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Abstract: Research on the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in the 1980s shows 
a high level of congruence between conservative social policy deterring mothers 
from employment and traditional societal gender norms. In contrast, little is known 
about whether people in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) agreed with the 
socialist idea of continuous full-time maternal employment. Based on unexploited 
GDR data from 1984 and a description of contemporary social policy, this study 
examines attitudes towards maternal employment, whether they were related to 
individual preferences for work or children, and their congruence with the socialist 
policy. The same questions are examined for the FRG using data from 1982.

Results for the GDR indicate that one third of respondents rejected the socialist 
idea of maternal full-time employment, with individual work preferences being 
decisive for respondents’ assessments. In the FRG, there was a high degree of 
agreement with the gender norm of maternal non-employment, with this being 
dependent on individual preferences for children. These fi ndings complement 
post-reunifi cation evidence on East-West-differences in gender norms and provide 
insights into attitudes under Eastern European state socialism.
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1 Introduction

The employment participation and reproductive behaviour of women in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) and the former Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) 
differed substantially. Women in the socialist GDR had children at an earlier age 
and were more frequently and extensively employed (Goldstein/Kreyenfeld 2011). 
Women in the capitalist FRG, on the other hand, focused more on housework 
and childcare. These behavioural differences are often attributed to the political 
frameworks (Pfau-Effi nger/Smidt 2011). While the GDR – which constantly 
sought to simultaneously compete with and demarcate itself from the West 
(Trappe 1996) – pushed for the full integration of women into the labour force and 
provided for institutional childcare from the fi rst months of life, social policy in 
the FRG strengthened the male-breadwinner model and the maternal provision of 
childcare, especially for young children (Adler et al. 2016). This article adds to the 
knowledge about the stark differences regarding maternal labour force behaviour 
and respective policy in the two former states by investigating individual attitudes 
towards maternal employment. 

Adopting a historical sociological perspective enables the prevailing gender 
norms to be examined in the former FRG, and the extent to which they corresponded 
to the policy framework. West German survey data starting in the early 1980s show 
that social policy and cultural norms concerning maternal employment were largely 
consistent. For example, shortly before German reunifi cation in 1990, almost three-
quarters of respondents in the FRG agreed with the statement that pre-school aged 
children are bound to suffer if their mothers go out to work (Berth 2019). For the 
GDR, a similar investigation of gender norms has not yet been possible because 
the surveys developed in the West were only conducted in East Germany after 
reunifi cation.

This study addresses this research gap, as it aims to assess the congruence of 
gender norms and social policy in the GDR by analysing attitudes towards maternal 
employment and by describing the GDR’s socialist women’s policy. In detail, the 
study descriptively examines the data and applies logistic regressions to fi nd out 
which attitudes existed towards the employment of mothers with young children 
in GDR society, what role individual preferences for work or children played here, 
and to what extent these attitudes corresponded to the socialist idea of continuous 
full-time maternal employment. Unexploited attitudinal data1 from the time of 
the GDR are used for these analyses. These data are from a survey (“Women’s 
Study”) conducted by the Central Institute for Youth Research (“Zentralinstitut für 
Jugendforschung”) in 1984. They offer a hitherto unexploited opportunity to analyse 
the attitudes of cohorts who were socialised in the GDR, were of reproductive 
age, and lived in the GDR at the time of the survey. However, the methodological 

1 So far, the data have only been analysed descriptively in the context of project reports by the 
ZIJ at the time of the GDR. An overview of the study reports that are accessible can be found on 
the GESIS homepage: https://search.gesis.org/research_data/ZA6138?doi=10.4232/1.6138.
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limitations of data collected by a politically controlled research institute in the GDR 
need to be considered. In addition, the results of an equivalent analysis addressing 
the same questions but using data from the FRG in the early 1980s, the German 
General Social Survey (GGSS) from 1982,2 are also presented. It should be noted 
that these two datasets do not allow a one-to-one comparison of the two former 
states. 

This study not only enhances German attitudinal research by including the period 
before reunifi cation, but it is also of interest to international discussions. First, it 
contributes to the comparatively scarce quantitative research on gender norms 
under socialist regimes in Eastern Europe (focusing on Hungary, e.g. Panayotova/
Brayfi eld 1997; Braun/Scott 2009), and lays some groundwork for interpreting 
cultural developments after 1989. Second, the survey data from the GDR allow for 
a period-specifi c examination of a socialist and a capitalist European state in the 
early 1980s. In addition, the article takes a step towards accessing the wealth of 
survey data collected by the Central Institute for Youth Research in the GDR during 
its almost 25 years of existence (Friedrich 1991).

In the next section, an outline of the theoretical background of the study is 
given, followed by a description of the social policy frameworks in the GDR and 
FRG at the time of the surveys. In section 4, the current state of research, as well 
as the hypotheses for the analyses are presented. In section 5, the methodological 
approach is described. Finally, the results are reported and discussed.

2 Theoretical background

In the literature, gender norms are understood as consensually defi ned and socially 
known beliefs and expectations concerning the behaviour of women and men within 
and outside the family (Duncan/Edwards 1997; Pfau-Effi nger/Smidt 2011; Grunow/
Veltkamp 2016), e.g. beliefs about the extent to which men should participate in 
childcare or whether women should actively engage in politics. This study will be 
looking at one of the aspects of gender norms, namely beliefs concerning maternal 
employment. 

Various mechanisms for the potential congruence of gender norms and social 
policy are theoretically discussed and, feminist literature in particular emphasises 
the complex interplay and continual mutual impacts of the two (Pfau-Effi nger 2005; 
Kremer 2007). Social policy refl ects and institutionalises the gender norms of a 
society, for instance, as demonstrated by the lack of institutional childcare for under 
3-year-olds in the FRG in the 1980s. Since social policy instruments, according to 
this understanding, include consensual solutions to the motherhood-paid work 
arrangement, they function as an “institutional point of reference” (Grunow/
Veltkamp 2016: 12-13) for the appropriate employment behaviour of mothers (Pfau-
Effi nger 2005; Kremer 2007), and serve “as normative anchors” (Gangl/Ziefl e 2015: 

2 Since the relevant question was not asked in the GGSS 1984, the 1982 wave is used.
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519) in forming individual preferences and attitudes towards work and children 
(Sjöberg 2004). In this sense, social policy is embedded in and legitimised by the 
normative societal context, meaning that it may experience support or disapproval, 
for example in elections (Raven et al. 2011). Consequently, social policy is also 
assumed to be adapted in response to changing societal norms (Svallfors 2010).

