to the protection of maintaining their work condition and to facilitate the continuity of 

breastfeeding for children. The rights given directly to fathers are exclusively the right of five 

days off work during the first month of childbirth.  

 

5.1.4 Path dependency indicators 

Scholars studying motherhood in the Latin American and Chilean context claim that 

Chile follows a historical pattern of how maternity leaves have been framed in the 
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Chilean context (Herrera & Casas 2012; Pieper 2009; Casas & Valenzuela 2011). Even 

though there have been reforms in the law through the years and 2011 most recently, 

there has not been many changes in the framing of the necessity for maternity leave. It 

is still being highly motivated and framed as protection of infants and children’s rights 

to maternal care, breastfeeding and attachment. However issues such as gender 

equality, women’s’ empowerment or independency and equal childcare responsibilities 

within families are less prioritized in the construction of parental leave reforms. This 

fact can, through the perspective of historical institutionalism, be described as path 

dependency and helps us understand why policy changes, even reformed, follow a 

certain pattern that is hard to escape from. Until now, the core intent of these reforms 

remains mostly being the protection of infants and includes no explicit purpose of 

increasing gender equality. 

  The essential path dependency explanation to institutional power and change 

given by historical institutionalism is visible in this reform through the expected 

childcare responsibilities assumed for mothers and fathers. The reform is being 

described as a “female benefit” and it is legally up to mothers to decide whether to 

transfer part of the parental leave to the fathers or not (BNC 2011). Hence, fathers do 

not legally have any power to take advantage of parental leave if mothers do not 

actively decide so remarks who of the parents that carries the main responsibility of 

childcare. This can be seen as consolidating a structure based on the assumption of men 

as providers and women as caregivers (Casas and Herrera 2012: 139). Although the 

reform does give space for formal possibilities to gender equal childcare, the 

obligations of parental leave enforced by this reform still only concern mothers. The 

reform explicitly continues to link childcare almost entirely to motherhood.  
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6. ANALYSING INFORMAL INSTITUTIONS 

In this section the interviews are analyzed following the analytical framework created in the 

methodological section, being the identification of expectations, values, norms and possible 

critical junctures faced, mentioned and discussed by the respondents through a gendered 

historical institutionalism perspective. 

 

6.1 The interviews through a gender perspective 

6.1.1 Expectations on parental leave 

- Which of the four options did they choose? 

The reform of the parental leave established 2011 enables families the flexibility to 

make certain choices in order to organize their parental leave more suitable for each 

individual family. Nowadays there exists a possibility to come back to work half-time 

and also to transfer some of the last weeks of the permission to the father. Of the 24 

interviewees participating in this investigation 23 of them however choose alternative 

A for their parental leave, meaning that the mother uses the whole parental leave on 

100% replacement (Interviews, 1-15 and 17-24). Many do not feel comfortable 

coming back half-time since work is so engrossing they feel that they either come 

back for real or do not come back at all, the alternative of half-time is not seen as a 

real working option. 

 The only remaining interviewee not opting to stay at home for the whole period 

did her own agreement with her employer and chose not to make use of her parental 

leave at all. She worked from home the first 12 weeks after childbirth and came back 

to work full time after that.  

 

- Which factors influenced their choice - economy, family? 

When asked about the reasons as to why the alternative of coming back part-time had 

not been an option in their case, the majority mention the fact that their workplace is 

not flexible enough to carry out a functioning half-time workload. They mention that 

their work is not made for organizing a half-time work and that the agreement with 

employer and colleagues is hard to accomplish (Interview, 1,4-6, 8-9, 13, 17). A 

woman working as a lawyer explains the complicity in the following way: 
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“Overall the working hours in Chile and especially in this type of job are not followed. 

Tasks have to get done, no matter the hours. You cannot just leave halfway through”  

(Interview, Jessica Parraguez (13), author´s translation).  

 

This could be seen as an example of how informal expectations at the workplace, employees 

working overtime, affect and influence actors behavior to not follow what is formally stated in 

their work contracts. 

 The reason given by the only interviewee to forego her parental leave was exclusively 

economical caused by the replacement ceiling. Since the parental leave is compulsory this 

agreement is not in accordance with the law, which is why this particular interviewee chose to 

be anonymous.  

“I made a personal agreement with my boss, who I will always be very thankful to/.../ it just 

was not possible economically for us to resign to my salary for six months. If I would have 

been reimbursed entirely I would have stayed at home, of course” 

 (Interview,16, author´s translation). 

