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The authors investigate the relationship between family policy and
women’s attachment to the labor market, focusing speciﬁcally on policy feedback on women’s subjective work commitment. They utilize
a quasi-experimental design to identify normative policy effects from
changes in mothers’ work commitment in conjunction with two policy changes that signiﬁcantly extended the length of statutory parental leave entitlements in Germany. Using unique survey data from the
German Socio-Economic Panel and difference-in-differences, tripledifferenced, and instrumental variables estimators for panel data, they
obtain consistent empirical evidence that increasing generosity of leave
entitlements led to a decline in mothers’ work commitment in both
East and West Germany. They also probe potential mediating mechanisms and ﬁnd strong evidence for role exposure and norm setting
effects. Finally, they demonstrate that policy-induced shifts in mothers’ preferences have contributed to retarding women’s labor force
participation after childbirth in Germany, especially as far as mothers’ return to full-time employment is concerned.

An impressive body of social science research has documented the pivotal
role of public policies in facilitating women’s labor force participation and
in shaping patterns of gender inequality in labor market careers and pay
ðe.g., Korpi 2000; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Mandel and Semyonov 2005,
2006; Kenworthy 2008; Esping-Andersen 2009; Mandel and Shalev 2009b;
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Pettit and Hook 2009; Korpi, Ferrarini, and Englund 2013Þ. Complementing the traditionally recognized decommodiﬁcation role ðEsping-Andersen
1990, 1999; Korpi and Palme 1998Þ, the resulting defamilialization has come
to be considered a second key achievement of modern welfare states: by collectivizing the cost of child and elderly care through various mixes of direct
cash beneﬁts, family leave entitlements, and subsidized or publicly provided
care services, modern welfare states liberate women from their traditional
homemaker role, enable their full participation in the labor market, and hence
ultimately reduce gender inequality in both the domestic and the economic
spheres ðLewis 1992; Sainsbury 1996, 1999; Korpi 2000; Esping-Andersen
2002, 2009; Gornick and Meyers 2009; Pettit and Hook 2009Þ. Naturally,
scholars continue to be divided in their assessment of the extent to which
welfare states empirically succeed in reaching these ambitious aims ðsee,
e.g., the debate in Gornick, Meyers, and Wright ½2009Þ and, more recently,
of the extent to which beneﬁcial policy impacts might accrue in class-speciﬁc
ways ðMandel and Shalev 2009a; Shalev 2009; Cooke 2011; Korpi et al.
2013Þ. But the basic fact that public policies, or lack thereof, shape how
women participate in the labor market is undisputed.
What is much less clear, however, is why public policies are actually as
effective as indicated in current research. Across the social sciences, most
studies of women’s labor force participation implicitly or explicitly adopt
the standard microeconomic model of behavior and hence explain policy
effects—that is, the impact of taxation systems, child care availability, or
parental leave entitlements on women’s employment—as women’s or households’ rational response to economic incentives and constraints set by alternative policies ðKorpi 2000; Gornick and Meyers 2009; Blau, Ferber, and
Winkler 2010; Korpi et al. 2013Þ. And indeed, microeconomic theory does
provide a parsimonious and versatile framework that is undoubtedly consistent with many aspects of gendered labor markets and the role of public
policies therein. Yet it is also the case that recent empirical research has also
consistently yielded observations about the relationship between family pol-
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icies and women’s labor market success that are less easily reconciled with
standard labor supply theory—namely, nonlinear relationships between public policies and women’s labor force participation, suggesting adverse effects
of long parental leave entitlements in particular ðPettit and Hook 2005; Kenworthy 2008; Boeckmann, Misra, and Budig 2015Þ, as well as negative effects
of extensive family policy packages on women’s representation in management, on the gender pay gap, on women’s returns to tertiary education, and
on the wage penalty for motherhood ðMandel and Semyonov 2005; 2006; Pettit and Hook 2009; Budig, Misra, and Boeckmann 2012Þ—and which then
suggest that social processes beyond straightforward economic incentives and
constraints might be operative in generating the observed relationships between public policies and patterns of women’s labor force participation.
One such complementary mechanism is provided by models of statistical discrimination that describe potentially adverse impacts of “womenfriendly” ðHernes 1987Þ public policies via employer expectations, especially
in cases in which family policy tends to reconﬁrm rather than undermine the
traditional gender division of labor ðe.g., Mandel and Semyonov 2005, 2006;
Bergmann 2009; Gangl and Zieﬂe 2009; Mandel and Shalev 2009b; Korpi
et al. 2013Þ. Another, perhaps even more fundamentally sociological mechanism is highlighted in a body of recent work that emphasizes welfare states
as reﬂecting but also shaping the moral economy of modern societies, where
citizens’ belief systems are inherently affected by those norms that are institutionalized in and legitimized by public policy environments ðSvallfors
1997, 2007, 2010; Mau 2003, 2004Þ. Similar policy feedback effects on gender identity, gender attitudes, and gender role beliefs have of course been
long-standing concerns in the feminist literature that has emphasized the
normative connotations of gender-related institutions, the welfare state as
regulator of relationships between care and work very much included ðe.g.,
Lewis 1992; Orloff 1996, 2009; Pfau-Efﬁnger 2004, 2008; Kremer 2007;
Ferree 2010; see also Cooke and Baxter 2010; Cooke 2011Þ.
The research we report on here strives to theoretically elaborate and empirically document the causal relevance of such normative policy feedback
in the speciﬁc case of the relationship between family policy, work-family
preferences, and women’s labor force participation. We do so by conducting
a quantitative case study of women’s changing work commitment in conjunction with two distinct policy changes within Germany’s statutory parental leave program, including the 1992 watershed reform that extended
leave duration to 36 months following childbirth and hence created one of
the most generous leave entitlements worldwide ðe.g., Gauthier 1996; Henderson and White 2004; Pettit and Hook 2009; Ray, Gornick, and Schmitt
2010; Korpi et al. 2013Þ. Focusing on the impact of singular policy events
within a given country in fact enables us to implement an informative quasi-
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experimental interrupted time-series ðITSÞ design to evaluate the causal
relationship between family policy and women’s work-family preferences,
which we consider a rare historical opportunity in a ﬁeld that is inevitably
dominated by macrocomparative and static modes of analysis and the atbest tentative causal conclusions they engender. Our design is further enriched by the fact that we are able to draw on survey data from the German
Socio-Economic Panel ðGSOEPÞ, which not only spans a historical observation window including two relevant policy changes and contains a wealth
of sociodemographic data but is internationally unique in providing panel
data on respondents’ work commitment. These data speciﬁcally permit us to
observe individual-level changes in respondents’ subjective work orientation over time and to apply suitable panel data estimators to support causal
inferences about genuine policy effects.
These methodological aspects notwithstanding, we also believe that an
in-depth case study on normative policy feedback in the case of extended
parental leave entitlements in Germany has considerable substantive merit.
For one thing, parental leave programs are probably the most contentious
element within the package of “women-friendly” public policies, not the
least since the question whether they tend to serve women’s integration
into the labor force or rather maintain the traditional gender division of labor remains contested on both theoretical and empirical grounds ðe.g., Morgan and Zippel 2003; Kremer 2007; Gornick et al. 2009; Cooke 2011; Korpi
et al. 2013Þ. The German case is of particular interest in this respect because the duration of statutory parental leave was expanded well beyond
the 12 months common in the better-researched Nordic countries during the
late 1980s and early 1990s and also because, in contrast to a Scandinavian
policy context, long parental leave entitlements clearly are a complementary policy instrument within Germany’s broadly conservative institutional
regime that has, up until very recently, been primarily geared toward supporting traditional family arrangements ðKorpi 2000; Korpi et al. 2013Þ. Both
aspects may increase the likelihood that negative effects of parental leave
programs on maternal employment outweigh any positive impact on women’s labor force participation prior to family formation and may thus be relevant to understanding why Germany seems to be the country case—besides
France, another country with extensive parental leave entitlements—mainly
responsible for the “paradoxical” results reported in Mandel and Semyonov
ð2005, 2006Þ and the nonlinear relationships between parental leave entitlements and women’s employment observed in Pettit and Hook ð2005Þ, Kenworthy ð2008Þ, Budig et al. ð2012Þ, or Boeckmann et al. ð2015Þ.
Such an interpretation seems warranted indeed in light of several German studies that have consistently concluded that mothers’ time off employment substantially increased with extended parental leave entitlements
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ðe.g., Ondrich, Spiess, and Yang 1996; Zieﬂe 2009; Grunow, Aisenbrey, and
Evertsson 2011; Schönberg and Ludsteck 2014; Zieﬂe and Gangl 2014Þ.
What is more, the results of the research we report here strongly suggest that
such policy effects have not been restricted to purely behavioral change in
response to changing economic incentives but have also comprised normative feedback effects on mothers’ subjective work commitment. As we
report below, we obtain consistent empirical evidence that the two policy
changes that expanded parental leave entitlements in Germany, and the
watershed 1992 reform in particular, had adverse effects on mothers’ subjective work orientation, and we are also able to show that these normative
feedback effects did contribute to retarding mothers’ labor market reentry
in the longer run, especially as far as their return to full-time employment is
concerned. In what follows, we ﬁrst develop a theoretical model of normative policy feedback suited to our speciﬁc application. We then describe the
institutional and labor market environment in Germany, and we detail the
relevant changes to Germany’s federal parental leave program that are at
the heart of the ITS design we adopt in this article. We discuss our data
sources, research design, operationalization, and statistical modeling in the
article’s methodology section and present our empirical results afterward.
The ﬁnal section then discusses our results and some broader implications
of our ﬁndings for the study of the relationships between public policy, women’s employment, and gender inequality.
MOTHERHOOD, WORK COMMITMENT, AND THE WELFARE STATE

