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1

Introduction

The articles in this special issue present empirical analyses based on the data from
the German Family Panel (pairfam). The study uses the acronym “pairfam” referring to its English title “Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics.” The articles provide example insights into the possibilities offered by empirical
analyses using data of the first pairfam waves. They are thus not simple overviews,
but deal with specific research issues referring to three of four focal themes of the
pairfam panel which are of special interest for demographic research: intimate relationships, fertility and intergenerational relationships. In addition, a methodological
article presents an analysis of high relevance for the design of the survey addressing factors that influence the willingness of third parties to participate in the survey
– in this case the partners and parents of the anchors. The articles originate from the
contexts of various disciplines in demographics, psychology and sociology.
The long-term design of the German Family Panel aims to contribute to improving
the empirical basis of German and international research on dynamics of intimate
relationships and family histories. It is funded by the German Research Foundation
(DFG) as a long-term research project in the humanities and social sciences. The
first panel wave was launched in 2008. Since then, the anchors from the pairfam
sample are surveyed annually along with their partners, parents and children.
To prepare the methodological concept and contents, during the four years prior
to the launch of the panel, special research questions dealing with intimate relationships and family dynamics have been investigated in nineteen research projects
which were all part of a DFG priority programme. This programme also included a
self-managed “mini panel” consisting of three waves, which served as the methodological test run for the pairfam study (Feldhaus/Huinink 2008). A number of notable
scholars of relationship and family research from various disciplines participated in
this initiative of socio-scientific family research, which was unique in its magnitude
at the time. Without this broad-ranging cooperation, pairfam would probably never
have materialised.
In May 2010, the data from the first wave of the German Family Panel were made
available to the academic public for analyses. Since then, three panel waves have
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been published and documented.1 Therefore, meanwhile extensive data is available
also enabling longitudinal analyses. The fourth wave of the panel will be delivered
in 2013 and the fifth wave of pairfam is in the field at the moment (the end of 2012).
A total of 14 panel waves are planned until the year 2022 in the context of the DFG
funding scheme. Therefore, a long-term observation of relationship and family histories will be realised.
For a more detailed introduction to the design and data of the German Family
Panel we refer to existing publications and documentation. The theoretical foundation, the research background and the details of the sample design are presented
in Huinink et al. (2011). Extensive information is also accessible on the website of
the project at www.pairfam.de. Among others, Technical Paper No. 1 can be found
there, which documents the design, the field profile of the first three waves and
important facts on the samples of the waves, including the response rates (Arránz
Becker et al. 2012). In addition, a documentation of the questionnaires and variables
of each wave, which are also part of the data releases, can be downloaded.
First, this editorial briefly introduces the study themes and the design of the German Family Panel. Some thoughts relevant to demographic research concerning
challenges to relationship and family research, which the elaborate undertaking of
pairfam aims to meet (cf. Huinink/Feldhaus 2009), follow. The editorial closes with a
brief summary of the five articles of this special issue.

2

The focal themes and the methodological design of the German
Family Panel (pairfam)

The German Family Panel was devised to provide data for studies concerning intimate relationship and family histories that go beyond traditional demographic analyses of the incidence and timing of biographical events that are related to intimate
relationships or families and intergenerational relationships. Apart from relevant
structural facts of couple and family dynamics it is intended to offer additional longitudinal information on subjective attitudes, situation assessments and intentions
on which these events and social relationships are based. The survey programme
of the panel has an interdisciplinary design. It combines theoretical as well as empirical research questions from socio-scientific and psychological family research.
Although the survey programme aims to cover as many aspects of individual life
courses as possible in the context of which relationship and family dynamics develop, the survey focuses on four themes. These will be briefly introduced with example references to the respective survey modules and selected studies published
nationally and internationally over the past three years.