 

Another reason mentioned by the interviewees is that they prefer to spend as much time at 

home with their babies as they can without thinking about anything related to work 

(Interview, 7,10,19, 23-24). They explain that the time while children are small becomes so 

short that all they want is to enjoy it to the fullest while they can. 

 

- Did they use the possibility to share parental leave between mother and father? 

The possibility to transfer some of the last weeks of parental leave to the father is also an 

alternative available for families to make use of. Of these interviewees, only 5 out of 24 even 

brought that subject up for discussion with their partners although in the end not opting for 

that opportunity. The reasons mentioned as to why they desisted from make use of this option 

was because of breastfeeding issues, economical reasons and simply because the mother 

herself really wanted to stay at home for the whole period (Interview, 7, 10, 17, 20, 24). 

"If the salary was the same, we would have no problem in sharing the parental leave. And 

if he could put a breast on himself he would"  

(Interview, Victoria Jimenez (7), author´s translation). 
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In the majority of the cases analyzed the option of transferring some weeks to the father was 

not even brought up for a discussion between the couple. Of the 24 interviewees, 19 answered 

that they did not even think about it and that it was seen as obvious that the mother should 

stay at home for the complete period. 

 

6.1.2 Values concerning childcare 

- How would they prefer to organize their childcare?  

All of the respondents have a very positive attitude and feel pleased with the reform, 

mentioning benefits such as attachment toward the new family member, breastfeeding, 

healthier environment for the baby and less early stress for mothers. The only negative aspect 

stated is the replacement ceiling for women earning more than 66UF a month since it affects 

their economic situation notably. This is however only brought up by interviewees in 

positions with higher salaries (Interview, 2, 13-17) which naturally are the ones affected by 

this condition. Many of the interviewees also comment on the more active role of fathers 

being introduced by this reform as a great possibility even though they did not take advantage 

of that option themselves.  Almost everyone mention that if they could wish for something to 

add to the current parental leave they would wish for even a little more time, until one year. A 

total of 8 interviewees explicitly mention that more time for fathers would be good, although 

not more than one month since they would not be completely comfortable leaving their babies 

with their husbands for that long. Three women mention that they would not prefer a longer 

parental leave since they believe that would affect them negatively at work and one admits 

that she would actually miss her work.  

- Attitudes toward egalitarian vs. traditional family strategies? 

The attitudes towards childcare strategies described by the interviewees can be categorized in 

three different groups; egalitarian, semi-egalitarian and traditional strategy. The first group 

consisting of nine interviewees describes their household as egalitarian when it comes to the 

responsibilities of childcare. Both mothers and fathers share the duties related to childcare and 

the responsibility is explicitly recognized being mutual between the parents.  

It is explained that their partners feel completely confident with staying home alone with the 

baby and can manage everything on their own and that if both are home they share the duties 

equally (Interview, 20, 7). 
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 “The baby is ours so we should share the responsibilities; we talked about it many times.” 

(Interview, Veronica Baltierra Bravo (19), author´s translation). 

 

The second group, with eight respondents, also states that the responsibilities of childcare 

should be shared with their partners and mention the importance of using an egalitarian 

strategy of childcare. They all answer that an egalitarian childcare is used in their household 

with their partners, although further into the interview their description of responsibilities 

seem different. The female interviewees say they have an egalitarian distribution of childcare 

but contradict themselves as they comment things as seen below: 

 

“He helps me a lot”   (Interview, Claudia Fuentes (9), author´s translation) 

“He gives me time to breathe”  (Interview, Marlene Palacio (5), author´s translation) 

“He collaborates a lot with the responsibilities at home and he is very much disposed to 

support me”  

(Interview, Jessica Parraguez (13), author´s translation)  

 

“If it is needed, he can do everything at home” 

 (Interview, Roxana Hernandes (4), author´s translation) 

 

These quotes provide an understanding of how the responsibilities of childcare may be seen as 

shared and explicitly eligible towards an egalitarian way of organization although informal 

values implicitly still apply the main responsibility to mothers. An egalitarian distribution of 

childcare is by these women seen as the best option although their way of describing the 

actual division of childcare indicates that men in fact are there to help out if needed, but only 

when the woman cannot carry it out herself.  

Seven of twenty-four cases explicitly describe their own strategy of childcare as 

completely traditional. The attachment of the baby is solely with the mother and that even 

though help from the partner is appreciated all of the responsibilities apply to the mother.  