The secular changes witnessed in women’s demographic behavior, educational attainment, and labor force participation in the United States and
other industrialized countries over much of the 20th century are prompting
renewed interest in the role of women’s preferences as both drivers and consequences of their increasing involvement in the economic sphere ðBielby
1992; Charles 2011Þ. For instance, Goldin ð2006Þ has described long-term
planning horizons, increasing work commitment, and career orientation
as well as joint decision making in households as elements of a “quiet revolution” that has transformed the lives of American women born since midcentury. Similarly, Hakim ð2000, 2002, 2003aÞ has emphasized the role of
heterogeneity in women’s life course preferences for understanding women’s labor market outcomes and women’s differential responsiveness to family and labor market policy ðsee also the exchange between McRae ½2003a,
2003b and Hakim ½2003bÞ. And on a truly global scale, Inglehart and Norris
ð2003Þ have documented the shift toward increasingly progressive gender
cultures and gender role norms that comes with modernization, increasing
wealth, and secularization.
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An Exposure Model of Life Course Events and Preference Formation
The coincidence of substantial heterogeneity of individual preferences and
values at any point in time and sweeping broad-scale historical changes
is of course in perfect accordance with sociology’s traditional emphasis on
the importance of socialization processes, notably during formative stages
in adolescence, whether for economic aspirations ðParsons 1951Þ, political
values ðInglehart 1977, 1990Þ, or gender roles and work-family preferences
ðBielby and Bielby 1984; Bielby 1992; England 2005; Davis and Greenstein 2009Þ. As a consequence, it is processes of generational replacement
that are typically identiﬁed as the key driver of cultural change ðMannheim
½ð1928Þ 1952, with respect to gender role norms; speciﬁcally, Bolzendahl
and Myers ½2004, Brooks and Bolzendahl ½2004, and Pampel ½2011Þ, which
then also imply that structural or institutional conditions that shape individual values and identities primarily generate long-term and lagged impacts on preferences, norms, and societal culture ðe.g., Svallfors 2007, 2010;
Campbell 2012Þ.
Importantly, however, acknowledging the critical role of socialization
experiences for preferences and orientations is not equivalent to assuming
that preference change would necessarily occur over historical periods only.
Instead, adopting a socialization perspective implies an emphasis on the
fundamental relevance of learning from experience and information, which,
although surely shaped by and contingent on earlier formative experiences
during adolescence, is unlikely to discontinue at later stages in the life course
ðsee Parsons ½1951 and, more recently, Kohn ½1977, 1989, Bolzendahl and
Myers ½2004, Brooks and Bolzendahl ½2004, and Elder and Shanahan
½2006Þ. Of particular importance in this respect might be key life course
transitions like family formation that involve changes in daily routines and
activities, associated changes of employment status, but also changing roles
and role expectations. Effectively, the central tenet of any exposure model
of preference formation is that exposure to novel circumstances and conditions will trigger a certain extent of corresponding preference adaptation,
so that work-oriented events and life course transitions should in general engender attitudinal change toward more work-oriented preferences, whereas
family-oriented transitions should have the opposite effect ðBielby and Bielby
1984, 1989; Bielby 1992Þ. Importantly, this prediction refers to a genuine
adaptation of preferences that occurs as an unintended consequence of the
ðpotentially self-chosenÞ life course event in question—whether resulting
from an ex post cognitive rationalization of the original decision made in
order to minimize cognitive dissonance ðFestinger 1957Þ, as a sour grapes
response of mentally discounting the desirability of alternatives that are
currently unavailable ðElster 1983Þ, or due to roles as experience goods and
the genuine reevaluation of alternatives based on lived experience that any
major role transition may bring about—net of any tendency of, for exam516
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ple, initially more family-oriented men and women being more likely to have
children in the ﬁrst place. In the current context, we apply this exposure
perspective to account for the impact of life course events, notably childbirth,
on women’s work identities, work-family preferences, and subjective work
commitment. In what follows, we see these terms interchangeably as all corresponding to Bielby and Bielby’s ð1984, p. 235Þ seminal deﬁnition of “work
commitment as the centrality of the work role as a source of intrinsic satisfaction relative to other adult roles,” which succinctly comprises the crucial
distinction between work commitment ðand closely related conceptsÞ as representing individuals’ personal satisfaction derived from alternative life
course roles on the one hand and gender or motherhood norms that refer to
ðsharedÞ attitudes and belief systems concerning the social desirability or
moral appropriateness of particular behaviors, notably the socially acceptable balance between care and work activities while raising children, on the
other hand ðsee also Hakim 2003bÞ.
At present, and not the least because of the acute dearth of longitudinal
data on women’s work identities and work commitment, empirical evidence on the importance of respective life cycle effects is very limited. In
their own seminal study, Bielby and Bielby ð1984Þ in fact did ﬁnd women’s
work commitment to be responsive to life course events such as childbirth
and marriage, and this result has also been conﬁrmed in a recent study by
Evertsson ð2013Þ using representative Swedish panel data. Also, though
conﬁned to cross-sectional and trend data analysis, Hakim ð2003aÞ reports
increasing support for egalitarian role models among younger women in
British and Spanish data, which, in the absence of discernible cohort effects,
she attributes to learning from actual life course experiences. Further supportive evidence on the role of life course transitions can be derived from
the closely related literature on trends in gender norms and gender ideologies, where it is typically reported that observable age effects are fully accounted for by family and employment status covariates ðe.g., Bolzendahl
and Myers 2004; Brooks and Bolzendahl 2004; Pampel 2011; Kraaykamp
2012Þ. This aggregate evidence also resonates well with ﬁndings from the
longitudinal studies of Bielby and Bielby ð1984, 1989; see also Bielby 1992Þ
on workplace involvement and continuity of careers as reinforcing women’s work identity, whereas part-time or intermittent participation, let alone
work interruptions, have the opposite effect. In a similar vein, Evertsson
ð2013Þ reports that improving career prospects became reﬂected in women’s
increasing work commitment in Sweden.

