
253© The Author(s) 2017 
M. Kreyenfeld, D. Konietzka (eds.), Childlessness in Europe: Contexts,  
Causes, and Consequences, Demographic Research Monographs, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-44667-7_12

Chapter 12
Childless at Age 30: A Qualitative Study 
of the Life Course Plans of Working Women 
in East and West Germany

Laura Bernardi and Sylvia Keim

12.1  Introduction

In Germany, the low birth rate and the difficulties women face in reconciling work 
and family life are frequently discussed by policy-makers. At the heart of the cur-
rent debate on these issues is the legal entitlement of children under 3 years of age 
to a place in nursery school, which has been in effect on the national level since 
August 2013. The qualitative improvement in childcare and the increase in the 
uptake rate of Elterngeld (parental benefits) for both parents are also high on the 
political agenda. The aim of these policies is to facilitate the reconciliation of work 
and family life and the re-entry of mothers into employment as early as possible 
after childbirth, and thus to make it easier for young adults to pursue an employment 
career without having to forgo parenthood.

However, the interplay of employment history and fertility behavior, and the 
ways in which the subjective meanings attached to work trajectories are connected 
to thoughts and decisions about starting a family, are issues that have so far been 
little researched (Witzel and Kühn 2001: 56). Relatively few authors have examined 
the question of whether differences in meanings can explain the differences in 
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behavior between young adults in East Germany and their counterparts in West 
Germany.1 The work biographies and the family formation patterns of East and 
West Germans, especially of women, differed considerably. The focus of our analy-
sis is on young women who grew up in the two different systems, and were thus 
exposed to contrasting family models. How do these differences in upbringing influ-
ence the life course plans and arrangements of these women after unification? How 
do these women envisage combining family formation and employment? Do these 
women have the same values, norms, attitudes, and behaviors as those of their par-
ents’ generation? According to Bourdieu, this legacy of the past could be regarded 
as an “inertial effect”. He stressed that because socialization affects the formation of 
attitudes and values, as well as the meanings attached to certain behaviors and the 
range of action, values and behavior may persist after the macro-societal conditions 
have changed.

Our analysis in this chapter is based on the life stories of young employed women 
who were socialized in the former East and West Germany, experienced unification 
as teenagers, and were around age 30 at the time of interview. Over the course of 
four qualitative case studies we compare East and West German women who are 
still childless but who want to have children. We examine which family formation 
pathways these women prefer, the reasons why they have so far remained childless, 
and their attitudes and perceptions regarding the compatibility of motherhood and 
paid employment.

In the following section we briefly describe the institutional and demographic 
peculiarities of the two German states before and after reunification. In the third 
section we outline the theoretical background of our investigation and introduce our 
empirical data. In the fourth section we present four case studies of childless women 
from East and West Germany. In the concluding section we discuss our results and 
suggest topics for future research.

12.2  The Legacy of Different Socio-political Systems: 
Starting a Family in West and in East Germany

Before German unification, fertility behavior of East and West Germans differed 
profoundly; thus, we are dealing with two distinct demographic regimes. The term 
regime implies that these differences in family behavior were shaped by different 
institutional contexts. One of the most important differences in the realm of family 
behavior was that the East German government supported maternal full-time 
employment by providing extensive and easily accessible childcare services. 

1 Andreas Witzel and Thomas Kühn, for instance, examined the life courses of young adults from 
two regions in West Germany that have different labor market conditions. They found that women, 
especially after reaching age 30, experience an increased subjective pressure to have children. 
Career-oriented women “look for solutions which are compatible with family life via ‘decelerated’ 
careers” (Witzel and Kühn 2001: 78).
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The centrally planned economy guaranteed that both men and women would have 
reliable and stable employment. Most women had their first child early in their life 
course, and returned to full-time work after the so-called “Babyjahr”. In most cases 
mothers interrupted their employment for 1 year only. Women seldom had the 
option of taking a longer break from employment or of shifting to a part-time sched-
ule, and few women spent more than short periods of time as a full-time homemaker 
(Falk and Schaeper 2001: 188). In contrast, the institutional framework in West 
Germany supported the model of the married couple with a gendered division of 
work: i.e. the husband was the principal earner while the wife was a homemaker and 
mother who was employed part-time or not at all. On average, women in West 
Germany were considerably older than their counterparts in East Germany at the 
time of family formation. About 20 % of the women in West Germany remained 
childless, compared with just 10 % in East Germany (Kreyenfeld and Konietzka, in 
this volume).