At the same time, specifi c social policy instruments, such as the extensive 
supply of institutional day-care in the GDR, determine parents’ scope of action 
(Sjöberg 2004). As a result of individuals’ experiences in role behaviour within this 
policy framework, they adapt their preferences accordingly. Following exposure 
theory, greater exposure to a work-related setting, e.g. by being employed, will 
tend to increase mothers’ preferences for work (Gangl/Ziefl e 2015). In addition to 
individual experiences, “social multiplier effects” (Gangl/Ziefl e 2015: 519) can arise, 
as observing relevant others’ role behaviour, e.g. other mothers working, leads an 
individual to internalise this behaviour and shape its preferences accordingly. 

Indeed, the GDR’s totalitarian regime even sought to actively harness the role 
of policy as a determinant of experiences and as a normative anchor. East German 
state socialism permeated social life and actively intervened in it. Freedom of the 
press, of speech and of assembly, but also free elections and culture were subject to 
the hegemony of the state party (Weber 2011). At the same time, there were areas, 
in which citizens could lead their “private” lives more or less autonomously, as long 
as they did not challenge the state’s monopoly on power (Wolle 1998; Lindenberger 
2002; Bauerkämper 2005). Therefore, the question arises of how successful the 
GDR regime was in its endeavour to normatively shape society in terms of gender 
roles. This study tries to answer this broad question by looking at one part of it – i.e. 
attitudes towards maternal employment – in more detail.

How experiences with gender roles can become crucial for individual attitudes 
and preferences is described by Bielby and Bielby (1989). They argue that actively 
fulfi lling family or work roles defi ned by gender norms leads to identifi cation with 
these roles, and to commitment to the life domains of family or work. The strength of 
commitment depends on the extent to which the gender role behaviour is meaningful 
and identity-forming for the individual. Thus, commitments bind individuals to the 
gender norms of the society they live in (Bielby 1992). If mothers are employed, 
identities in both domains emerge. And in a society with traditional gender norms, 
a confl ict arises, which forces mothers to trade off one domain against the other 
because they are expected to focus on care work. Working fathers, on the other 
hand, do not experience an identity confl ict because their work identity coincides 
with the normative expectation of men as the family breadwinners. 

In a way, Hakim (2002) argues the other way round, since she states that individual 
preferences for work or children are the main predictors of parents’ work and care 
behaviour. Differentiating between women according to their preferences, leads to 
three ideal typical categories in any society (Hakim 2002). First, adaptive women 
prefer to combine employment and children without giving absolute priority to either 
of the two. They therefore react strongly in their preferences to social and labour 
market policy. Second, there are work-centred women, for whom employment or 
an equivalent activity in the public sphere (e.g. sport, politics) is most important to 
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their lives, and thus they arrange their family life around their work and are more 
responsive to opportunities than to policies. Third, home-centred women prioritise 
children and the household and prefer not to work outside the home. This group is 
strongly responsive to social, but not to labour market policies. According to Hakim 
(2002), men differ signifi cantly from women in their preferences, as they are very 
homogeneously work-centred – something that is also shaped by societal norms.

Even though an empirical disentanglement of the discussed mechanisms 
is beyond the scope of this paper and not possible with the data used here, the 
theoretical background on the complex interplay is important for understanding 
why not only gender role behaviour and social policy might be congruent, but also 
social policy and attitudes or preferences towards work and children. Before the 
hypotheses for the analysis are derived in section 4, the social policy framework of 
both former states in the early 1980s will be described.

3 Social policy in the FRG and GDR

This section presents both states’ social policies focusing on maternal employment 
at the time of data collection (“GGSS” in 1982 and “Women’s Study” in 1984). 

The FRG in 19823

In the FRG, the policy framework of the conservative-corporatist welfare state not 
only supported the male-breadwinner model, but also conformed to the gender 
norm according to which women should prioritise childcare over employment, and 
children especially at a very young age need their mothers and the care only she 
can provide (Schütze 1986; Oechsle 1998; McDonald 2000; Pfau-Effi nger 2004). For 
many years, the domestic responsibilities of married women were even prescribed 
by the marriage and family law in the FRG. Only in 1977 was this law reformed, 
removing the wife’s duty to maintain the household, and the husband’s de jure fi nal 
decision on his wife’s employment. 

While many kindergarten places for 3-6 year-olds were created before 1982, 
there were hardly any day-care places for under 3-year-olds or school-aged 
children. The tax and social security system favoured the male-breadwinner model. 
Paid maternity leave for employed mothers consisted of just 14 weeks of full wage 
compensation, which could be followed by another four months in which 750 
Deutsche Mark per month were paid, and child (sickness) benefi ts were available 
(Helwig 1993; Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Leitner et al. 2008).4

Women’s employment rates (51 percent in 1982) were considerably lower than 
those of men (83 percent) (Statistisches Bundesamt 1984: 96), and almost one third 
of employed women did not work in a full-time job of 40 hours per week, mainly for 

3 The description for the FRG is briefer than for the GDR, but see Gerlach (2008) for a detailed 
description of individual family policy measures, and Ostner (1993) and Kolinsky (1989) for 
comprehensive overviews of social policy in the FRG in the 1980s.

4 The paid parental leave (“Erziehungsurlaub”) for all parents was only introduced in 1986.
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family reasons. Mostly, part-time jobs involved less than 21 hours of work per week 
(Statistisches Bundesamt 1984: 97; Rosenfeld et al. 2004). The male-breadwinner 
model, in which men were mainly responsible for paid work and women for care 
work, was the most frequent family model in the FRG (Rosenfeld et al. 2004). Despite 
this, in the FRG there were working mothers, mostly in part-time and often due to 
fi nancial reasons, but also because they did not want to leave the workplace (Becker-
Schmidt 2010). In 1982, 36 percent of mothers whose youngest child was under six 
years of age were employed (Statistisches Bundesamt 1984: 103). Nevertheless, 
maternal employment remained the exception if there were children under the age 
of three, not least because of the lack of institutional childcare for this age group. 
In 1982 only 26 245 places were available for under 3-year-olds, which amounted 
to a childcare rate of 2 percent (Bundesminister für Jugend Familie, Frauen und 
Gesundheit 1986: 36).