1

Nauck, Bernhard, Josef Brüderl, Johannes Huinink, and Sabine Walper. 2012: Beziehungs- und
Familienpanel (pairfam). GESIS Datenarchiv, Köln. ZA5678 Datenfile Version 3.0.0, doi:10.4232/
pairfam.5678.3.0.0.
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Beforehand, two edited volumes with papers presented on pairfam user conferences concerning all four study themes shall be mentioned: Walper/Wendt (2010)
and Brüderl et al. (2011).
1. Development and stability of intimate relationships
Information is collected on the previous relationship history, on partner search
and the circumstances of beginning a partnership, on subjectively expected
costs and benefits of an intimate relationship, on possible steps taken to institutionalise an intimate relationship, on couples’ arrangements in everyday life
and interaction of the partners, on the assessment of the relationship quality
as well as on causes and consequences of separation.
Pairfam data has been used so far for studies in this research area dealing
with the partner market and finding partners, the social interaction between
partners, relationship quality and satisfaction, the development and stability
of non-marital unions, the interrelation between couple dynamics and geographical mobility of the partners and with sexuality (cf. e.g. Arránz Becker 2012; Diener/Feldhaus 2011, Kopp et al. 2010, Lois 2012, Lois/Lois 2012,
Rainer/Smith 2012, Perelli-Harris et al. 2012, Schmitz et al. 2011, Smith 2012,
articles from the edited volumes cited above that are not listed individually,
chapters of an edited volume on the comparison of partnerships in East- and
West Germany in Huinink et al. 2012).
The first two articles in this special issue also deal with research questions
concerning intimate relationships. The article by Franziska Schmal and Sabine Walper contributes new findings on the determinants of relationship quality making use of special characteristics of the pairfam design, while Jürgen
Dorbritz and Robert Naderi investigate the development and stability of noncohabitating couple relationships in detail.
2. Fertility intentions and reproductive behaviour
Information is collected, for example, on the previous family history, the expected costs and benefits of parenthood and children, on fecundity and contraceptive behaviour, on the desire to have children and intentions to start or
to extend a family, on factors influencing reproductive decisions and their implementation (timing and spacing of births), on effects of family-policy measures and on how people deal with anticipated consequences of parenthood.
The main issues studied with pairfam data in this area of research are the
explanation of fertility intentions and its realisation in different living arrangements, the analysis of couples’ decision making on fertility, the significance of
influences of the social network and potential effects of family-policy measures on fertility, the description of the diversity and change of familial living
arrangements as well as life-course specific analyses of the development of
different types of families. (cf. e.g.: Bauer/Kneipp 2012, Buhr/Huinink 2012,
Feldhaus/Huinink 2011, Huttemann et al. 2012, Kotte/Ludwig 2011, Lois/Kopp
2011, Nauck/Tabuchi 2012, Perelli-Harris et al. 2010, Rüger et al. 2011, articles
in the edited volumes cited above and in Huinink et al. 2012).
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The third article in this volume ties in with this research by examining the
relationship between geographical mobility and family planning as well as
starting a family, what has not been possible using previous data sets.
3. Intergenerational relationships
Here information has been surveyed on the expected costs and benefits of
parent-child relationships, on the perceived quality of the relationship between children and parents or stepparents, on the kind and intensity of social
interaction between them, on the extent of material and non-material support
exchanged as well as various dimensions of transmission processes between
generations. Not only the (step-) parents of the respondents, but also their
grandparents are included.
Regarding this focal theme, analyses of typical constellations of intergenerational relationships are investigated, but also relationships that have not yet
been in the focus of socio-scientific research have been addressed: relationships between stepchildren and stepparents, intergenerational relationships
among individuals with migration background and behaviour-related, intergenerational transmission effects (cf. e.g. Baykara-Krumme et al. 2011, Klaus