Normative Policy Feedback through Contextualized Role Exposure
If preferences are shaped by and adapt to life course events, the basic exposure model directly suggests one key channel of policy effects on women’s
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work commitment. In short, policy feedback may be expected to occur in
this case because, if, and to the extent that public policies empirically affect the nature of this role transition, most critically of course with respect to
caregivers’ actual life course trajectories in terms of changes in labor force
participation and employment. A statutory parental leave program, especially in the form of quite extended job guarantees supported by accompanying leave beneﬁts as usual in European welfare states, represents a public intervention that is naturally highly salient in this respect. Providing
parents with the right to claim parental leave while protecting their jobs and
supporting families through parenting beneﬁts in the meantime sets deliberate economic incentives in favor of one or both parents interrupting their
careers temporarily on behalf of child welfare ðe.g., Gornick et al. 2009; Blau
et al. 2010Þ.
In fact, all of the available empirical evidence suggests that women, as
prime caregivers, tend to respond strongly to respective policy incentives, so
that extensions of parental leave entitlements are usually followed by corresponding increases in the actual duration of employment interruptions
ðe.g., Ondrich et al. 1996; Rønsen and Sundström 2002; Lalive and Zweimüller 2009; Zieﬂe 2009; Grunow et al. 2011; Schönberg and Ludsteck
2014; Zieﬂe and Gangl 2014Þ. As parental leave programs thus directly alter women’s actual life course experiences, the degree of women’s exposure
to the caregiver role varies in response to policy context, and, as described
before, standard exposure theory then suggests that more extensive exposure to nonwork environments will tend to weaken work commitment
ðBielby and Bielby 1984, 1989; Bielby 1992Þ. In other words, the more generous parental leave entitlements become, the more negative the impact of
motherhood on women’s subjective work commitment because extended
leave entitlements tend to increase mothers’ time off work ðand vice versaÞ.
Importantly, and in contrast to the second channel of inﬂuence to be discussed presently, this mechanism describes a microlevel process that strictly
depends on the actual life course trajectory of the direct caregiver, for whom
policy-induced exposure to nonwork environments is expected to decrease
work orientation. By direct implication, this also suggests that negative policy feedback of parental leave on work commitment critically depends on
the extent of policy-induced changes to the actual duration of caregivers’
employment interruptions.
Normative Policy Feedback from Cultural Diffusion and Norm Setting
Besides microlevel exposure effects just described, welfare state institutions are likely to have important broader contextual effects on preferences
that extend beyond the implications of direct behavioral change, but also
beyond the direct beneﬁciaries of any speciﬁc policy or program. As Kre518
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mer ð2007Þ in particular has argued, family policy embeds and reﬂects
broader social norms of balancing motherhood and employment, and institutions designed accordingly thus promote speciﬁc models of care in a behavioral and, more importantly, also in a moral sense ðsee Lewis 1992; Orloff
1996; Cooke 2011; for the case of Germany, see speciﬁcally Pfau-Efﬁnger
½2004, 2008Þ. In other words, as family policy institutions embed consensus
solutions for the trade-offs between women’s work and family roles, they may
also serve as normative anchors in the process of preference formation and
change, especially within the context of major life course transitions that involve both exposure to novel situations and receptivity to novel information.
One plausible mechanism of normative anchoring is that public policies
provide highly legitimate focal point solutions that individual preferences
adapt to. The main alternative is that normative anchoring occurs through
cultural diffusion where preference adaptation follows from changes of
individual role perceptions and expectations that internalize policy-induced
and empirically observable changes in other mothers’ ðtypicalÞ care and
employment behaviors. In either case, this normative anchoring of care
models precisely corresponds to Homans’s ð1974Þ famous dictum of “What
is is always becoming what ought to be.”
To the extent that such normative anchoring of care ideals occurs in
practice, family policy instruments like parental leave programs will have
a sustained impact on individual preferences due to the social multiplier effects they create, not the least since the latter are not conﬁned to the population of caregivers experiencing actual change in personal employment
trajectories and life course roles. Actually, depending on the speciﬁc nature
of such macrolevel multipliers, these wider policy feedback processes may be
relevant either in the short run if policy mainly provides cultural and normative focal points or more in the medium to longer run if changes of preferences result from internalizing observed changes in typical care behavior
in caregivers’ social environment. At present, there is no prior work available that would provide direct evidence of such norm setting behavior, yet
the broader welfare state literature is strongly suggestive of the general
mechanism insofar as, across countries, the level of public support for the
welfare state clearly correlates with broad institutional features of welfare
states ðSvallfors 1997, 2006, 2007, 2010; Andress and Heien 2001; with respect to gender roles more speciﬁcally, see Lück and Hofäcker ½2008Þ. In
fact, the theoretical literature in the area likewise argues that besides redistributing resources and deﬁning political constituencies ðPierson 1993; Campbell 2012Þ, policies critically inﬂuence citizens’ understanding of their rights
and responsibilities in society ðMau 2003, 2004; Svallfors 2006, 2007; with
respect to gender inequality, see speciﬁcally Lewis ½1992, Orloff ½1996, 2009,
Pfau-Efﬁnger ½2004, 2008, and Kremer ½2007Þ. In our present work we extend this argument to processes of, as we term it, normative policy feedback
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inwhich policymay affectcitizens’ perceptions of the desirability ofalternative
life course roles in terms of personal satisfaction, that is, relative utility, rather
than citizens’ moral belief systems or role norms more commonly addressed in
current research. Applied to the case of parental leave programs speciﬁcally,
this once more entails the prediction that extensions of program generosity,
notably in terms of the duration of paid leave, will tend to decrease mothers’
work commitment ðand vice versaÞ. As the channel of inﬂuence just described
is cultural rather than behavioral, however, respective policy feedback is likely
to occur broadly within the population of new mothers rather than being
restricted to the subset of mothers whose employment status and broader
life course trajectories have actually been changing in conjunction with
childbirth.
WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT AND GENDER INEQUALITY
IN THE GERMAN LABOR MARKET