The GDR in 1984
The GDR state party regime followed “the Marxist conviction that women’s 
emancipation requires their formal participation in the labor force” (Adler/Brayfi eld 
1997: 248), so the socialist gender norm was that of a mother who worked full-
time throughout all phases of the family and who put her children (of any age) into 
institutional day-care (Gysi/Meyer 1993). Theoretically, generous policies were put 
in place to enable formal gender equality, but in real life women came to be treated 
as “reproducers and producers” while men were seen only as “producers” (Trappe 
1996: 358). In fact, women remained primarily responsible for care work (Rosenfeld 
et al. 2004; Banaszak 2006; Lee et al. 2007). Although, since employment was 
regarded as crucial for emancipation, the regime did promote women’s employment 
for reasons of gender equality, economic motives were also at play, as women 
constituted an important resource for the socialist planned economy (Trappe 1996).

Consequently, the GDR had one of the highest female employment rates5 in the 
world (Lee et al. 2007), standing at 79 percent in 1984 (Staatliche Zentralverwaltung 
für Statistik 1986), and at the same time, the total fertility rate of 1.7 was slightly 
higher than that of the FRG (1.5 in 1982) (Winkler 1990: 25; GENESIS online 2021). 
Although women were almost as likely as men to be employed in the GDR, they 
more often held positions of lower responsibility, often below their qualifi cations, 
and were paid less than men6 (Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Banaszak 2006; Lee et al. 2007). 

5 The employment rates in the GDR and FRG cannot be compared directly, as the defi nition of 
employed persons differed (in the GDR mothers on “baby year”, apprentices and employees of 
certain sectors, e.g. state security, were excluded), as did data collection (the GDR had full data 
collection via employers, whereas the FRG statistics are based on surveys, partial and random 
sample collection and on secondary statistical collections). For details see Fritz (2000). There 
is no information on maternal employment in the published statistical yearbooks of the GDR. 
However, this should not differ greatly from the female employment rate, since childlessness 
was very low (Gysi/Meyer 1993; Goldstein/Kreyenfeld 2011).

6 Studies showed that the gender pay gap was quite similar in both states (Rosenfeld et al. 2004). 
For the time of reunifi cation, Szydlik (1994) calculated a gender pay gap of 18 percent in the FRG 
and 15 percent in the GDR.
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Most employed women worked full-time, although part-time employment (which 
mostly meant working between 25 and 35 hours per week) was not entirely unusual 
(Winkler 1990). The 27 percent of women not working the regular 43.75 hours per 
week (Winkler 1990: 107) were mostly over 35, i.e. not mothers with young children, 
and worked less for health reasons, or because they were in their pre-retirement 
phase (Winkler 1990; Rosenfeld et al. 2004). One of the factors contributing to the 
high female employment rate was the high availability of day-care places, also 
for children under three years of age. In 1984, 330 812 young children attended 
day-care, which resulted in an offi cial childcare rate of 69 percent7 (Staatliche 
Zentralverwaltung für Statistik 1986). Further factors might have been that work 
avoidance was prosecuted by law and could even be punished by imprisonment, 
being employed was seen as a moral obligation in East German socialism, many 
social entitlements were connected to full-time employment, and often one wage 
alone was not suffi cient to support the family (Trappe et al. 2015). In addition, 
women worked for self-affi rmation and fi nancial independence, in order to be part 
of social networks (the nationally-owned enterprises even offered leisure events, 
holiday trips etc.), and because work was considered a core value in life (Gysi/Meyer 
1993; Lindenberger 2002; Leitner et al. 2008).

As birth rates declined from the mid-1960s onwards, a wide range of policy 
measures were introduced to better support women in reconciling family and paid 
work (Nickel 1998; Leitner et al. 2008; Trappe et al. 2015). Public childcare was 
further expanded (children could enter from the age of fi ve months); mothers with 
two children were allowed to reduce their weekly working hours to 40 without a 
wage reduction; maternity leave with full wage compensation covered 26 weeks and 
could be followed by a well-compensated (50-90 percent) paid “baby year” (before 
1986 only mothers with a second child were eligible); a birth bonus of 1 000 Mark 
was paid; extra holidays and child (sickness) benefi ts were given to mothers; and 
mothers were entitled to one paid day off work per month for housework (Winkler 
1990; Helwig 1993; Schmidt 1996; Nickel 1998).

Since gender equality (that was predominantly focused on employment) was 
“issued” by the male-dominated political leadership, in contrast to equality evolving 
from a feminist movement, Nickel (1998: 26) speaks of “patriarchal equality” in the 
GDR.

4 Literature review and hypotheses 

The numerous social policy instruments in the GDR and state socialist propaganda 
about the importance of employment – which had already been in place for 35 years 
by the time of the survey and thus had had a great impact on the respondents’ 

7 The childcare rate was the ratio of children in day-care to those who were eligible for institutional 
care. Thus, those children whose mothers were eligible for paid leave, e.g. during the “baby 
year”, were not taken into account. 
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socialisation – can be expected to have functioned as a “normative anchor” 
(Kremer 2007; Gangl/Ziefl e 2015; Grunow/Veltkamp 2016), and therefore to have 
set the norm of combining motherhood and full-time employment. The exposure 
to employment and institutional childcare might have also strengthened maternal 
preferences for full-time employment, which, since almost all mothers in the GDR 
were employed, could have been reinforced by a “social multiplier effect” (Gangl/
Ziefl e 2015). Several empirical studies – e.g. using the available GGSS waves from 
1991 until now – show that over this time period, people in East Germany were 
far less negative in their opinion about maternal employment than those in West 
Germany (Banaszak 2006; Lee et al. 2007; Bauernschuster/Rainer 2012; Ebner et 
al. 2020). In 2016, nearly 30 years after reunifi cation, East German women born 
between 1950 and the mid-1970s – who were primarily socialised in the GDR – are 
those who most often agree with the statement that a full-time working mother can 
usually have just as meaningful a relationship to their toddler as a mother who does 
not work (around 90 percent agreement), compared to the East cohorts born after 
1975 (79 percent agreement), or West German cohorts born before 1950 (69 percent 
agreement), between 1950 and 1975 (63 percent), and after 1975 (58 percent) (Barth 
et al. 2020). Following the theoretical arguments and post-reunifi cation fi ndings, it 
is expected that the vast majority of people in the GDR supported the socialist idea 
of full-time maternal employment (hypothesis 1).