et al. 2012, Kotte/Ludwig 2011, chapters from the edited volumes cited above
that are not listed individually).
The fourth article in this special issue is also dedicated to one type of intergenerational relationships that has not yet been studied in this detail before:
the social relationship between grandchildren and their grandparents.
4 . Parenting and child development
With regard to this focal theme information is surveyed, for example, on
parenting objectives and the child-raising skills of parents, on parenting behaviour from the perspective of the parents and their children, on childcare
provisions as well as on factors influencing child development processes.
Among other aspects, these data enable the observation of the chronological
development of parent-child relationships over a long period of time and the
investigation of effects of different conditions of everyday life and family relationships on the socialisation of the child in detail (cf. the articles by Reichle
et al. and the editors in Walper/Wendt 2010).
In addition to data concerning these four focal themes, retrospective and present
information is gathered on childhood experiences of the respondents, on their education and employment and on their geographical mobility. Further survey modules
provide data, for example, on the household composition and living situation, on
recreational behaviour, on additional social relationships (siblings, kin, social network), on the economic situation of the households of the respondents and their
parents, on values (gender roles, family norms), the physical and psychological
well-being (stress, depression, health, etc.) as well as selected personality traits
(the “big five,” etc.).
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The sample of the German Family Panel follows a cohort design. In the first wave,
12,401 male and female “anchors” from three birth cohorts have been surveyed.
They were born in the years 1971-73, 1981-83 or 1991-93. The sample was drawn
randomly from the population of members of these three cohorts living in Germany
(registry office sample). It also contains people with foreign nationalities; however,
participation in the survey requires that the anchors have sufficient German language skills to follow the interview. The high number of cases and the cohort design
are intended to ensure that sufficient cases are available for more differentiated and
age-sensitive longitudinal analyses. Specifically for comparative analyses between
Eastern and Western Germany, it is possible to enhance the numbers of cases of the
Eastern German sample with data from the panel survey “DemoDiff”. Three waves
were conducted by the Max Planck Institute of Demographic Research and it has
been integrated from the fifth wave on into the sample of the German Family Panel
(Kreyenfeld et al. 2012).
The panel surveys are conducted annually. The anchors are surveyed using a
computer-aided personal interview (CAPI). A core set of questions is repeated each
year. In addition, more detailed information concerning the focal themes are gathered every two years (follow-up modules) and some variables, such as personality
traits, are surveyed at even greater intervals. This staggering ensures that with an
interview length of one hour on average, the extent of the information gathered is
considerable and there is additional space for selective follow-up modules.
Another design element of pairfam is the multi-actor approach. Information concerning relevant aspects is surveyed directly from important family members if the
anchor approves. From the first survey wave on, the partners of the anchors are
surveyed (written questionnaire), regardless of whether they live together in one
household with the anchor or not. In this wave, a total of 3,743 partners took part in
the survey. From the second wave on the (step-) parents are surveyed via a written
questionnaire and the children of the anchors living in their household between the
ages of 8 and 15 years orally. In the second wave, 5,015 parents and 862 children
participated in the survey. When the anchors’ children exceed the age of 15, they
are treated as new anchors.
The German Family Panel is already internationally well established today. The
data, as the quoted literature shows, has already been used a number of times for
international comparisons (cf. Perelli-Harris et al. 2010, 2012, Nauck/Tabuchi 2012).
The aim is to intensify these international collaborations by producing equivalence
files for data users in future in which data from different countries are matched with
pairfam data.