“He helped me enough, he said he did not want to change diapers but at some point he 

had to. The first three months he assisted me when I was tired but after the first months the 

responsibility was entirely mine”  

(Interview, Carolina Perez Polanco (18), author´s translation). 
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6.1.3 Norms of parenthood 

-  What are the expectations from family members?  

The expectations from family members and work are also a subject discussed with the 

interviewees and there are many examples brought up where both family and work have a 

predicted view about who has the responsibility of childcare. The interviewees experience that 

family members very often share their thoughts about how they should or should not organize 

their childcare with their partners (Interviews, 5, 6, 19).  Families from the countryside often 

have the tendency of being more traditional when it comes to childcare within the families 

(Interviews 12, 19). There are cases where there have been different opinions from the 

families within the same relationship; a mother in an egalitarian relationship with her partner 

explains the situation as following:  

 

 “I should not be working and he shouldn’t be changing diapers, his family is very 

 traditional. My family is completely different; the roles have always been shared.“  

(Interview, Ana Nuñez (6), author´s translation).  

 

- What are the expectations from work? 

At work the interviewees also experience a prejudice of who is responsible of childcare. The 

parental leave for men can be seen as something recent and new which has not yet been 

properly implemented by some employees since just taking the 5 days can be a hassle in some 

workplaces. The paternal parental leave is not seen as beneficial from the employer’s point of 

view (Interview 16). A female respondent, using egalitarian childcare responsibilities with her 

partner, explains that colleagues at her partner’s workplace are likely to confuse their 

egalitarian responsibilities with her being a lazy mother.   

 

“It is seen as weird at his job when he stays alone with the baby, what if he poops? They 

think I am lazy”  

(Interview, Veronica Baltierra Bravo (19), author´s translation).  

 

Some comments by the interviewees as to why not make the parental leave even longer is that 

it would have a negative effect for women entering the labor force.  
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“It affects women in the labor force. I know many women that the first question they get 

when applying for a position is if they are planning to have a baby, not about their 

professional skills”  

(Interview, Veronica Baltierra Bravo (19), author´s translation). 

“At work my boss says that the only way he would hire a woman is if she is very old or 

has 6 kids, so she does not get pregnant again”  

(Interview, Sebastian Blanco (2), author´s translation) 

 

Another subject brought up by the mothers interviewed is the problem that occurs at 

their workplace as they want to make use of their different rights. For example the parental 

leave grant 1 hour for breastfeeding per day to women that have children up to 2 years old, 

this can sometimes create tensions and discomfort with colleagues and employees.  

“Rights that are still seen as benefits /.../I take all of my rights even though bad seen.” 

(Interview, Maria Teresa Lopez (10), author´s translation) 

 

“When using one hour to breastfeed, I got the feeling that I was leaving during 

worktime.”  

(Interview, Claudia Fuentes (9), author´s translation).  

 

6.1.4 Possible critical junctures 

- Do they experience any indications of change in society concerning gender equality? 

Historical institutionalism describes critical junctures as actions or periods that can be seen as 

indicators of change in the path dependency of a country. When discussing changes in the 

way of sharing responsibilities of childcare all of the interviewees agree that many things 

have changed since their upbringing until now (Interview 1-24). Today fathers do have a more 

active role in child upbringing than before and comparing to the last 20 to 30 years, couples 

have a more egalitarian perspective on childcare (Interviews, 1-24). There are many different 

explanations behind these changes mentioned by the interviewees. The first reason brought up 

is the fact that women have entered the workforce in a much larger scale these last years 

which sets new challenges for the parents to combine both labor and childcare.  

 

“Since I am also working, I am also a breadwinner so we share the household tasks”  

(Interview, Ana Nuñez (6), author´s translation). 
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“This country is very sexist, but now the fathers have a more active role at home and I 

believe that’s mainly because women now work. When you work they realize both are 

needed for breadwinning, they cannot do it alone.”  

(Interview, Claudia Fuentes (9), author´s translation). 

 

A second factor mentioned being important in these changes in society is the different ways in 

which children are brought up nowadays. Victoria, a school teacher, shares her experiences of 

what she has seen during twenty years of working with children: 

 “18 years ago fathers were "weekend daddies", now they have a more participative 

 role. Also the perception of not being a real man if seen taking care of children is 

 disappearing. I believe that the great amount of divorcees also force fathers to have bigger 

 responsibilities. I can notice the difference at my work, 18 years ago small boys would 

 only play with cars now they also play with dolls and girls with construction"  

(Interview, Victoria Jimenez (7), author´s translation). 