Referring to the same theoretical mechanisms (social policy as a normative 
anchor and social multiplier effects), the FRG’s conservative-corporatist social 
policy, including the lack of institutional childcare and its tax and social security 
system that favoured the male-breadwinner model, could have supported the norm 
of maternal childcare. Furthermore, the role experience of being a housewife, as 
well as the observation of other non-working mothers in the FRG might have led 
individuals to adapt their attitudes accordingly. Thus, it is expected that in the 
early 1980s people in the FRG were more negative in their opinion about maternal 
employment than people in the GDR (hypothesis 2). 

Since living up to gender norms in the GDR meant full-time employment for 
mothers, following identity formation theory (Bielby/Bielby 1989) one could expect 
that women in the GDR were strongly committed to both work and children. And in 
fact, studies show that shortly after reunifi cation and until recently, people in East 
Germany had high preferences for children and work, and did not prioritise one 
over the other (Braun et al. 1994; Adler/Brayfi eld 1997; Arránz Becker et al. 2010; 
Beblo/Görges 2018; Görges 2021). This is particularly true for the oldest cohorts, 
who had experienced the social policy of the GDR regime (Beblo/Görges 2018; 
Görges 2021). Thus, it is expected, that people in the GDR with high preferences for 
work, had a higher likelihood of agreeing with the socialist idea of full-time maternal 
employment compared to those with low preferences for work (hypothesis 3a). 
With regard to preferences for children, it can be stated that female employment in 
the GDR was not affected by motherhood because of the extensive availability of 
institutional childcare and other reconciliation measures. Therefore, no association 
between individual preferences for children and the likelihood of agreeing with full-
time maternal employment is expected (hypothesis 4a). Due to the equally high 
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participation rates of men and women in the labour market, which was probably 
also accompanied by a high commitment to employment among women, it is 
expected that the association between the preferences for work and the likelihood 
of agreeing with mothers’ employment did not differ between women and men in 
the GDR (hypothesis 5a). 

In the FRG, due to the high prevalence of traditional gender norms (Lee et al. 2007) 
and the corresponding social policy framework supporting the male-breadwinner 
model, one could expect an identity confl ict for mothers who planned to work 
(Bielby/Bielby 1989), which would compel them to trade off children for work. Thus, 
it is hypothesised that either people who had low preferences for work, or those 
who had high preferences for children, were more likely to agree that mothers with 
young children should not work (hypothesis 3b and 4b).

However, a gender difference in the impact of preferences for children or work on 
attitudes towards maternal employment could be expected in the FRG. Empirically, 
it has been shown that women in the FRG rate work as less important, and having 
children as more important to their lives than men (Beblo/Görges 2018; Görges 
2021). Following the theoretical arguments on identity formation, men in the FRG 
particularly emphasised their identity as the family breadwinner, and according to 
Hakim (2002) could be categorised as “work-centred”. Thus, regardless of whether 
they had high preferences for children or for work, they are expected to be more 
likely to agree that their female partners should not be employed, but should care 
for the children. In contrast, “work-centred” women would be expected to arrange 
their lives around employment (Hakim 2002), and to be less likely to agree that small 
children suffer if their mothers work. However, if they were “home-centred” (Hakim 
2002) and had developed a strong family identity, it could be expected that they were 
more likely to agree to maternal non-employment to avoid a confl ict of identities. It 
is thus hypothesised that the impact of preferences for children or work on attitudes 
towards maternal employment differed by gender in the FRG (hypothesis 5b).

5 Method

5.1 Sample and measures: GDR

In the GDR, social science research was strictly politically controlled. Representative 
studies were rare because an elaborate approval procedure at the highest political 
level was required, which interfered with research topics and survey instruments. 
The empirical studies were therefore mostly regionally confi ned so that only the 
subordinate political authorities had to be involved (Brislinger et al. 1998). The 
data collection then took place independently, and predominantly in the form of 
paper-pencil surveys conducted anonymously in group settings (Brislinger et al. 
1998; Griese 1991). Even though respondents might not have had full confi dence 
in the promised anonymity, the surveys were also seen as an opportunity to 
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express opinions without fear of consequences8 (see also Griese 1991). Besides, 
the questions of the 1984 “Women’s Study” were rather innocuous compared to 
those of other surveys, which asked, for example, about the personal evaluation of 
the socialist regime. Even though the results of studies had to be kept secret and 
evaluated in line with political convictions, empirical research in the GDR followed 
western scientifi c standards (Bertram 1997; Brislinger et al. 1998; Griese 1991). 

One of the two datasets used in this paper, the “Women’s Study” 1984, was 
conducted by the GDR’s Central Institute for Youth Research (ZIJ) (Zentralinstitut 
für Jugendforschung, Leipzig 1984).9 The ZIJ existed from 1966 to 1989 in Leipzig 
and undertook – mostly quantitative – social science research on the attitudes and 
living conditions of youths and young people (for example regarding work, family, 
education, sexuality or leisure) in the GDR. In its later phase, it additionally included 
a small working group on women’s studies (Friedrich 1991). 

The ZIJ “Women’s Study 1984” asked women and men about, among other 
things, their life planning, general goals in life, leisure activities, preferred ways 
of living, political opinions and attitudes, as well as behaviour relating to gender 
equality. The respondents answered the questionnaires partly at their workplace 
and partly at home. The sample came from the former districts of Erfurt and Karl-
Marx-Stadt10 where respondents were approached via their workplace. The data 
are not representative of the population of the GDR as a whole, but consist of an 
initial sample of 1623 respondents who were between 18 and 37 years old. The 
following analyses only include respondents who gave information on their gender 
(N=112 missing values) and the dependent variable (N=192 missing). Due to some 
further missing values, the fi nal sample consists of 1300 respondents, of whom 
76 percent are female and 24 percent are male (see Table 1). The overrepresentation 
of women needs to be taken into account when interpreting the results.