Under the terms of the Unification Treaty, the East German institutional, eco-
nomic, and political systems were replaced by the West German systems. However, 
the eastern German Länder remained distinct from West Germany in a number of 
ways. In particular, in the eastern German Länder childcare services, organized and 
financed mainly by the municipalities, continued to be widely available (Kreyenfeld 
2003; Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder 2015). The annual birth rate 
fell dramatically in the years immediately after unification (Eberstadt 1994; Witte 
and Wagner 1995). Although the total fertility rate in East Germany converged with 
the West German rate after a few years, and even surpassed it slightly since 2008 
(Statistisches Bundesamt 2012: 15), some differences between the two parts of the 
country in the average age at first birth remain. Moreover, women in East Germany 
are still less likely to be childless than women in West Germany. In addition to being 
younger when they have their first child, women in East Germany are more likely 
than women in West Germany to be living in a non-marital partnership at the time 
of family formation (Kreyenfeld and Konietzka 2010; Huinink et al. 2012; 
Statistisches Bundesamt 2012). Meanwhile, women in West Germany, who tend to 
have negative opinions of working mothers, are considerably less likely than women 
in East Germany to be in full-time employment (Wenzel 2010; Huinink et al. 2012). 
Given these differences, we conclude that despite the convergence of the political 
and institutional frameworks of the two parts of the country, two distinct demo-
graphic regimes continue to exist. It can, however, also be argued that these differ-
ences are merely symptomatic of the critical transitional period, and that behavioral 
patterns in East and West Germany will eventually converge (Witte and Wagner 
1995; Beck-Gernsheim 1997; Kreyenfeld 2004). Yet when and how this assimila-
tion process might occur is currently unclear. The hypothesis of assimilation fails to 
provide an explanation for the persistent differences in behavioral patterns between 
the two parts of the country, such as the much higher ratio of unmarried births in 
East than in West Germany.

In this paper, we contribute to the debate surrounding this ongoing East-West gap 
in fertility behavior by focusing specifically on the attitudes and life course plans of 
women who were socialized in the former East and West Germany, and who reached 
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their teenage years around the time of German unification. How has the experience 
of being socialized in a particular regime shaped the life course plans of women in 
the two Germanies? Is there a legacy of the former East German regime that is 
visible in the attitudes and behavior of young East Germans, similar to an ‘inertial 
effect’ of socialization as described by Bourdieu (1984)? Or was German 
Reunification able to override particular features and attitudes of the “Reunification 
Cohorts”?

12.3  Theoretical and Empirical Background

Based on the concept of habitus, Pierre Bourdieu posited that socialization has an 
“inertial effect” (1984). Bourdieu used habitus to describe a permanent behavioral 
disposition that emerges through socialization in a given social environment. By 
means of his or her habitus, the individual is supposed to incorporate the social 
norms of the environment, to set his or her preferences, and to act accordingly. It is 
therefore assumed that the individual’s range of action is not restricted by material 
living conditions alone. Instead, the individual’s internalized norms regulate his or 
her perceptions of which actions are or are not appropriate. It is further assumed that 
the habitus is very stable, because the individual’s perceptual categories and prefer-
ences are largely shaped in an unconscious manner through the socialization 
process.