3

Challenges for demographic research of intimate relationships and
family dynamics

One justification for the establishment of the German Family Panel has been that
from a contextual and methodological perspective such an extensive and costly
data survey is necessary to make significant progress in empirical research on in-
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timate relationships and family dynamics. In the overview article on the pairfam
project cited above, after an appraisal of the enormous progress achieved with longitudinal, life-course research in demographics, sociology, economics and psychology, it is posited:
“Yet, the complexity of linkages across the domains of family life and levels of
analysis is not fully understood. The need for interdisciplinary cooperation has been
increasingly recognised as a powerful tool to understand the complexity of family
development and family dynamics in social, legal, economic, and cultural contexts
and to shed light on the interplay between individual experiences, dispositions, behaviours, and well-being as they mutually influence each other in the context of
family. ... The study [pairfam, JH] is based on the notion that progress in family
research strongly depends on sharing and conjoining expertise developed in the
various disciplines, developing integrative theoretical perspectives, and employing
longitudinal approaches with a large, representative data base and a broad array of
information.” (Huinink et al. 2011: 78).
Socio-demographic or psychological statistical analyses of the interdependence
between family demographic events as well as their relation to the objective circumstances of individuals’ lives have enormously improved our understanding of
the dynamics of intimate and family relationships. However, their portrayal of personal motivations and decision processes on which the observed occurrences are
based are inadequate. In order to prevent false conclusions and to examine relevant
mechanisms more precisely and directly, this deficit, which has long been recognised, needs to be eliminated.
In Germany there are already numerous examples of research in family demography that focus on subjective attitudes, values and orientations. These include the
DJI Family Survey (Bien/Marbach 2003), the Population Policy Acceptance Study
(Höhn et al. 2008) and the Generations and Gender Survey (Naderi et al. 2009).
Other examples could be mentioned. The studies are, however, not or only rudimentarily devised as panel surveys. They mainly allow descriptions or the analysis
of correlative structures.
If we want to more precisely examine demographic processes related to intimate
relationships and families as well as the personal decision processes they are based
on and better identify causal effects, we have to conduct well set up panel surveys
with as small intervals between the panel waves as possible. The methodological
advantages of panel data for encountering problems of latent heterogeneity, for
instance by using fixed effects or hybrid models, are only mentioned. These analysis methods are methodological standard today, which must be pursued in many
cases in order to obtain coefficients as unbiased as possible in panel regressions.
Regarding the substantive research questions, these methodological aids are not
very helpful, since they contribute only very little to elucidating the actual mechanisms. That is why thematically focussed, very detailed panel studies are needed
to fill the gap.
Only prospectively designed panel surveys allow us to gather not only retrospective or current information on structural circumstances and events, but also unbiased data on assessments regarding the current life situation and the mental state
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of the respondents. Purely retrospective surveys, which have undoubtedly had a
major share in bringing forward demographic longitudinal research, do not hit the
mark in this case. A retrospective survey of situation assessments, motivations and
intentions is very error-prone, as psychological research shows (Schwarz/Sudman
1994). Therefore, the interest in a better understanding of the dynamics of intimate
relationships and families as part of individually shaped if not always consciously
steered life courses and methodological necessities suggest an intensification as
well as a methodical realignment of panel analytic research. This is increasingly
taken into account in existing panel surveys, such as the German Socio-Economic
Panel Study (SOEP).
The German Family Panel, though, intends to take this issue into account in a