In what follows, we provide a detailed empirical test of normative policy
feedback and its generative mechanisms at the micro- and macrolevel
through a quasi-experimental quantitative case study of the impact of a
major policy reform within Germany’s federal parental leave program on
women’s work commitment. Before describing our research design and
the empirical results in greater detail, it seems worthwhile to brieﬂy summarize key aspects of women’s labor market position and the institutional
environment in Germany, including a detailed description of the speciﬁc
policy changes in its parental leave program that underpin our empirical
study in the next section.
As is well known from the comparative literature ðe.g., Lewis 1992; Gauthier 1996; Sainsbury 1996, 1999; Gornick, Meyers, and Ross 1997; EspingAndersen 1999, 2009; Korpi 2000; Pfau-Efﬁnger 2004; Kenworthy 2008;
Pettit and Hook 2009; Cooke 2011Þ, Germany is an interesting country case
to study with respect to gender inequality. Institutionally, Germany in many
respects is the prototypical example of the conservative continental European welfare regime as far as decommodiﬁcation is concerned ðEspingAndersen 1990; Korpi and Palme 1998Þ, combined with a system of generous family policies geared toward supporting the traditional gender division
of labor ðLewis 1992; Gauthier 1996; Sainsbury 1999; Korpi 2000; Gornick
and Meyers 2003; Pfau-Efﬁnger 2004; Rosenfeld, Trappe, and Gornick 2004;
Pettit and Hook 2009; Korpi et al. 2013Þ. German family policies have historically exhibited a focus on universal cash transfers to families, notably
through universal child beneﬁts and generous tax breaks to single-earner
families through its system of joint income taxation ðGustafsson 1992; Dingeldey 2001Þ. Also, Germany’s long-established semipublic kindergarten
system does provide near-universal coverage of subsidized child care facili520
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ties primarily aimed at children ages 3–6, yet prekindergarten child care has,
up until very recently, been strongly familialized via both generous parental
leave entitlements and a lack of both private and public prekindergarten
child care facilities ðGornick et al. 1997; Rosenfeld et al. 2004Þ.
These features of the institutional context are also reﬂected in patterns of
gender inequality in the labor market, especially if Germany is compared
to other industrial countries. Most fundamentally, women’s labor force participation grew considerably more slowly after the 1960s than in the United
States and other continental or northern European countries and has fully
caught up only during the 1990s and, especially, the 2000s ðGornick et al.
1997; Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Pettit and Hook 2005, 2009; Mandel and Semyonov 2006; Kenworthy 2008; Hanel and Riphahn 2012Þ. Characteristically, motherhood has continued to be a prime factor in women’s careers,
with the German labor market featuring large employment penalties for
motherhood well above those common in either Scandinavian or AngloSaxon environments ðGornick et al. 1997; Korpi 2000; Pettit and Hook 2005,
2009; Mandel and Semyonov 2006; Kenworthy 2008; Gangl and Zieﬂe 2009Þ.
Occupational sex segregation and the gender wage gap are comparable in
level to those of the United States or Britain and are, especially as far as the
gender pay gap is concerned, clearly above levels observed in the Nordic
countries ðe.g., Waldfogel 1998; Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Mandel and Semyonov 2005Þ. Paralleling the case of employment, comparatively large wage
penalties for motherhood play a signiﬁcant role for gender wage gaps ðWaldfogel 1998; Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Sigle-Rushton and Waldfogel 2007; Gangl
and Zieﬂe 2009Þ, while strong union representation and widespread collective
bargaining coverage tend to reduce the impact of occupational segregation
for gender wage inequality ðBlau and Kahn 2003; Hinz and Gartner 2005Þ.
Finally, German reuniﬁcation adds an interesting historical twist insofar as it implied, among other things, the uniﬁcation of two very distinct
gender regimes, namely, the former West German male breadwinner model
sketched before and the former East German dual-earner model built around
high levels of women’s labor force participation and extensive child care
services characteristic of state socialist economies ðRosenfeld et al. 2004Þ.
Despite convergence in occupational and industrial structures as well as the
adoption of West German institutions in all policy areas ðRosenfeld et al.
2004Þ, several characteristic differences continue to represent a legacy of the
former German Democratic Republic’s gender egalitarianism. Institutionally, public child care services for prekindergarten children continue to be
more prevalent in East Germany, typically covering about one-third of
children under 3 years old as compared to the West German average of about
5% ðDienel 2002Þ. Also, and despite some quite remarkable convergence
toward the West German model of the full-time male breadwinner and the
ðpart-timeÞ female secondary earner since the mid-1990s, East German
521
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women’s labor force participation has remained above West German levels, in particular among mothers with small children ðRosenfeld et al. 2004;
Kreyenfeld, Konietzka, and Böhm 2007; Hanel and Riphahn 2012Þ, and
gender norms continue to be signiﬁcantly more progressive among East
German women and, especially, men ðBraun, Scott, and Alwin 1994; Lee,
Alwin, and Tuﬁş 2007Þ.
COMPLETING GERMANY’S CONSERVATIVE GENDER REGIME:
PHASING IN PARENTAL LEAVE ENTITLEMENTS