The concept of ideology developed by Göran Therborn points in the same direc-
tion. He emphasized that behavior is limited not just by external circumstances, but 
also by the imagination of “what exists,” “what is good,” and “what is possible and 
impossible” (Therborn 1980: 18); and that multiple ideologies may exist simultane-
ously within a single culture.

The inertial effect is also conceptualized in the schema theory by Roy D’Andrade. 
This theory seeks to explain how the socialization process (e.g., acculturation) 
within a certain social (or cultural) group translates into wishes, motivations, and 
strategies for action. D’Andrade also stressed the resistance to change: a schema is 
crystallized in the memory and appears to be prototypical (D’Andrade 1997: 29). 
Like the concept of habitus, the schema theory posits that the individual perceives 
socially determined dispositions on an individual basis only. All of these theories 
assert that the individual behavioral repertoire is restricted by (a) the availability of 
material resources; as well as by (b) subjective perceptions of possible and appro-
priate behavior, which originate from the individual’s experiences during socializa-
tion and in a certain social environment.

The availability of material resources can be analyzed empirically using indicators 
such as the individuals’ socioeconomic characteristics and access to infrastructure. 
Meanwhile, the complex interaction of consciously chosen and internalized behavior, 
as described by the term habitus, can be better captured by an interpretative analysis 
of unstructured interviews in which the individual reconstructs his or her own bio-
graphical experiences and makes predictions about his or her future development.
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As part of our research project on social influences on family foundation in East 
and West Germany, we conducted qualitative interviews with more than 100 young 
women and men in 2004 and 2005. The interviewees grew up in either Lübeck or 
Rostock, and had either an intermediate or a higher educational degree. We chose 
these two cities because they are similar in many respects, despite having been sub-
ject to two different political regimes for 40 years during the division of Germany. 
For example, both are port cities in northern Germany that were part of the Hanseatic 
League. The dominant religion in both cities is Protestant. Moreover, both Lübeck 
and Rostock have approximately 200,000 inhabitants, and the unemployment rate 
in both was relatively high during the period of our fieldwork (13.8 % in Lübeck 
compared to 7.6 % in West Germany; 18.2 % in Rostock compared to 17.7 % in 
East Germany in 2002). During the interviews, the respondents were encouraged to 
provide an account of their life up to that point, and to describe their plans for the 
future. The respondents were also asked systematic questions about the issue of 
family formation.2

Our analyses show that women who live in Rostock and Lübeck have very dif-
ferent ideas about what kinds of employment situations and levels of economic 
security are prerequisites for having a child (Bernardi et al. 2006). Of particular 
interest to us in this chapter are the views on starting a family and the reconciliation 
of work and family life among women who are highly qualified and in full-time 
employment. We focus on childless women who want to have children.3 Since 
socioeconomic characteristics, such as educational level and income, have a consid-
erable influence on both the material resources and the attitudes and perceptions of 
the individual, we restrict our study to women with similar socioeconomic profiles. 
Our sample selection allows us to attribute different narrations, especially those 
related to material life conditions, to different perceptions, attitudes, and values 
regarding family formation.

12.4  Childless Women from East and West Germany: 
A Comparison

How did these childless women, who were socialized in different fertility regimes 
and were about to enter their thirties, see their previous life experiences and their 
future life path? What similarities and differences are revealed in our interviews of 
women from East and West Germany? Based on our hypothesis of an inertial effect, 
is it possible to attribute these differences to differences in socialization in East and 
West Germany?