It seems like a change of perception and mentality could be identified in both men and women 

when it comes to shared childcare and egalitarian responsibilities. Now women have started to 

be more authoritarian than submissive and men do not feel less manly taking care of children 

(Interview, 18, 20).  Some interviewees argue that women carries one of the main 

accountability to the sexist society being applied in Chile since they reinforce the female 

responsibility of childcare by not believing men are capable of doing it themselves  

(Interview, 12, 13, 18). It is argued that women, at least in Chile, are the ones responsible for 

trying to do both tasks and bad habituated the man (Interview, 18). If women would let men 

cooperate more and not try to do everything themselves men would get used to it and take full 

responsibility eventually (Interview, 24).  

 “I work too, so I should not have the full responsibility of children and household alone”  

(Interview, Roxana Hernandes (4), author´s translation).  

Although there seems to be a change in mentality among both men and women, the main 

responsibility still lay on women. There are indicators pointing towards a change in the 

historical path but the idea of fathers having full responsibility of children still seem to be too 

far away (Interview, 4).  
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 “The father is seen as the breadwinner in society so for them to stay at home is very 

 hard, would be very commented upon everyone”  

(Interview, Sebastian Blanco (2), author´s translation).  

 “Even if women work more they are still the ones having the responsibility to take 

 time off from work for whatever the children need”  

(Interview, Marlene Palacio (5), author´s translation). 

There are signs of possible critical junctures experienced by the interviewees in changing 

gender roles in society although the main responsibility still seems to be on mothers. 

 

7. DISCUSSION OF INTERPLAY BETWEEN INSTITUTIONS  

This section will proceed by merging the results of the analysis of the formal institutions 

together with the results of the analysis of the informal institutions in order to discuss how 

they can work within each other’s frames. Here is where the research question of this study is 

answered by discussing how the interplay between formal and informal institutions affects the 

potential gendered outcomes of political reforms. The following paragraphs will present the 

main findings in how formal and informal institutions interact with each other in this case. It 

is of importance to remember that the findings are based on a specific sample of respondents 

and that the intention of this research is not to achieve generalization but to find examples of 

how different institutions matter in political outcomes. 

 Historical institutionalism explains the development and creation of policies highly 

influenced by path dependency and argues that historical patterns are reflected in new 

reforms. A clear example of the formal institution reinforcing the informal institution is the 

fact that most of the obligations and rights written in the parental leave reform targets 

mothers. By almost entirely devoting the rights and obligations of childcare to mothers the 

formal institution strengthens the historical patterns found in informal institutions that 

childcare is mainly the responsibility of mothers. 

   There exists a formal possibility to a more gender equal childcare through this 

reform. However the replacement ceiling might in many cases not economically benefit and 

promote fathers to actually make use of this possibility since in Chile, like in many other 

countries, there is a wage gap between men and women manifested in men having higher 

wages than women despite similar education and occupation (Contreras 2012, 359). Hence, 

not only gender fixed norms discourages families from transferring parts of the parental leave 
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to the fathers, but also economic disadvantages since most families are unlikely to be 

interested in the reduction of family income that would be the result of such a choice (Casas 

and Herrera 2012: 145).  

 The combination of the parental leave being compulsory together with the replacement 

ceiling results in a significant conflict for mothers reaching wages above the limit. For 

example Silke Staab (2012) argue that this link is likely to be costly for women since 

employers constantly invoke maternity as an excuse for discriminatory hiring practices. The 

obligatory feature of the reform being exclusively concentrated to mothers will undoubtedly 

facilitate working women to reconcile motherhood and employment as long as the mother 

already has an established working condition. This will not, however, lessen gender 

inequalities in paid employment and unpaid care (Staab 2012: 320).  

 Formal and informal institutions may reinforce, affect and counteract each other 

sometimes and the following examples highlights moments when the informal institution 

affects and counteracts the formal institution. When it comes to the alternative for mothers to 

go back to work half-time the formal institution clearly describes that possibility in the law. In 

many workplaces however, this possibility is not fairly attainable since informal institutions, 

represented as work norms, make this alternative very hard to fulfill. Many interviewees 

experience that at work, it is not necessarily the hours worked that matter but rather to 

complete the tasks. Working hours are not always respected, which makes it impossible for 

mothers to make reality of this possibility. Many workplaces are not flexible enough to make 

use of the alternative offered by the formal institution, and employers make it difficult for 

employees even though it is within their rights. This can be seen as an implementation 

problem of formal institutions caused by informal institutions at the labor market.  