While the above and much of the comparative welfare state literature may
give the impression of long-run stability in broad welfare and gender regime arrangements, it should not be underestimated that many family policy programs are of relatively recent origin. Quite in contrast to other elements of welfare states, family policy clearly has been an area of welfare
state expansion and policy innovation in most if not all industrialized
countries since the 1970s ðGauthier 1996; Korpi 2000; Henderson and
White 2004; Korpi et al. 2013Þ. In fact, Germany is no exception to this, and
Rosenfeld et al. ð2004, p. 104Þ have rightly observed that “the distinct
employment and social policies ½relevant to gender inequality in the East
and West reached full maturity only in the 1980s.” In West Germany, the
introduction of a statutory maternity leave entitlement ðMutterschaftsurlaubÞ by the then Social Democrat–led administration in 1979 represented
the ﬁrst measure to respond to women’s rising labor force participation and
the increasingly pressing issue of balancing work and family roles ðsee
Dienel ½2002 for the followingÞ. The new maternity leave was built to extend the already existent maternal protection legislation ðMutterschutzÞ that
stipulates a 14-week period around expected delivery during which prospective mothers are prohibited from working but continue to receive their
full salary as a mandatory employer-provided beneﬁt. The 1979 maternity
leave program for the ﬁrst time provided an entitlement of an additional
four months of leave from mothers’ current contract plus a maternity leave
beneﬁt that replaced earnings up to a beneﬁt cap of DM 750, then about half
the average earnings of female full-time workers.
Following the election of a conservative-liberal government in 1982,
policy priorities shifted further toward subsidizing familial infant care. By
1986, the Federal Parental Leave Beneﬁt Act ðBundeserziehungsgeldgesetzÞ
created a statutory parental leave entitlement ðErziehungsurlaubÞ and an
associated parenting beneﬁt ðErziehungsgeldÞ with the stated goals of supporting familial care of infants and of limiting the ﬁscal costs of family
policy relative to extended public child care provision ðBundesminister für
Jugend 1989Þ. The Parental Leave Act did not merely amount to a single
change of entitlements, but, being contingent on ﬁscal constraints, actually
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comprised a sequence of successive entitlement extensions that were eventually implemented between 1986 and 1992. The initial 1986 reform introduced a statutory parental leave entitlement up until 10 months after birth,
including the maternal protection period. Leave could be claimed by either
parent, though in practice it was mothers who continued to almost exclusively use the leave entitlement ðBundesminister für Jugend 1989Þ. As under the earlier maternity leave act, employers were prohibited from either
renegotiating job contracts or dismissing workers on parental leave. Parental leave taking was furthermore supported by a ﬂat-rate parenting beneﬁt of DM 600 per month that turned into an income-tested beneﬁt after
six months. Unlike the earlier maternity leave beneﬁt, however, parenting
beneﬁts were also paid to economically inactive parents.
Subsequently, leave entitlements were successively extended without affecting the fundamental character of the program. For all births since January 1988, the duration of parental leave entitlements and beneﬁts was
extended to 12 months, to 15 months since June 1989, and to 18 months
since June 1990. Effective January 1992, the duration of parental leave was
ﬁnally extended to 36 months, although the duration of federal parenting
beneﬁts was increased to 24 months only.2 With a slight modiﬁcation in
2001—when parents were entitled to use up to one year of parental leave
ðnow termed ElternzeitÞ ﬂexibly anytime between the second and eighth
birthdays of a child—the system remained unchanged up until January
2007, when an all-new parenting beneﬁt ðElterngeldÞ was taking effect that
closely mirrors the corresponding Swedish program by offering generous
earnings replacement during parental leave, but by also being limited to
only 12 months of paid leave for the primary caregiver while including
separate provisions for two additional “daddy months” of paid leave set
aside for the secondary caregiver ðBundesministerium für Familie 2008;
also see ﬁg. 1 for a concise summary of the time line of the various policy
changesÞ. Since its inception, the parental leave program has been one of
the most popular social policies in Germany, as upward of 95% of parents,
thereof the mother in about 98% of cases, receive parenting beneﬁts for their
newborn children, which for lack of better ofﬁcial statistics also suggests
a very high take-up rate of parental leave among working women since
receipt of parenting beneﬁts presupposes using at least some parental leave
entitlement ðBundesminister für Jugend 1989Þ. As its most consistent impact, several recent German studies have found that the parental leave program has successively increased the duration of child-related employment
interruptions, not the least since many mothers tend to exhaust statutory
2

In response, several German states introduced state parenting beneﬁts that continued
the federal beneﬁt program during the third year of parental leave entitlements, although
sometimes at lower beneﬁt rates.
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Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend ð2008Þ.
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leave entitlements ðOndrich et al. 1996; Zieﬂe 2009; Schönberg and Ludsteck
2014; Zieﬂe and Gangl 2014Þ.
RESEARCH DESIGN, DATA, AND STATISTICAL METHODOLOGY