2 Detailed information on the selection of the interviewees and the data collection method can be 
found in Bernardi et al. (2014).
3 Only a few of our interviewees said that they definitely do not want to have children. We con-
ducted a separate analysis of these interviewees, and therefore excluded them from this essay.
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To allow us to focus on narrations of a complete life path, instead of on frag-
mented aspects of each story, we confine our investigation to four case studies: two 
women from Rostock and two women from Lübeck, who are similar in many ways. 
This approach helps to ensure that the differences in views on family formation are 
not primarily attributable to differences in living conditions. The first two women 
we compare both had a safe employment situation and moderate career ambitions. 
At the time the interview was conducted neither of the women was in a relationship 
suitable for starting a family (the interviewee from Lübeck was single while the 
respondent from Rostock was in a relationship which she considered unstable). The 
other two women we compared were similar in terms of their mobility experiences 
and career ambitions. At the time of the interview they had been in the same partner-
ship for multiple years and wanted to have children with their partner. Thus, while 
each woman has her own story, our case studies exemplify the main differences 
between all of the interviewees from Lübeck and Rostock.

12.4.1  Antje from Rostock: Refusal to Engage in Family 
Planning: “I Hate Planning”

Antje is 29 years old. She grew up in Rostock, and graduated from high school and 
university in the city. She would have preferred to have stayed there, but—like many 
other women her age—she moved to nearby West Germany 5 years previously to 
take a job. When her first employer went bankrupt 2 years later, she looked for and 
easily found a new job. She is currently employed full-time and has a high dispos-
able income. Although she does not consider her work to be exciting (“a lot of 
paperwork”), she describes her job as safe and her salary as appropriate. While she 
sometimes looks half-heartedly for another job, she expects to stay where she is for 
at least the next few years:

“It’s a rather safe place, but I do not really want to say that I want to grow old there. I feel I 
am still too young to stay in such an administrative position for years.”

Antje has been in a relationship for 3 years, but does not live with her partner, 
although he would like to cohabit. She describes her relationship as a “pending 
action” and is not certain how it will develop:

“I do not really have a plan, I honestly have to say. Maybe it’s because the relationship is 
not that good at the moment, or maybe I simply have a little tick, that I don’t want this 
[moving in together]. On the other hand I kind of like it this way [as it is].”

Antje states that having her own family will become an issue “certainly at some 
point in time,” but not at the moment: “I am only 29 years old.” Yet, she reports hav-
ing an increased interest in children:

“I find children very, very beautiful (…) maybe it’s my hormones; one likes to look [at little 
children]. Don’t ask why, it’s like that.”
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She takes it for granted that she will continue to work after becoming a mother. She 
complains about the poor “childcare in the West,” and hopes that in the future com-
panies will do more to help women balance work and family life. Antje’s image of 
a family coincides with the traditional family model in the former East Germany, 
which featured a full-time working mother. Antje’s demand for adequate public 
childcare and for more family-friendly company policies also draw on this family 
model.

Throughout her narration, Antje refuses to make long-term plans. This system-
atic rejection of planning for the future is evident in almost all parts of the interview 
in which she talks about her work life or her partnership:

“For the love of God, I hate planning. I would start panicking if things did not work out 
accordingly [laughs]. (…) Well, because then the people, if they plan, obviously also 
become frustrated eventually, if it doesn’t happen the way they hoped. And then the life 
crises start [laughs].”

Even when asked about a possible timeframe for starting a family, she refuses to 
make any specific plans:

“I don’t want to somehow choose a time now, but I also don’t want to be an old maid.”

Although she wants to have a child, Antje cites her age as the main reason for her 
childlessness, as she believes she can wait a few years before having a child. 
However, the instability of her partnership also seems to play a role in her indeci-
sion, as the following quote illustrates:

“I think if the circumstances were right, maybe I wouldn’t plan things that precisely. But at 
the moment, I wouldn’t like to have it [the child] by myself right now. (…) The partner 
should be right at least, I don’t just need some sperm donor (…) and I also think that one 
should also live together. Yes, I think the relationship should be in place.”

According to Antje, the “right circumstances” for motherhood include being in a 
harmonious partnership: if she had a suitable partner, she would not need to have a 
precise plan for starting a family. It is clear that she does not consider her current 
partner to be the “right” one. She does not, however, explain what bothers her about 
her current partner, or describe what qualities a suitable partner would have. She 
mentions her job as being another factor in her decision about when to start a 
family:

“In my current job, I think I could take a break at any point for a certain period of time and 
then go back. I wouldn’t worry too much about that.”