more specific and extensive way (Huinink et al. 2011). It begins with the fact that,
better than ever before, the pairfam data enable a more adequate description of the
development of intimate relationships and familial living arrangements, of the everyday life in intimate relationships and families, and the interconnectedness of relationship and family developments with other spheres of life, such as employment
or geographical mobility, over time. This includes in particular also a description
of relationship and family relevant assessments, appraisals and motivations by the
involved individuals that can change with time. The pairfam-based research, which
was briefly mentioned in Chapter 2, shows that the data can fulfil this task. As we
will see, the analyses in this special issue also make use of them.
A second circumstance, of which examples are also present in this special issue, refers to the consideration of intentions in the analysis of family demographic
processes. One can examine how an intention in one sphere of life – for example,
the plan to start a family – is influenced by personal circumstances and not only
the behaviour itself. Longitudinally, we can identify incongruities between intention
and behaviour in one sphere of life and we can analyse what causes it. We can also
ask to which extent intentions in one sphere of life become relevant for intentions
and activities in other spheres of life even before their possible realisation in order
to change relevant conditions in the desired way. In this way, reciprocal effects
between spheres of life are not only examined considering manifest actions like
demographic transitions, for instance, but with regard to intentions. Therefore, the
mechanisms on which this interdependency is based can be registered more precisely.
A third aspect that has to be stressed – and that plays a major role in previous
analyses with the pairfam data and also in this special issue – is that of the advantages of the multi-actor design. This approach enables us to dispense with proxy information from the anchor. Proxy information is possibly considerably biased with
regard to attitudes and assessments of other persons (partners, children, parents).
The multi-actor design, which is continued in the panel in each wave, enables us to
conduct dyadic analyses of couples or to examine the development of parent-child
relationships during the child raising phase or later, when the children are older and
have left home, from the respective perspective of parents and children.
A fourth issue that has not yet been approached extensively in previous analyses
is also highly relevant in substantive and methodological terms. The cohort design
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of pairfam enables us to better identify (self-)selection effects of demographic behaviour and thus to trace important causal effects. Self-selection is a typical element of life-course processes. It is based on the fact that earlier experiences and
circumstances in people’s lives have an impact on current and future behaviour.
Therefore, path dependencies have to be considered. Subjective preferences or intentions are primary candidates for explanatory factors in such self-selective processes since they influence the decisions of individuals and thereby possibly solidify
further. An interesting example is what we called the “longitudinal third variable
problem” (Huinink/Feldhaus 2009). Later behaviour in the life course, for example,
the way women combine parenthood and employment, may be formed early on
due to ideals of a good family life – like a traditional image of motherhood. In this
case, it would be less the consequence of the current structural problems with regard to the reconciliation of work and family. This circumstance can only be empirically examined if we have the needed behaviour- and attitude-related information
on this aspect of the person’s life course over a sufficiently long period of time and
from a sufficiently young age on. In a few years, the pairfam data allow to pursue
these questions. Of course, it also cannot be excluded but is rather probable that
orientations and attitudes change as the result of life events. They are adapted to
attained circumstances before the dispositions in turn can again selectively influence ensuing actions. According to the dissonance theory, one should expect such
processes. Sequences of selection and adaption processes in certain periods of
time can also only be studied using suitable panel data. It is now already possible
to study them using the data of the German Family Panel, but there are not yet any
publications on this.