The dependent variable for the GDR regression analyses is whether the respondent 
agreed with the socialist norm of full-time maternal employment. This is captured 
by respondents’ answers to the following question: “Is it desirable to limit your 
own/a mother’s employment activity if children under three are part of the family?” 
The three answer options were “by all means”, “under certain circumstances only”, 
“not at all”. To construct the binary coded dependent variable, the last two answers 
are combined and coded as “1”. Since mothers with at least two young children 
could reduce their working time to 40 hours per week on full pay, the answer option 
“under certain circumstances only” is also in line with the socialist idea of full-time 
maternal employment. The answer “by all means” indicates disagreement with 
full-time maternal employment with young children, as it prioritises childcare over 
employment. It is coded as “0”.

8 This assessment originates from Dr Uta Schlegel, with whom we spoke in preparation for this 
paper on 17.12.2020. She was a former researcher and department head at the ZIJ. 

9 After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the majority of social science data collected in the GDR were 
checked, the content and methodology were specifi ed and were then archived for secondary 
analyses (Brislinger et al. 1998).

10 Karl-Marx-Stadt is now called Chemnitz.
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The two central explanatory variables refl ect respondents’ preferences for 
work or children, measured by the question: “Indicate how important the life 
goals or areas of life mentioned are for you”. Respondents rated the items from 
1 = totally unimportant to 4 = very important. For the analyses, the variables were 
dichotomised by grouping the fi rst three response categories as not very important 
as an indication of low preference, and the last category as very important (high 
preference), since the vast majority of responses for these items fell into category 
four.

Tab. 1: Descriptive statistics

GDR 1984 FRG 1982
Mean / % SD Mean / % SD

Agreement with the Norm concerning Maternal Employment:
No 36.5 17.8
Yes 63.5 82.2

Preferences for Work:
Low 15.2 10.1
High 84.8 89.9

Preferences for Children:
Low 14.3 11.4
High 85.7 88.6

Family Status:
Single 13.0 41.7
LAT/Married, living apart 15.5 2.1
Cohabiting 13.6 2.8
Married 57.9 53.4

Employment Status:
Not employed n.a. 37.2
Part-time 8.3 11.1
Full-time 91.7 51.7

Education:
Low 9.9 10.3
Middle 76.9 62.2
High 13.2 27.5

Age 24.3 3.5 27.8 5.5
Gender:

Female 76.2 53.6
Male 23.9 46.4

N 1300 1009

Source: Women’s Study 1984, GGSS 1982; own calculations
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The logistic regression models control for respondents’ gender, age, education, 
employment status, and family status, as several studies have shown that these 
factors are signifi cant predictors of attitudes towards maternal employment (Alwin/
Scott 1996; Panayotova/Brayfi eld 1997; Bolzendahl/Myers 2004; Brooks/Bolzendahl 
2004). The problem of the limited cross-national comparability of educational 
qualifi cations has already been pointed out (e.g. Hadjar/Berger 2010; Schneider 
2016). Here, the recommendation made by Hadjar and Berger (2010) of classifying 
education into three categories (low, middle, high) is followed (see Appendix Table 
1). Employment status was categorised by respondents as part-time or full-time, but 
their weekly working hours were not recorded. Because respondents were recruited 
via their employers, the category “not employed” did not exist in the GDR data, 
which has to be kept in mind when interpreting the results. Nevertheless, this does 
not substantially limit the data, since in the GDR, unemployment in the surveyed 
age group was almost non-existent. Family status is coded into single, living-apart-
together (LAT), cohabiting and married.

 5.2 Sample and measures: FRG

For the FRG analyses, the dataset of the German General Social Survey cumulation 
1980-1986 for the year 1982 is used (GESIS – Leibniz-Institut für Sozialwissenschaften 
2002). The survey was conducted in West Germany (including West Berlin), and only 
persons with German citizenship were interviewed. The population from which the 
sample was drawn, consisted of all persons eligible to vote and living in private 
households. In the early GGSS waves (1982-1992, 1998), the representative sample 
was generated through ADM sample design with the selection stages 1) electoral 
districts, 2) households, 3) persons in households. Since with this procedure, a 
respondent’s chance of selection depends on the size of the household, a weight 
should be applied for analyses at the individual level. In research practice, this 
requirement is usually not met because (un-)weighted results do not differ or do so 
only slightly (GESIS – Leibniz-Institut für Sozialwissenschaften 2021). This is also the 
case for this paper: the use of weighted data changes the results only marginally, 
thus the results presented are unweighted.

In the 1982 GGSS wave, 2991 persons initially took part. To ensure better 
comparability with the GDR sample, the FRG sample is also adjusted to the age 
range of 18-37. The fi nal analytic sample for this paper comprises N=1009, of whom 
54 percent are female and 46 percent are male respondents (see Table 1).

The dependent variable for the FRG regression analyses is whether respondents 
agreed with the norm of maternal non-employment. It is operationalised by 
respondents’ agreement with the statement “A small child is bound to suffer if his 
or her mother goes out to work”11 on a four-point scale from “completely agree” 
to “completely disagree”. For comparability with the GDR analyses, the dependent 

11 The English translations were taken from Terwey/Baumann (2013). 
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variable is also dichotomised. The two affi rmative response options are taken 
together and coded as “1”, which signifi es support for the idea that mothers with 
small children should not be employed. The two negative answer options are coded 
as “0”, meaning a person did not agree with the then prevailing norm concerning 
maternal employment. 

The two central explanatory variables are also the preferences for work and 
children. Respondents answered the question, “The cards here list various spheres 
of life. We would like to know how important each of these spheres of life is for you”, 
on a seven-point scale with only the two endpoints headed “(1) unimportant” and 
“(7) very important”. For the analyses, as it was not made explicit what the middle 
category actually meant and “important” was given one additional rating (“very”) 
which “unimportant” did not receive, the variables are dichotomised by grouping 
1 to 3 as unimportant, meaning low preferences and 4 to 7 as important, meaning 
high preferences.

The same control variables as in the GDR analyses are included. For the 
employment status respondents’ self-categorisation12 as “not employed” (which 
includes unemployed, housewife, doing compulsory military/alternative community 
service, retired, at school/university/in training, not working for other reasons), 
“part-time” and “full-time” is used. Family status is coded as “single”, “married but 
living separately” ,13 “cohabiting” and “married”.