Since her current job allows her to take parental leave and come back afterwards, 
the criterion of having a job suitable for starting a family has already been met. 
Thus, for Antje the issue of how to reconcile work and family life has been resolved.

As a counterpart to Antje’s story, we now look at the story of a young woman 
from Lübeck. She has a very different image of the family, and describes a precise 
set of conditions under which she hopes to start a family.
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12.4.2  Miriam from Lübeck: Family Planning Based 
on the Main Breadwinner Model: “I Envision it 
Like This, That I Will Definitely Stay Home”

Miriam is single, 30 years old, and has an open-ended full-time job. Although she is 
proud of her occupational achievements, she ascribes them more to coincidence or 
to external pressure than to her own efforts. She sees herself as lazy, and is not inter-
ested in any career objectives. She has considered continuing her education, but has 
repeatedly postponed doing so because she believes it would be too arduous. She is 
very happy with her current job, and has become friends with her boss and some of 
her colleagues. She currently views her job as relatively safe, but given the high rate 
of unemployment in Lübeck, she is aware that this can change quite quickly.

Miriam has wanted to have children for some time, and the main topic in this 
interview is her lack of a partner with whom she can start a family. When she talks 
about family, Miriam has the traditional West German family model in mind: the 
woman is a full-time homemaker or works part-time, while the husband is the main 
breadwinner.

“If everything is great and all of the preconditions are met, I actually envision that I will 
definitely stay home and play mom as long as I feel like it. And then I can go back to work. 
I don’t think that these three years are enough for me. I think I could even go longer.”

This plan seems to reflect the experiences of her own mother, who raised four chil-
dren while her husband worked, and did not have a job until the youngest child 
became a teenager. Miriam believes that taking care of children is the responsibility 
of the mother. She rejects the idea of involving her male partner in childcare (e.g., 
paternity leave) or putting her children in day-care:

“If I actually give birth to a child, I would also like to enjoy it somehow.”

Since having a secure financial foundation is very important for Miriam, she wants 
her partner to have a salary that is large enough to allow her to stay home:

“By all means, if I actually plan this, if I plan to have children, then I absolutely would like 
to be financially secure so that I don’t have to sacrifice so much.”

Here it becomes evident that she would like to have a firm foundation before starting 
a family. Her planning also extends to the life of her partner: he is supposed to have 
career ambitions as well as a job (or the prospect of a job) which provides financial 
security and a good income. Her former partners were not suitable because they 
were not sufficiently career-oriented, they did not want to have children, or they did 
not want to take on the role of the main breadwinner:

“I would have provided him with all the opportunities; we could have moved into a smaller 
apartment so he could study. But he didn’t want to. (…) I have always, well we have also 
spoken about it, what we would do if we had children now, how would we finance this. I 
would have had to have gone back to work immediately. (…) That was another thing which 
bothered me, because it was never clear what happens then. (…) And yes, at this age, at 30, 
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one starts to think. I thought about whether I really wanted to have a family, children with 
him. Nah! I didn’t.”

As she wants to have children, Miriam attributes her childlessness to the lack of the 
right partner. Her goal is to find a partner who shares her views concerning role 
allocation within the family and the preconditions for starting a family, and who is 
able to provide the desired financial security.

The case studies of Antje and Miriam illustrate that the family models that were 
dominant in the former East and West Germany persist after unification, and that 
views on long-term life course planning can differ considerably in the two parts of 
the country. The following two case studies of women who have been living in a 
partnership for years are similar to the first two case studies. They also show that 
women in the East and the West differ in their views on family models and long- 
term family planning. Both women are highly qualified university graduates with 
excellent career prospects. Now they are facing the issue of how to reconcile work 
and family life.