The present study uses a unique data set to address the empirical relationship between welfare state institutions and women’s work commitment.
More speciﬁcally, we draw on the 1990–2004 waves ðsurvey waves G–UÞ of
the German Socio-Economic Panel ðGSOEPÞ, a nationally representative
longitudinal study of West and East German households ðWagner, Frick,
and Schupp 2007Þ. The GSOEP contains two item batteries that may be
used to construct measures of women’s subjective work commitment in
the sense of Bielby and Bielby’s ð1984, p. 235Þ deﬁnition of “the centrality
of the work role as a source of intrinsic satisfaction relative to other adult
roles.” As these batteries have been ﬁelded occasionally between 1990 and
2004, the GSOEP provides unique survey data on women’s work-family
preferences spanning much of the critical policy period in question. And
although the GSOEP preference data do not encompass the full period since
the introduction of the federal parental leave entitlement in 1986, the available survey data do permit us to trace the impact of policy reforms since
1990, which in particular includes the watershed 1992 reform. As a result,
the GSOEP survey data enable us to exploit the occurrence of two policy
changes in Germany’s parental leave program as a natural experiment on
the impact of parental leave entitlements on women’s work commitment.
The design of the GSOEP as a longitudinal household survey furthermore
aids the identiﬁcation of policy effects in two major ways. First, as a household survey, the GSOEP permits us to include a rich set of control variables,
ranging from data on current demographics, employment, occupations, or
wages to job histories and biographical information for both respondents
and their partners. Second, as a panel survey, the GSOEP is unique in providing longitudinal preference data at the individual level, allowing for
unusually effective control of unobserved heterogeneity bias and a focus on
actual preference change at the respondent level in our ITS design following on a major policy shift in Germany.
Research Design and Speciﬁc Hypotheses
The core question of our study is whether and to what extent women’s subjective work commitment is affected by prevailing family policy arrangements, notably parental leave entitlements. The German policy reforms provide a natural experiment to address this issue, as the sequential extension
of statutory entitlements creates exogenous variation in the policy environment. In addition, being able to conduct the evaluation of institutional
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impacts through an ITS ðbefore-and-afterÞ design within a single country has
the advantage of keeping many important factors ﬁxed, notably gender culture, but also labor market regulation, industrial relation systems, and other
features of welfare regimes that may be hard to explicitly measure, or the
partial impact of which may be hard to effectively isolate and control for in
more conventional macrocomparative analyses.
Thanks to the fact that Germany introduced its parental leave program
sequentially over a relatively short period of time, our natural experiment
actually comprises multiple treatment groups deﬁned by alternative family
policy contexts of increasing generosity of parental leave entitlements.3 As
our GSOEP survey data span the 1990–2004 period, we observe women
during the 1989–91 period when leave entitlements stood at 18 months
after birth, between 1992 and 2000 with 36 months of postbirth leave, and
from 2001 onward when the third year of leave entitlements could be ﬂexibly taken anytime between a child’s second and eighth birthdays.4 Furthermore, there are two separate treatment groups within any policy period
since parental leave entitlements by deﬁnition apply to working mothers
only, whereas parenting beneﬁts were paid to employed and nonemployed
mothers alike. As a consequence, there are two treatment groups with
varying treatment intensity per period: parental leave and ﬂat-rate beneﬁts
to mothers employed before birth and ﬂat-rate beneﬁts only to women who
had been economically inactive before conﬁnement. To estimate treatment
effects from difference-in-differences and triple-differenced estimators ðsee
the section on statistical estimation belowÞ, these two treatment groups
will be contrasted to two separate control groups in each policy period,
namely ðyoungÞ women without children and ðolderÞ mothers with fertility histories completed prior to 1989 for whom changes in subjective work
commitment are likewise traced across the observation window. Assignment to all treatment groups is dynamic in principle; that is, group membership changes at the point of an additional birth during a particular policy
period, and multiple treatment group membership is possible for women
3
In addition, while projected in principle, the precise sequence of policy changes was far
from being predictable for individual households because extensions were contingent on
ﬁscal constraints; as a consequence, the potential for endogenous treatment assignment
as families may otherwise deliberately have wanted to plan fertility in ways to ensure
coverage under speciﬁc policy regimes is quite limited in principle ðsee Ondrich et al.
1996Þ, even though our statistical estimators will naturally also incorporate precautions
to safeguard our inferences against respective bias ðsee the section on statistical estimation belowÞ.
4
Strictly speaking, the 1989–91 period could be divided further as statutory leave entitlements were increased from 15 to 18 months effective June 1, 1990. As the ﬁrst survey
wave containing the relevant preference data was ﬁelded in 1990 only, there are very
few births observed before this policy change, however. Pragmatically, we refrain from
further differentiation within the earliest policy period.
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giving multiple births within the observation window. As a result, our empirical parameter estimates identify the marginal effect of treatment group
membership on women’s work commitment.
The wealth of available contrasts in this design enables us to test our
theoretical framework in an unusually detailed and nuanced way. To begin
with, the successive extension of entitlements across policy periods implies
that any policy effect on women’s work commitment should become more
pronounced in later policy periods, potentially especially strongly so with
the 1992 watershed reform that introduced the 36-month leave entitlement.
Consistent with the notion that preferences may be critically shaped by
prevailing institutional realities at the point of important life course transitions, we expect policy feedback effects operating through exposure mechanisms to be conﬁned to women who gave birth during the period in question and who thus directly experienced the varying realities of family policy
institutions. In addition, the distinction between employed and nonemployed
mothers ði.e., births covered by parental leave entitlements or notÞ enables us
to tap into alternative mechanisms that underlie any observed policy feedback
on women’s work commitment. If microlevel processes of role exposure are
the prime transmission channel, policy feedback should be observed only
among mothers employed prior to birth, whose actual behavior—that is, the
length of work interruptions—is critically affected by increasingly more generous parental leave entitlements. Also, it is evident that the 1992 policy
change should have the largest impact in this case since this is where the
major extension of leave entitlements occurred.
In contrast, if norm setting plays a signiﬁcant role, spillover feedback effects to economically inactive mothers should occur as well, whether through
changes in their own expectations following from social changes in observed
employment behavior or because of ﬁnancial and moral compensation of
the caregiving role that is associated with universal parenting beneﬁts. This
norm setting channel should in fact be particularly relevant with respect to
the smaller 2001 policy change. As material incentives hardly changed from
the 1992 policy period, and if anything became more employment-friendly
via the introduction of a higher short-term parenting beneﬁt, exposurebased mechanisms would not predict an additional ðmarginalÞ impact of the
2001 policy change on women’s work-family preferences. In terms of norm
setting, however, the ﬂexibility of being able to spend time on parental leave
up until the eighth birthday of a child may signal a signiﬁcant extension of
what may be conceived as the legitimate caregiving period, and also the fact
that the policy change was heavily touted as a family-friendly measure in the
German federal election of 2002 may have generated respective cultural
policy feedback. Finally, we should also note that such cultural norm setting may generate spillovers to young women’s work commitment prior to
actual family formation, which we hence deﬁne as a separate important
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control group. In contrast, women with completed fertility histories prior
to our observation window serve as an overall control group benchmarking
our analysis against secular trends in women’s work commitment that may
have occurred irrespective of changing parental leave policies. From our
theoretical framework of policy-induced preference change working through
either direct exposure to the caregiver role or norm setting via changing care
behavior in the population of mothers, we believe it is possible to safely rule
out any kind of policy effects among women with completed fertility histories, whose individual work commitment should not be affected by policy
changes irrelevant to their own life courses. For the reader’s convenience,
we summarize these various design contrasts and our associated theoretical
expectations in table 1.
To respect differences in state-level policies, historical experiences, and
gender cultures, but also the unique experience of the transition from state
TABLE 1
Comparison Groups in the DDD Design
HYPOTHESIZED EFFECT
Role Exposure
POLICY PERIOD AND TREATMENT
AND CONTROL GROUPS
1989–91:
Employed mothers, birth covered by
parental leave 1989–91 . . . . . . . . . . .
Nonemployed mothers, birth 1989–91,
not covered by parental leave . . . . . .
Women without children . . . . . . . . . . . .
Mothers with pre-1989 fertility
history . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000:
Employed mothers, birth covered by
parental leave 1992–2000 . . . . . . . . . .
Nonemployed mothers, birth 1992–2000,
not covered by parental leave . . . . . .
Women without children . . . . . . . . . . . .
Mothers with pre-1989 fertility
history . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2001– 4:
Employed mothers, birth covered by
parental leave 2001– 4 . . . . . . . . . . . .
Nonemployed mothers, birth 2001– 4,
not covered by parental leave . . . . . .
Women without children . . . . . . . . . . . .
Mothers with pre-1989 fertility
history . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