5.3 Analytical strategy

Binary logistic regression models are applied to agreement with the prevailing 
norm concerning maternal employment considering the preferences for work and 
children after controlling for gender, age, education, employment and family status. 
The models are estimated separately for each dataset, i.e. for each state. To be 
able to compare coeffi cients of the explanatory variables, average marginal effects 
(AME) are predicted, as AME are hardly affected by uncorrelated unobserved 
heterogeneity (Mood 2010; Wooldridge 2010). The question of whether there are 
differences between women and men is investigated by including interaction terms.

For sensitivity analyses in both country models, the two main explanatory 
variables are also tested in separate models (see Appendix Table A2 and A3). 
However, the results do not differ from those reported below. To further test the 
robustness of the results, additional controls were included for the size of the 
community respondents lived in and the number of children they had, as individuals 
might differ in attitudes due to differing social environments concerning maternal 
employment rates (urban vs. rural), or role exposure experiences (parenthood 
vs. childlessness) (Bolzendahl/Myers 2004). However, including them in the FRG 
analysis neither changes signifi cance levels and coeffi cient sizes, nor improves 
model fi t. Including them in the GDR models results in better model fi ts and partly 

12 Weekly working hours were not surveyed in GGSS 1982.
13 This category can represent LAT relationships, but also separated couples that are still married.
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reveals signifi cant associations with the dependent variable. Nevertheless, it was 
decided not to include community size and the number of children in the GDR 
regression analysis as the sample size would be dramatically reduced from 1300 
observations to 786 or 871. 

6 Results

6.1 Descriptive results on agreement with the prevailing norm 
concerning maternal employment

In the GDR, 9 percent of the respondents thought that mothers with children under 
the age of three should not limit their employment, 55 percent thought they should 
only limit it under certain circumstances. Thus, 64 percent agreed with the socialist 
idea of full-time working mothers (see Table 1). This also means that more than one 
third (37 percent) of the respondents thought that a mother should by all means 
limit her employment activity if young children were part of the family (see Table 1). 
When looking at the attitudes of different subgroups, it becomes clear that they 
were quite homogenous (see Fig. 1). However, respondents in part-time and full-
time employment differed signifi cantly (p=0.000) in their attitudes towards full-time 
maternal employment, with 44 percent of the former and 65 percent of the latter 
agreeing with it. The small number of part-time employees has to be considered 
here. Female and male respondents in the GDR neither differed signifi cantly in their 
attitudes towards maternal full-time employment (62 percent of women agreed and 
67 percent of men), nor in their preferences for work or children. The majority of 
both female and male respondents had high preferences for work (84 percent of 
women and 87 percent of men), as well as for children (86 percent of women and 
84 percent of men). 

In the FRG, women and men differed signifi cantly in their preferences for work 
(p=0.003) or children (p=0.004). 87 percent of women and 93 percent of men rated 
work as important, and 91 percent of women rated having children as important 
compared to 85 percent of men. But men and women did not differ in their 
assessment of maternal employment. In the FRG, 82 percent of the respondents 
completely agreed/tended to agree with negative consequences for young children 
if their mother went out to work, and only 18 percent tended to disagree/completely 
disagreed. Thus, the vast majority endorsed the corresponding norm of maternal 
non-employment (see Table 1). Figure 2 shows that in the FRG, the proportion of 
non-employed respondents who thought young children suffer because of their 
mother’s employment was signifi cantly greater (87 percent) than that of the part-
time employed (75 percent, p=0.01) and that of the full-time employed (80 percent, 
p=0.04).

 Summarising the descriptive fi ndings, it appears that around two thirds of 
respondents in the GDR agreed with the socialist norm of full-time maternal 
employment if there are children under the age of three in the family. Yet, the fact 
that more than one third disagreed with this norm indicates greater heterogeneity in 
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attitudes than expected according to hypothesis 1. The second central descriptive 
fi nding is consistent with hypothesis 2: compared to respondents in the GDR, those 
in the FRG more often evaluated maternal employment negatively and assumed 
that young children would suffer if their mothers were employed.

6.2 GDR: Results on the relation between preferences for work or 
children and attitudes towards maternal employment

The multivariate analyses examined whether agreeing with the maternal employment 
norm in the two states depended on the individual preferences for work or children 
(Hakim 2002). Due to the different data sets and measurements, the regression 
results of the two states cannot be compared directly. The infl uence of preferences 
for work or children can only be considered within the countries. Logistic regression 

 Fig. 1: Responses to the question: “Is it desirable to limit your own/a mother’s 
employment activity if children under three are part of the family?”, in 
percent, GDR 1984
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Source: Women’s Study 1984, own calculations



•    Leonie Kleinschrot166

models are estimated for each state and the results are given as AME. In model 1, 
only the preferences for work and children are included, while model 2 additionally 
includes all control variables. To identify potential differences between women and 
men, interaction terms are also included.

Table 2 shows the results for the GDR. On average across all respondents, those 
who had high preferences for work had a higher probability (11 percentage points) 
of agreeing with the norm of full-time maternal employment with young children 
than those who rated work as not very important.14 This fi nding remained robust 

 Fig. 2: Responses to the question: “A small child is bound to suffer if his or her 
mother goes out to work”, in percent, FRG 1982

Sex Cohort

0 20 40 60 80 100
in percent

male

female

Completely agree

Tend to agree

Tend to disagree

Completely disagree

0 20 40 60 80 100
in percent

1945-1949

1950-1954

1955-1959

1960-1964

Family status Education

0 20 40 60 80 100
in percent

single

married, living apart

cohabitation

marriage

0 20 40 60 80 100
in percent

low

middle

high

Employment status

0 20 40 60 80 100
in percent

not emloyed

part-time

full-time

Source: GGSS 1982, own calculations

14 As mentioned above, the sample did not include people who were not employed. However, 
unemployment was – due to the reasons given previously – almost non-existent in the GDR 
in the age group considered, and the two variables “employment status” and “importance of 
career and work” were uncorrelated.
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after including all control variables and is in line with hypothesis 3a. While the 
preferences for work were signifi cantly and substantially associated with agreeing 
with the norm of full-time maternal employment, preferences for children showed a 
non-signifi cant coeffi cient, as expected in hypothesis 4a. 