 The rights included in the parental leave reform are there for women in order to 

facilitate the time before, during and after childbirth such as for example one hour 

breastfeeding time a day, the right to take care of an ill child until two years of age, protection 

from dismissal until one year after coming back from parental leave etc. Even though the 

formal institutions protect these rights in the reform, the informal institutions at each 

workplace sometimes cause difficulties for this law to be fully implemented. The formal 

rights are many times seen as “abusing the system” and benefits rather than something they 

are entitled to. When mothers make use of these rights it very often creates a feeling of guilt 

towards employer and colleagues. This is also the case for fathers and their right to five days 

off from work associated with childbirth. The parental leave allows fathers to take five days 

away from work in order to be able to accompany their partner and take part in the birth of 
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their child, however the informal institutions at their workplace and other norms influence in 

fathers not to use that possibility. In these cases the formal institutions provide families with a 

larger range of possibilities which are prevented or hindered by the informal institutions.   

 Another example of informal institutions counteracting formal institutions are informal 

labor norms having the important influencing role of employers and workforce. The formal 

institution gives the possibility for fathers to be part of the parental leave period; informal 

institutions in society and workforce are however not yet ready for such a change in gender 

norms. This is illustrated by the non-existing flexibility and understanding for fathers who do 

wish that option. Fathers meet much more disbelief, skepticism and incomprehension from 

society and the work sphere that influence the gender equal outcomes in childcare even if, 

formally, there is a possibility for it.   

 Historical institutionalism describes that path dependency and historical patterns in 

social policies can be challenged and disrupted by specific periods or actions called critical 

junctures. Historical institutionalism explains critical junctures as a period of significant 

change in the social patterns of a country and could in this study be seen as the formal 

institution affecting and influencing the informal institutions. The parental leave reform, even 

if not fully gender equal, is a step towards a possible change. Even though the possibilities for 

more gender equal childcare are not implemented by families today, the reform can be seen as 

a part of a critical juncture in Chile and possibly opening up for more gender equal outcomes 

in the future. Breaking historical patterns in social norms does take time and new social norms 

need to mature in thoughts and actions in society. Notable changes in mentality can be 

identified looking back 20 years from today according to the experiences of the interviewees; 

more female participation in labor force and a different approach to child upbringing are 

factors mentioned that might have caused this change in social norms concerning gender 

equal responsibilities of childcare for men and women.  

 There is still a long road ahead and even though fathers today, in some cases, are more 

participative in child upbringing and couples are more egalitarian the main responsibility in 

the end still lay on the mothers. Fathers’ roles were many times during the interviews 

described as “helpful” and “cooperative” which indicates that, indeed they support, although 

the responsibility is not fully shared. Both formal and informal institutions are constructed 

and socially reinforced to associate childcare with motherhood. In the case of the parental 

leave reform in Chile, the formal institutions permit more possibilities to promote fathers 

participation in childcare than informal institutions do.  
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8. CONCLUSION 

In this investigation a feminist institutional perspective is applied on the Chilean parental 

leave reform from 2011 with the aim to analyze how the interplay between formal and 

informal institutions can explain the potentially gendered outcomes of political reforms. The 

two different institutions are analyzed separately where indicators of formal possibilities, 

obligations, rights and path dependency indicators are identified for the formal institution and 

expectations, values, norms and possible critical junctures discussed in the analysis of 

informal institutions. 

Using a historical institutional framework in order to carry out this research facilitates 

and enables the illumination of historical patterns affecting the outcomes of the reform. By 

taking into consideration both formal and informal institutions and their way of interacting 

within each other’s frames it is possible to understand how they affect and influence one 

another. A study excluding informal institutions would not be able to entirely explain political 

outcomes of formal institutions since actors in society respond to a mix of formal and 

informal incentives. 

The parental leave reform in Chile can be seen as a first step towards more gender 

equal policies concerning childcare challenging the social structure of associating childcare 

with only motherhood. However, there is still a long road ahead to break the informal 

institutions of traditional gender norms and path dependencies. The interviews conducted, in 

order to complete this investigation, showed that informal institutions have an important role 

in the outcomes of the reform of 2011. Informal institutions with underlying expected 

childcare responsibilities inculcated in both men and women and in the labor force do not 

make it thinkable for families to move within the frame allowed by formal institutions.  