ON

WORK COMMITMENT
Norm Setting

Vs. Control
Vs. Control
Group
Marginal
Group
Marginal
ðDiDÞ
ðDDDÞ
ðDiDÞ
ðDDDÞ

ð2Þ

Baseline

ð2Þ

Baseline

0
Baseline

Baseline
Baseline

ð2Þ
Baseline

Baseline
Baseline

0

Baseline

0

Baseline

2

2

2

2

0
0

0
0

2
ð2Þ

2
ð2Þ

0

0

0

0

2

0

22

2

0
0

0
0

22
2

2
ð2Þ

0

0

0

0

NOTE.—0 5 null impact, ð2Þ weakly negative impact, 2 negative impact, 22strongly
negative impact.
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socialism and the collapse of the East German economy that may have
differentially affected women’s work-family preferences in the two parts of
Germany, we moreover systematically test all our hypotheses separately
for East and West Germany. Consistent with socialization theories of preference formation, we apply a developmental rather than residential sample
separation; that is, our East German sample includes all women who grew
up in either the former German Democratic Republic or one of the East German states of reuniﬁed Germany, irrespective of current state of residence,
and vice versa.5 As one immediate implication, the ﬁrst treatment group
among East German women is deﬁned by births of 1991 only, whereas all
pre-reuniﬁcation births of 1990 have been assigned to the control group of
mothers with fertility histories prior to survey observation, that is, fertility
histories during the former German Democratic Republic in this case.6 To
gain additional insight into whether the broader gender regime and gender
culture may have mattered for the relationship between parental leave policies and women’s preferences, we apply our general research design as summarized in table 1 separately to the East and West German samples thus deﬁned in all the subsequent analyses.
Data
The 1990–2004 waves ðsurvey waves G–UÞ of the GSOEP contain item batteries to construct appropriate measures of women’s work commitment, the
dependent variable of this study. More speciﬁcally, the GSOEP has administered two batteries that record subjective measures of various life domains
as sources of personal satisfaction that can be used to determine the relative
5

Our material results are unaffected by this choice, not the least since East-West migration ﬂows, while signiﬁcant during the immediate transition after German reuniﬁcation in historical perspective, affect only a minority of women in our sample, namely,
some 10% of East German and about 0.5% of West German women as deﬁned by our
socialization-based sample split. Full results for our respective sensitivity analysis are
available in table S4 of the online supplement to this article.
6
German reuniﬁcation occurred on October 3, 1990. The 1990 East German wave of the
GSOEP was ﬁelded during the summer of 1990, i.e., was completed before the directly
impending institutional and economic transformation. As a consequence of reuniﬁcation, the role of the 1991 treatment groups also differs between East and West Germany.
Quite apart from the relatively small number of births in this single-year treatment
group that inevitably reduces the statistical power of our data to isolate any meaningful
treatment effect among East German women, the economic turbulence of the immediate
transition period following reuniﬁcation must leave considerable doubts about whether
looking at changes in East German women’s work commitment in 1991 should be seen
as a useful natural experiment to isolate the impact of changing parental leave entitlements at all. For substantive as well as practical purposes, we will hence consider the
1991 East German observations largely as another baseline control group from which to
assess any changes in work commitment following from the two subsequent policy
changes.
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salience of work and family roles as a source of intrinsic satisfaction. The ﬁrst
of these batteries ðreferred to as battery 1 in the followingÞ is worded as
follows: “Various things can be important for various people. Are the following things currently ð1Þ Very important, ð2Þ Important, ð3Þ Less important or ð4Þ Not at all important to you?” and includes items ðaÞ “Independently maintain a high standard of living ½sich etwas leisten können,”
ðbÞ “To realize one’s potential ½sich selbst verwirklichen,” ðcÞ “Be successful
in one’s career ½Erfolg im Beruf haben,” ðdÞ “Have a happy marriage/relationship ½eine glückliche Ehe/Partnerschaft haben,” and ðeÞ “Have children
½Kinder haben,” among others. The second battery ðbattery 2 henceforthÞ is
worded as follows: “With respect to well-being and satisfaction with life,
which of the following aspects are ð1Þ Very important, ð2Þ Important, ð3Þ Less
important or ð4Þ Not at all important to you?” and has items ðaÞ “Work
½die Arbeit,” ðbÞ “Family ½die Familie,” ðcÞ “Income ½das Einkommen,” and
ðdÞ “a successful career ½der Erfolg im Beruf ,” among others.7 Both item
batteries have been administered repeatedly yet do not belong to the core
GSOEP questionnaire that is annually repeated. For the purposes of this
article, it is extremely fortunate that both batteries have been administered in
temporal intervals that enable us to exploit the natural experiment of policy
change in Germany precisely as described before.
More speciﬁcally, battery 1 was administered in 1990, 1992, 1995, and
2004 ðwaves G, I, L, and UÞ in the West German samples of the GSOEP,
thus generating preference observations during each of the three 1989–91,
1992–2000, and 2001–7 policy periods. As this permits a consistent evaluation of change in women’s work-family preferences over the whole period
in question, all West German analyses will be based on battery 1 exclusively. With respect to East German respondents, data options unfortunately are slightly more restricted. Battery 1 was administered in 1992,
1995, and 2004 in the East German GSOEP sample only, which thus allows for an evaluation of preference change following the 2001 reform, that
is, between the second and third policy periods only. Fortunately for this
article, the GSOEP administered battery 2 among East German respondents in 1990, 1991, 1994, 1998, and 1999 ðwaves G, H, K, O, and PÞ so that
a separate assessment of preference change between policy periods 1 and 2,
that is, the impact of the watershed 1992 reform, is feasible for East Germany as well. Our analyses for West Germany will not draw on battery 2
at all, since it was administered only in 1994, 1998, and 1999, that is, exclusively within the second policy period, in the West German sample.
Items omitted for the current analysis include “Be there for others,” “Own a house,” “Be
politically and/or socially involved,” and “See the world and/or travel extensively” ðall
battery 1Þ and “Friends,” “Leisure,” “Home,” “Political inﬂuence,” “Health,” “Conservation
of natural environment,” “Faith/religion,” “Neighborhood,” and “Mobility” ðall battery 2Þ,
respectively.
7
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We utilize these batteries to construct measures of subjective relative
work orientation, that is, the subjective relative importance of work over
family as a source of well-being and satisfaction, aiming to operationalize
Bielby and Bielby’s ð1984Þ classic deﬁnition of work commitment. More speciﬁcally, we construct a difference score
RWit 5 f̂ it;work 2 fˆit;family