The interaction of the preferences for work and respondents’ gender, which 
was included in model 2, was signifi cant and tests confi rmed that the effect of the 
preferences for work among women differed signifi cantly from that of men. This 

Tab. 2: Agreement with the norm of full-time maternal employment, GDR 1984, 
average marginal effects

Model (1) (2)

Preferences for Work (ref.: low)
high 0.119** 0.110**

(0.038) (0.038)
Preferences for Children (ref.: low)

high 0.054 0.067
(0.039) (0.040)

Sex (ref.: male)
female -0.030

(0.032)
Age 0.001

(0.004)
Family Status (ref.: single)

married -0.023
(0.043)

LAT -0.039
(0.050)

cohabiting 0.006
(0.051)

Education (ref.: low)
middle -0.004

(0.045)
high 0.011

(0.055)
Employment Status (ref.: part-time)

full-time 0.200***
(0.052)

Observations 1300 1300
Pseudo R2

MF 0.007 0.019

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: Women’s Study 1984, own calculations
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is in contrast to hypothesis 5a, which expected no difference. As can be seen in 
Appendix Figure A1, a signifi cant association between preferences for work and 
attitudes towards maternal employment was only found among women. 

For the GDR, it can be summarised that female respondents’ preferences for 
work (but not for children) were associated with their agreement with the socialist 
idea of full-time maternal employment with children under the age of three. In other 
words, women who placed high importance on being employed did not even see 
children as a reason for limiting their employment activity.

6.3 FRG: Results on the relation between preferences for work or 
children and attitudes towards maternal employment

Analyses of the FRG data show that respondents’ preferences for work were not 
signifi cantly related to their attitudes towards maternal employment with young 
children, contradicting hypothesis 3b suggesting an association (see Table 3).  

Yet, the preferences for children were signifi cantly related to attitudes towards 
maternal employment, based on a comparatively powerful coeffi cient. On average 
across all respondents, those who had high preferences for children, had a higher 
probability (12 percentage points) of agreeing with the statement that young children 
suffer if their mothers work than those who had low preferences. This is in line with 
hypothesis 4b. 

To test whether the effect of the preferences for children differed signifi cantly 
between women and men, an interaction term with the respondents’ gender was 
integrated into the model. However, the interaction term was not signifi cant, and 
neither the models with and without the interaction term, nor the effect in the group 
of women and men differed signifi cantly (see Appendix Figure A2). Thus, there was 
no signifi cant difference in the effect of the preferences for children between women 
and men, which is inconsistent with hypothesis 5b assuming gender differences.

For the FRG, it can be stated that respondents who had high preferences for 
children were more likely to agree with the norm that mothers of young children 
should not work. At the same time, the preferences for work were not relevant for 
their attitudes towards maternal employment. 

7 Discussion and conclusion

This study fi rstly investigated the congruence of social policy and gender norms in 
the German Democratic Republic (GDR) by analysing the attitudes of 18-37-year-
old respondents towards maternal employment, and describing socialist women’s 
policy. Using previously unanalysed survey data, the “Women’s Study” from 1984, 
this study examined how GDR respondents viewed the employment of mothers 
with young children, whether this was related to individual preferences for work or 
children, and to what extent these attitudes were consistent with the socialist idea of 
continuous full-time maternal employment. Secondly, a similar analysis was carried 
out with same-age respondents from the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), using 
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the German General Social Survey from 1982. The results were presented side 
by side, and are now interpreted separately because it is not possible to directly 
compare the two former states on the basis of the datasets used.

The study found that more than one third (37 percent) of the respondents 
in the GDR rejected the socialist idea of mothers with children under the age of 

Tab. 3: Agreement with the norm of maternal non-employment, FRG 1982, 
average marginal effects

Model (1) (2)

Preferences for Work (ref.: low)  
high -0.043 -0.036

(0.036) (0.038)
Preferences for Children (ref.: low) 

high 0.114* 0.124*
(0.045) (0.049)

Sex (ref.: male)
female -0.042

(0.027)
Age 0.002

(0.003)
Family Status (ref.: single)

married -0.006
(0.030)

LAT 0.048
(0.073)

cohabiting -0.039
(0.079)

Education (ref.: low)
middle 0.037

(0.044)
high 0.005

(0.049)
Employment Status (ref.: part-time)

full-time 0.046
(0.049)

not employed 0.128**
(0.047)

Observations 1009 1009
Pseudo R2

MF 0.008 0.025

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: GGSS 1982, own calculations
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three working full-time. This proportion is surprising, since the GDR had already 
existed for 35 years at the time of the survey, and cohorts who grew up under East 
German state socialism were interviewed. Furthermore, theories about social policy 
being a normative anchor, about the consequences of exposure to work-related 
environments, as well as arguments on social multiplier effects arising from high 
maternal labour force participation (Pfau-Effi nger 2005; Kremer 2007; Gangl/Ziefl e 
2015; Grunow/Veltkamp 2016), would have suggested a higher agreement with 
maternal full-time employment in the GDR. However, exposure to the double burden 
of paid and unpaid work that many mothers experienced, which was associated with 
time pressures and mental strain, may have promoted preferences for maternal 
non-employment (Adler/Brayfi eld 1997; Nickel 1998; Becker-Schmidt 2010; Adler 
et al. 2016). Similarly, experience with day-care centres for under 3-year-olds ran 
by the socialist state might have reinforced maternal non-employment preferences, 
and with it the desire to raise children in the family according to the family’s own 
values rather than to socialist ideas. Logistic regressions revealed that women in the 
GDR who had high preferences for work were substantially more likely to agree with 
full-time maternal employment with children under three years of age than those 
who rated work as not very important. This association could not be shown for men, 
which suggests that fulfi lling the socialist gender norm of being employed led to a 
high commitment to employment among women and led work to become identity-
forming (Bielby/Bielby 1989). This is in line with what other researchers (Gysi/
Meyer 1993; Leitner et al. 2008) have already pointed out: employment was highly 
valued in the GDR, especially for emancipation. Thus, women not only worked for 
fi nancial, but also for personal reasons like self-affi rmation. This and the second 
fi nding from the study, that individual preferences for children were not associated 
with attitudes towards full-time maternal employment, indicate a lack of confl ict 
between work- and family-identities for mothers. Thus, under the GDR’s framework 
of high availability and societal acceptance of institutional childcare for children of 
any age, women were not forced to trade off work against children or vice versa. 
This is also mirrored in the descriptive fi nding that women (just like men) had very 
high preferences for both paid work and children.