In this study there are indications of a gendered path dependency in the way the 

parental leave reform is constructed, however there is still an existing formal institution 

promoting the possibility for families to formally include fathers in the care of the child and 

so far the only one in Chile. The formal institutions for the first time promoting fathers 

participation in addition to the perceived change in society and informal institutions during 

these last 20 years experienced by the interviewees, raise the possibility of the parental leave 

reform having the role of a critical juncture in the Chilean case. The parental leave reform of 

2011 might be an action setting path dependency and historical patterns in motion as a result 

of an already ongoing change in the Chilean society. 
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APPENDIX I: Respondents 

 

Name, occupation, age, date and place of the interview 

 

1. Beatrice Moscoso, social assistant (36), November 11
th

 2014,  Santiago Chile 

2. Sebastian Blanco, marketing manager (31), November 11
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

3. Karen Rodriguez, midwife (28), November 18
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

4. Roxana Hernandes Quezada, nurse (33), November 18th 2014, Santiago, Chile 

5. Marlene Palacio, midwife (36), November 19
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

6. Ana Nuñez, midwife (40), November 19
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

7. Victoria Jimenez, elementary school teacher (42), November 24
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

8. Patricia Lopez, elementary school teacher (38), November 24
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

9. Claudia Fuentes, elementary school teacher (38), November 24
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

10. Maria F Lopez, elementary school teacher (27), November 24
 th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

11.  Javiera Bustos, teacher (26), November 24
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

12. Emma Samorano, teacher (30), November 24th, Santiago, Chile 

13. Jessica Parraguez, lawyer (32), December 2
nd

, Santiago, Chile 

14. Luis Carrasco, lawyer (35), December 2
nd

, Santiago, Chile 

15. Julia Sanchez Briores, economy assistant (39), December 11
th

, Santiago, Chile 

16. Interview 16, lawyer (33), December 11
th

, Santiago, Chile. 

17. Macarena Cortez B, bank executive (35), December 12
th

 2014, Santiago, Chile 

18. Carolina Perez Polanco, pharmaceutical (30), December 23
rd

, Talca, Chile 

19. Veronica Baltierra Bravo, pharmaceutical (30) December 23
 rd

, Talca, Chile 

20. Alejandra Montiel Lagos, nurse (33), December 23
 rd

, Talca, Chile 

21. Maria Jose Espinosa Toro, nurse (33), December 23
 rd

, Talca, Chile 

22. Juan Pablo Rodriguez, nurse (32) December 23
 rd

, Talca, Chile 

23. Vanessa Alejandra Aravena, administrative (34), January 6
 th

, Contitución, Chile 

24. Alejandra Antonieta Contreras, nursing technician (36), January 6
 th

, Constitución, Chile 
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APPENDIX II: Interview guide 

 

THEME 1 – General Information 

o Name and age 

o Children – how many, how old? 

o Work – profession, long working hours, do they like their job? 

THEME 2 – Expectations 

o Which of the four choices? Why? 

o Was it ever a discussion with your partner between the choices? Why? 

o What factors laid behind this choice? Economical, familial? 

o Did it feel like a good way of using the postnatal parental? 

THEME 3 – Values 

o According to you, what would have facilitated your parental leave? 

o Who has the responsibility of childcare in your family? Why? 

o According to you, should childcare be shared equally between mothers 

and fathers? Why? Why not? 

o If you could choose, not thinking of economical disadvantages, would 

you like your partner to take more or less responsibility of childcare? 

THEME 4 – Norms 

o Who has the main responsibility of childcare in your household? 

o What is your responsibility according to you? 

o ---------------------------------------- your family? 

o ---------------------------------------- your partner? 

o Do you think it is a good way of parenting to share responsibilities 

equally between fathers and mothers? 

o According to you, do women have more responsibility of childcare than 

men? Why? Why not? 

THEME 5 – Critical junctures 

o What comparisons can you do between your childhood family and your 

actual family in childcare? 

o Do you notice a change in society, friends, family? How? 

o What do you believe is causing these changes? 

o What are important factors to produce a change? 

THEME 6 – Working conditions 

o How you feel about absenting work during your parental leave? 

o How is your work dealing with your absence, replacement? 

 