12.4.3  Kristin from Rostock: Egalitarian Gender Roles 
and the Impossibility of Reconciling Work and Family 
Life: “A Great Job and Family—How is that Supposed 
to Work Out?”

Kristin is 29 years old and grew up in Rostock. After graduating from high school 
she moved several times. First she moved to another town in East Germany to attend 
university, and then to a town in West Germany to attend a different university. After 
graduating from university she moved to yet another town to enroll in a doctoral 
program. She got a full-time job a few months previously, and again lives in a town 
in East Germany. She has been in a partnership for 7 years. She and her partner have 
lived together for certain periods of time, while in other periods they have had a 
long-distance relationship and saw each other only on the weekends. They have 
been living together for 9 months now:

“I have reached the point at which we have been living together for a longer period of time 
than we commuted, if I don’t move again [laughs].”

The main issue she raises in her interview is the difficulties she faces in combining 
the demands of her career, including the need to move frequently, with her desire to 
live with her partner:

“On the one hand I would like to have a great job, on the other hand I want to live together.”

She is always forced to make compromises. Although she lives with her partner, her 
workplace is relatively far (70 km) from their home, and she is not completely satis-
fied with her job:
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“It was clear to me beforehand that this isn’t my dream job, but rather an attempt to some-
how reconcile everything (…) Since we are living together at the moment, I am sticking 
with it for now. On the other hand if the job becomes very frustrating, at some point I will 
start thinking about living apart again.”

As she has so far failed to find a way to combine living with her partner with having 
the right job, starting a family seems even less possible to her:

“And if one wants to have something like a family, [should the parents then] travel? How is 
this supposed to work? Should the parents decide to live alone as ‘voluntarily single par-
ents’? (…) I find this very, I can’t, well I find this very, very difficult at the moment. (…) 
We actually want to have children. (…) And a relationship based on traveling, like I said: 
who takes the children? Me or you or maybe in the middle? How does one organize some-
thing like this?”

Like Antje from Rostock, Kristin takes for granted that she will continue to work 
and pursue her professional ambitions after becoming a mother. And like Antje, she 
does not want to have to plan to start a family, and lacks precise ideas about how and 
when to have a child. While she recognizes that the amount of time she has to 
become pregnant is limited, this thought does not inspire her to engage in more 
precise planning:

“So far I have always felt young enough, that the edge is still far away.”

The young woman from Lübeck we will introduce in the following case study has 
also faced challenges in reconciling her career ambitions and her desire to become 
a parent. However, unlike Kristin, she has developed a plan which incorporates the 
typical family model in West Germany.

12.4.4  Karen from Lübeck: Planning a Family with a Gender- 
Related Role Allocation: “It Will be One of Those 
Modern Relationships, Where the Husband Works 
Somewhere else During the Week and Comes Home 
Over the Weekend”

Karen is 30 years old and lives in a town in West Germany not far from Lübeck. She 
has been with her partner for 7 years, and after years of seeing each other only on 
the weekends they have been living together for the past 3 years. At the time the 
interview took place she was certain that he was going to take up a new post soon, 
and that they would again see each other only on the weekends.

After graduating from high school Karen attended a business school in Lübeck. 
She then attended university in another town in West Germany. As she was unable 
to choose a single field of study, she pursued multiple fields. With such broad quali-
fications it was easy for her to find a job after she had completed her studies. 
Although this job was not well paid, it offered her the opportunity for further train-
ing over several years, and was a very good career move. Nevertheless, she left the 
job after 3 months:
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“I did it for three months, and enjoyed it (…) but then I thought, nah, this way is somehow 
too long for me, again three, four years of further training, so little money the whole time 
(…) it was just such a long way, and slowly but surely the idea emerged that I want a family 
at some point. If I take this long before I can even start, then I am eventually 35 and then I 
want children, then I finally want to start having children.”