The study’s fi nding that the vast majority of respondents in the FRG had the 
opinion that children suffer if their mothers work supports the notion of social policy 
– in this case the conservative-corporatist policies supporting the male-breadwinner 
model and maternal childcare – simultaneously refl ecting societal gender norms, 
and functioning as a normative anchor (Gangl/Ziefl e 2015). That people in the FRG 
in the 1980s had more negative attitudes towards maternal employment than their 
neighbours in the GDR strengthens the post-reunifi cation evidence on East-West 
differences in gender norms (e.g. Pfau-Effi nger 2005; Bauernschuster/Rainer 2012; 
Ebner et al. 2020). Regression analyses showed that in the FRG, respondents who 
had high preferences for children were more likely to agree with maternal non-
employment, but attitudes towards maternal employment did not depend on 
preferences for work. These fi ndings can be interpreted in line with preference 
theory (Hakim 2002) as well as identity formation theory (Bielby/Bielby 1989). Firstly, 
preference theory categorises women in the FRG as “home centred” and thus 
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expects them to prioritise family, which is also backed by the study’s fi nding that 
women in the FRG placed more importance on children and less importance on paid 
work than men (see also Beblo/Görges 2018). Secondly, identity formation theory 
(Bielby/Bielby 1989) argues that employment and child raising were confl icting 
identities for women in the FRG which provoked an either/or decision between 
either being childless and employed or having children and not being employed (at 
least as long as they could fi nancially afford not to be employed) (Braun et al. 1994; 
Becker-Schmidt 2010; Goldstein/Kreyenfeld 2011). Thus, if women in the FRG had a 
strong desire to work, they – due to the policy framework and societal gender norms 
– might have already ruled out becoming a mother, so that maternal employment 
was not something that was thought about.

Taken together, the fi ndings for both former states suggest congruence between 
social policy and gender norms at the time, but under the totalitarian regime in the 
GDR there was greater heterogeneity in attitudes towards maternal employment 
than expected. This insight cannot be gained by solely observing maternal 
employment rates, and it confi rms previous social-historical research showing the 
dialectical relationship between the regime and society in the GDR (Wolle 1998; 
Lindenberger 2002; Bauerkämper 2005; Jarausch 2012). Moreover, it contributes to 
a more differentiated understanding of gender norms in a socialist East European 
state, and at the same time highlights the need to refl ect on the frequently applied 
Western perspective – which assumes very high attitudinal conformity – in 
researching former socialist regimes in Eastern Europe.

The study is limited by, fi rstly, the fact that a direct comparison between the 
FRG and the GDR was not possible because the indicators for the (in-)dependent 
variables were measured using different scales and the items for the dependent 
variables were not identical in wording. Secondly, whereas the FRG sample 
was representative of the 18-37-year-old population, the sample in the GDR was 
recruited via employers in certain districts only and women were overrepresented. 
These data cannot claim to be representative of the GDR. Nevertheless, it is a 
unique source for historical attitudinal research in a socialist East European state. 
Thirdly, the “Women’s Study 1984” has to be treated with caution, as social science 
was strictly politically controlled. Nevertheless, it would be enlightening if further 
research could make use of the unexploited data potential of the ZIJ for more in-
depth analyses of the GDR, especially as contemporary witnesses of the study 
processes can still be consulted. The Women’s Study 1984, for example, also 
measured respondents’ division of housework and childcare as well as the degree 
of agreement with gendered responsibilities. Future analyses of these aspects could 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of societal gender norms in the GDR, 
which were refl ected in both behaviour and attitudes.
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Tab. A2: Agreement with the norm of full-time maternal employment, GDR 1984, 
average marginal effects, separate models

Model (1a) (2a) (3a) (4a)

Preferences for Work (ref.: low) Children (ref.: low)
high 0.123** 0.116** 0.063 0.076

(0.098) (0.038) (0.039) (0.040)
Sex (ref.: male)

female -0.025 -0.033
(0.032) (0.032)

Age 0.001 0.002
(0.004) (0.004)

Family Status (ref.: single)
married -0.008 -0.030

(0.042) (0.043)
LAT -0.033 -0.042

(0.050) (0.050)
cohabiting 0.016 0.010

(0.051) (0.051)
Education (ref.: low)

middle -0.002 -0.006
(0.046) (0.046)

high 0.012 0.010
(0.055) (0.055)

Employment Status (ref.: part-time)
full-time 0.200*** 0.203***

(0.052) (0.052)

Observations 1300 1300 1300 1300
Pseudo R2

MF 0.006 0.018 0.002 0.014

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: Women’s Study 1984, own calculations
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Tab. A3: Agreement with the norm of maternal non-employment, FRG 1982, 
average marginal effects, separate models

Model (1b) (2b) (3b) (4b)

Preferences for Work (ref.: low) Children (ref.: low)
high -0.024 -0.009 0.103 0.113*

(0.038) (0.041) (0.043) (0.046)
Sex (ref.: male)

female -0.039 -0.041
(0.027) (0.027)

Age 0.001 0.002
(0.003) (0.003)

Family Status (ref.: single)
married 0.019 -0.003

(0.030) (0.030)
LAT 0.064 0.051

(0.073) (0.073)
cohabiting -0.015 -0.037

(0.077) (0.079)
Education (ref.: low)

middle 0.035 0.035
(0.044) (0.043)

high 0.003 0.002
(0.049) (0.048)

Employment Status (ref.: part-time)
not employed 0.127** 0.130**

(0.050) (0.047)
full-time 0.044 0.046

(0.050) (0.050)

Observations 1009 1009 1009 1009
Pseudo R2

MF 0.0004 0.017 0.007 0.024

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: GGSS 1982, own calculations
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Fig. A1: Average marginal effects of preferences for work with 95% CIs, GDR 
1984

Source: Source: Women’s Study 1984, own calculations
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Fig. A2: Average marginal effects of preferences for children with 95% CIs, FRG 
1982

Source: Source: GGSS 1982, own calculations
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