4

Introduction to the articles of the special issue

The first four articles in this special issue deal with aspects of the quality and development of intimate relationships, with the interrelationship between the intention to
start a family, its realisation and geographical mobility and with the social relationship between grandparents and their grandchildren as a special type of intergenerational relationships that has received little attention in Germany in the past. In one
way or another, they make specific use of the unique characteristics of the pairfam
study design. The fifth article deals with one of these methodical characteristics by
examining selectivity effects on the willingness of the partners and parents of anchors to take part in the survey in the context of the multi-actor design.
In their article, the psychologists Franziska Schmal and Sabine Walper look at
determinants of successful intimate relationships and their consolidation. They focus on the question of whether the degree to which the two partners are able to satisfy their personal needs for autonomy and relatedness in their intimate relationship
plays a role. For their empirical analyses they employ data from the first two pairfam
waves, which were collected from the anchors and their partners. They restrict their
study to the cohorts of those born between 1971-73 and 1981-83. Using a cluster
analysis, they identify four typical groups of persons among the respondents and
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their partners who are characterised by different degrees of need fulfilment with
regard to these two dimensions. The likelihood to belong to one of these types depends on the gender or the educational level. For example, men report more often of
a lack of autonomy, while women more frequently consider both their needs for autonomy and for relatedness as fulfilled in the intimate relationship. The differences
between the partners in an intimate relationship are also considerable, although the
probability that partners belong to the same type is higher than expected if no correlation was assumed. In dyadic analyses, the authors estimate effects of autonomy
and relatedness in the intimate relationship reported at the time of the first survey
on the perceived relationship quality and future orientation in the second wave as
well as on the probability of a consolidation of the intimate relationship between the
two waves. Accordingly, the simultaneous fulfilment of both dimensions of needs
on the part of the respondents contributes to a more positive assessment of the relationship quality and makes further institutionalisation of the intimate relationship
more probable. It is also positive if the partners of the respondents report of greater
autonomy and relatedness in the intimate relationship. However, the partner effects
appear to be greater among women than among men.
In their article, the authors Jürgen Dorbritz and Robert Naderi deal with a specific
type of relationships from a different perspective. They examine the development
or stability of – as the authors call it – bilocal relationships in which the two partners
live in two separate households. By making use of the possibilities of a detailed description of conjugal living arrangements, the authors pursue the question of what
factors and circumstances influence the further develpoment of these relationships,
which in the literature often also are called living-apart-together relationships. The
authors, too, use data for the birth cohorts from 1971-73 and 1981-83 from the first
two panel waves of pairfam. In an extensive description, using relevant indicators,
they compare the LAT relationships with other types of conjugal living arrangements. According to them, non-cohabitating couples prove to be a quite heterogeneous group whose characteristics highly depend on the age group of the partners.
Among the older age group, they differ more strongly from more institutionalised
intimate relationships (cohabitating couples, marriages) than among the younger
age group. The findings, as anticipated, indicate that partners living in relationships
with separate households are more independent. Analyses of determinant factors
of the future development (separation or starting to cohabit between the first two
survey waves) confirm this assumption. In summary, the authors conclude from
the results that a bilocal relationship in the older cohort can be considered a deliberately chosen living arrangement and that in their case it has less of a transitional
character than among the younger cohort.
Effects of the commuting of women and men on their fertility intention and realisation are the subject of the article written by the sociologists Johannes Huinink
and Michael Feldhaus. The authors use data from the first three waves of the German Family Panel. Their empirical analyses show how important it is to differentiate
between intention and behaviour in the study of family development. For example,
time-consuming commuting surprisingly does not adversely affect an intention of
either men or women to have a child within the next two years (data from the first
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pairfam wave). In accordance with previous findings, however, its postponing effect
on realising a planned birth can be proven. Not only in the cross-section, but also
longitudinally it is demonstrated that the probability of having implemented a fertility intention that was expressed at the first panel wave two years later is considerably lower among women who commute for long distances than among women
with no or only little commuting time. To start time-consuming commuting also
appears to impede men’s start into a family at least for the short term.
The article written by the sociologists Oliver Arránz-Becker and Anja Steinbach
deals with the social relationship between grandparents and their grandchildren.
Based on the model of intergenerational solidarity, the authors examine the factors which influence the strength of this relationship. They employ the multi-actor
design by using data from the second panel wave, which was surveyed among the
anchors, their parents and one of their children (child at an age of between 8 and 15
years). In the analysis, the authors form grandparent-grandchild dyads, for which
comprehensive information is available. The authors demonstrate that not only the
quality of the social relationship between grandparents and parents is important for
the relationship to the grandchild (mediating position of the parents), but also the
fact whether the grandparent lives in an intimate relationship or not. Grandmothers
are more involved than grandfathers. For the former, however, health also plays a
pivotal role. Another interesting finding is that the strength of the social relationship
between grandparents and grandchildren is far greater in East than in West Germany. This indicates closer relatedness in the generational structure in East Germany.
This finding conforms to the also proven relevance of familial value orientations of
grandparents.
The final article, written by the sociologists Jette Schröder, Laura Castiglioni,
Josef Brüderl and Ulrich Krieger, deals with a methodical question that plays an important role in the multi-actor design. Does the relationship quality of the anchor to
a third person, in this case the partner or the parents, have an effect on the participation of this person in the survey? If such effects exist, the subsample with cases
where a partner or parent interview has been realised is selective. The analyses
use the data from the first and second panel wave of pairfam, whereby the youngest cohort is again excluded. With regard to the partner interview, surprisingly no
significant effects of the indicators of the relationship quality on the participation
probability could be ascertained. However, the degree of the institutionalisation of
the intimate relationship, which was also taken into account, was of great relevance.
Participation by parents of the anchors appears to be more strongly selectively biased. One of the indicators of the relationship quality, i.e. conflict frequency, is correlated with a lower participation probability. The perceived appreciation of the anchor by the parent as well as the contact frequency leads to a greater participation
probability by the parent. Other effects could also be ascertained in both analyses.
In the discussion of the results, the authors refer to the fact that the selectivity
identified in the analyses can lead to biased results in other analyses, which can,
however, be methodically countered in various ways.
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