Karen then found another temporary job which promised to advance her career. 
However, she left this position as well after a short time as it seemed to be incompat-
ible with her desire to have a child in the near future. She now has an open-ended 
job which does not offer great career opportunities, but which provides the perfect 
conditions for having a child:

“One reason I took this job was because it was open-ended, which means I have a certain 
security and can switch to part-time anytime I want, and that I am staying here [in the town 
where I currently live], so the next thing in line is having children, planning a family. And 
I can foresee doing this within the next year, somehow. The next deadline—because it 
didn’t work out by 29—is now to have the first child by 32 at the latest.”

This ideal of working part-time (if at all) after becoming a mother is in line with the 
traditional family model in West Germany. Karen, like Miriam from Lübeck, has a 
precise plan for becoming a parent, and has already put a great deal of effort into 
pursuing this objective. She has adhered to her plan of finishing her studies, then 
securing the right job, and then becoming a parent. This applies to her partner as 
well. From his interview we know that initially he did not want to start a family, and 
did not plan his career with the goal of supporting a family. He gradually changed 
his attitude, in part because he was persuaded by his girlfriend. He made job-related 
changes to ensure that he could fulfill his role as the breadwinner of the family. He 
reports:

“It is really like this, that I was at least implicitly as well as explicitly raised to believe that 
the most important goal is to have a job and to have money. And actually I was opposed to 
this view in the 90s; previously I was afraid that I would become unemployed, because in 
school I was interested in subjects like history, which are not really relevant for work…I 
have always been a potential candidate for unemployment. And this has indeed left a mark 
on me, so I went back and forth [from fear of unemployment to opposing a well-paid and 
secure but boring job].”

After completing vocational training, he did not work in his profession, but became 
a freelance artist:

“And then it was actually important to me to live as an artist, well to get around a lot, but I 
haven’t thought that I could support a family, because it was obvious that I can only take 
care of myself then. But this has changed now, since I got together with Karen. Yes at first 
I was still a bit uncertain, but since I got together with Karen the model of having a family 
is there for me. That means responsibility for others, that also means that money has to be 
earned. (…) Now it is more important for me that I also earn money and that I am taken up 
on my duties as a father. This is my perspective, especially now. That is also the most impor-
tant to me. We want to start a family, and that is great.”

This interview excerpt shows how Karen’s partner came to accept the expectation 
that he would take on the role of the main breadwinner when he became a father, 
even though he had rejected the role for years after having grown up with it. He now 
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believes that he has found an opportunity to combine his desire to have an interest-
ing and varied job with his role as the family breadwinner by pursuing a career as a 
scientist. Under the couple’s long-term plan, Karen and the child will live in Lübeck 
or in the town where they are currently living, while her partner will live elsewhere 
during the week in order to pursue his career. At the center of the plan is the mother- 
child- home unit, which will remain in one place. Karen refers to it as “the principal 
life residence.” In contrast to Kristin from Rostock, Karen is not worried at the 
prospect of being a single mother during the week.

Karen has already talked to her parents and friends about her plans for having a 
family, and knows that she will be supported by them. In addition, the career and 
stable income of her husband are more important to her than being able to live with 
him. Using this approach, she expects to succeed in combining the traditional West 
German family model with the flexibility and mobility currently demanded in the 
labor market. Unlike Kristin from Rostock, who has been unable to find a way to 
follow the egalitarian family model by pursuing a career in science while being a 
parent, Karen has found a solution by modifying the traditional West German fam-
ily model. She is willing to give up her own career and living with her partner, and 
has asked her husband to focus on his career instead. Her husband’s willingness to 
sacrifice spending time with his children in order to pursue his career and fulfill his 
role as the family’s breadwinner is also in line with this model.

12.5  Shared Living Conditions: Differing Conceptions 
and Behavioral Patterns

The women from East and West Germany who were interviewed in this study were 
similar in terms of their initial positions and their current material living conditions: 
they described having difficulties related to their uncertain employment situations, 
including having to take temporary jobs and make frequent moves. The women also 
complained of challenges in figuring out how to reconcile having a family life with 
having an active and satisfactory work life. Nonetheless, we found that the women 
in the East and the West had very different ideas and behavioral patterns which, 
given these living conditions, could lead to childlessness.

Our comparison of four individual case studies sheds light on some behavioral 
patterns that have emerged from the different socialization contexts that prevailed in 
Germany prior to unification. In particular, we have been able to illustrate that the 
family models that were dominant in the former East and West Germany were still 
very present in the narrations of the women interviewed. While the East German 
women assumed that both parents would have a job, their West German counter-
parts assumed that there would be an asymmetric role allocation: i.e., that the man 
would be the main breadwinner and the woman would be primarily responsible for 
homemaking. It is thus apparent that women from East Germany see work and fam-
ily life as being two parallel tracks, neither of which should have priority. There was 
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no indication that they had even considered following the West German family 
model.

Given the current levels of economic uncertainty and the labor market demands 
that workers remain flexible as well as mobile, the East German family model 
has the potential to result in childlessness, as it is difficult to ensure under these 
conditions that both partners will be able to reconcile their work life with parenthood. 
Yet the West German model, in which the man’s job is the sole focus, could also 
lead to childlessness if the male partner is unable to be the main breadwinner due to 
adverse labor market conditions. Thus, the East German egalitarian model seems to 
be more advantageous because both partners are contributing to the family income.

Another difference between the interviewees from East and West Germany was 
the degree to which they had planned how they would start their family. The West 
German women developed clear ideas about how they would like to reconcile work 
and family life, and about the role their partner was supposed to play. The East 
German women, by contrast, considered having a family to be a project that was 
independent of their work life, and did not develop any special plans regarding their 
own career or their partner’s choice of profession or career (as was the case with 
Miriam and Karen from Lübeck). In line with the habitus concept, we reason that 
this difference may be traced back to the fact that women in the GDR did not have 
to engage in long-term planning to advance their own career and to ensure that they 
could reconcile employment and family life. The young women from Rostock 
lacked the experience of normative pressure, including the example of the preceding 
generation, which may have otherwise led them to formulate long-term plans even 
before they were ready to have children (Antje). Thus, they were not prepared to 
address the issue of how to reconcile work and family life when they were ready to 
start a family (Kristin). It is also conceivable that the absence of long-term planning 
was a response to unification and its consequences, as this event was both unex-
pected and uncontrollable for the individual. The fundamental social changes 
induced by unification shook up the current lives of many East Germans, as well as 
their expectations concerning their future lives. Having witnessed how quickly bio-
graphical continuity can be destroyed may have led them to avoid making long-term 
plans. Given the ongoing labor market uncertainties in Germany and the increasing 
demands for individual flexibility and mobility, following a long-term plan may 
seem difficult. Overly rigid biographical plans—e.g., setting subjective precondi-
tions which must be fulfilled prior to family formation—may cause women to post-
pone parenthood, and to end up childless. However, an absence of long-term 
planning can also hamper the spontaneous realization of parenthood. By hoping the 
circumstances will be better at some point in the future, starting a family may be 
perpetually delayed.

These results confirm our hypothesis that an inertial effect of socialization under 
different political regimes is having long-term effects on the life paths of the genera-
tion under study. Although their current life conditions are similar, their different 
socialization contexts lead women to cope with these conditions differently. To gain 
a better understanding of different paths to childlessness, we therefore have to take 
into account the different perspectives and behavioral patterns that have persisted in 
East and West Germany even after unification. The interesting question which fol-

12 Childless at Age 30: A Qualitative Study of the Life Course Plans of Working…



266

lows from these observations is how durable this inertial effect is likely to be. Will 
we see fundamental changes in the cohort who are currently thinking about family 
formation, and who have been raised in unified Germany? Or will the inertial effect 
linger until the following generation—i.e., the young adults whose parents have not 
experienced a divided Germany—start having children? These are interesting issues 
for future research.
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