ð1Þ

separately for each battery using the predicted factor scores for family and
work orientation from a principal components analysis of the above items.
Empirically, we obtain clearly distinct principal components for both batteries, with items a–c loading exclusively on one ðworkÞ component and items
d and e on a second ðfamilyÞ component in the case of battery 1, and item b
versus items a and d forming the family-work contrast in battery 2.8 Besides
proper adherence to conceptual foundations, forming a difference score also
implies that interpersonal heterogeneity in placing the location of the scales’
verbal stimuli, usually a major concern in analyses of attitude data ðsee King
et al. 2004Þ, is accounted for in our analysis. In addition, our difference scores
constructed from the predicted factor scores correlate very highly with difference scores based on the raw data for the directly relevant items. In the case
of battery 1, the correlation between the factor difference score and the difference of raw items e and c is .84; for battery 2, the correlation between the
factor difference score and the difference of raw items b and e is even .91. As
a consequence, our substantive conclusions do not materially differ between
analyses that use, as we do here, the factor difference scores as their dependent variable and analyses based on differences of raw scores.9
We base our subsequent analysis on all GSOEP women respondents of
working age, that is, between ages 16 and 64, at the time of the survey interview. Depending on the item battery used, we retain samples of about
5,000–5,500 person-year observations of complete preference and covariate
data for about 2,500–3,000 East German GSOEP respondents and close to
15,000 complete-data person-year observations for some 8,000 West German women. All covariates used in our analyses are described in more de8
From battery 2, item c, income, is not clearly associated with either the family or the
work factor but loads about equally on both ðl 5 .29 and l 5 .38, respectivelyÞ. For the retained items, relevant item-factor correlations are in the range of r 5 .591–.794 for the
items loading on the work factor and r 5 .820–.822 for the items loading on the family
factor from battery 1; respective correlations are r 5 .853–.871 on the work factor and r 5
.927 on the family factor from battery 2.
9
We have in fact conducted the entire empirical analysis using six alternative measures
for the dependent variable, including analyses of difference scores of the relevant raw
items and analyses using direct ði.e., nondifferencedÞ factor scores or raw items, without
material changes in our substantive conclusions. Detailed results from these supplementary analyses are available in tables S1–S3 of the online supplement to this article.
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tail in the next section, and the accompanying appendix table A1 provides
essential descriptive statistics on our estimation samples.
Statistical Estimation
As with any interrupted time-series design, difference-in-differences ðDiDÞ
estimators are the primary vehicle to estimate the average impact of treatment on outcomes ðcf. Mofﬁtt 2005; Morgan and Winship 2007; Gangl
2010; Wooldridge 2010Þ, in our case the average impact of policy change on
women’s work commitment.10 The simplest estimator is to use the ordinary
least squares ðOLSÞ regression
RWit 5 at 1 DDit 1 bXit 1 gct 1 εit ;

ð2Þ

which gives the group-level DiD estimator. The OLS regression ð2Þ estimates
the vector of treatment effects D of belonging to one of the six treatment
groups identiﬁed in table 1 above on women’s relative work orientation RWit
relative to period effects gct that describe baseline changes in the two control
groups by survey wave t.11 Equation ð2Þ furthermore controls for a set of
covariates X it in order to adjust for both baseline differences in observable
covariates and observable sources of concomitant group-speciﬁc change that
is unrelated to changing parental leave entitlements. On the basis of extensive speciﬁcation searches, we arrived at a parsimonious model speciﬁcation that includes age and its square, education, number of children, age of
the youngest child and its square, partner log earnings, and state female unemployment rates as empirically relevant controls.
It is widely known that the group-level DiD estimator ð2Þ may be biased if
observed covariates provide insufﬁcient control of either unobserved heterogeneity between comparison groups or group-speciﬁc changes unrelated
to the treatment of interest ðsee Cook and Campbell 1979Þ. The availability of
unique panel data on women’s work-family preferences from the GSOEP
affords the opportunity to safeguard our analyses against many of these
biases, however. More speciﬁcally, our panel data on women’s work commit10
Strictly speaking, we are interested in the average treatment effect on the treated that
describes the average response to treatment in a historically given context. However,
since we can also plausibly negate the assumption of a means-end relationship between
family formation and subsequent preference change, the average treatment effect on the
treated and the average treatment effect coincide, allowing us to simplify terminology.
11
Strictly speaking, women with completed fertility histories prior to our observation
period form the reference group in all analyses. Since our empirical estimates do not
indicate any signiﬁcant differences in preference trends between young women prior to
ﬁrst birth and women with completed fertility histories, however, for simplicity we refer
to both groups as the control groups of our analysis against which the marginal effects of
belonging to one of the six treatment groups are being contrasted.
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ment permit us to estimate person-level DiD estimators via either the ﬁxedeffects ðFEÞ estimator
RWit 5 at 1 DDit 1 bXit 1 gct 1 mi 1 εit ;

ð3Þ

the lagged dependent variable ðLDVÞ estimator
RWit 5 b0 RWit21 1 at 1 DDit 1 bXit 1 gct 1 εit ;

ð4Þ

or the Arellano-Bond ðABÞ estimator
RWit 5 b0 RWit21 1 at 1 DDit 1 bXit 1 gct 1 mi 1 εit

ð5Þ

ðsee Halaby 2004; Morgan and Winship 2007; Gangl 2010; Wooldridge
2010Þ. These panel data estimators enable us to control for unobserved heterogeneity between respondents arising from the impact of ﬁxed effects mi
of temporally invariant unobserved characteristics of respondents ðFEÞ, individual past work orientation RWit21 ðLDVÞ, or both ðABÞ. From the perspective of both exposure theories of preference formation and standard life
course analysis that conceives of life courses as “endogenous causal chains”
ðMayer and Müller 1986Þ, it is the LDV model that is theoretically most
appealing in the present context, and we will mostly focus on respective estimates when discussing results. To allow for greater theoretical eclecticism,
but also as a sensitivity analysis on the impact of differences in substantive
assumptions implied by each model, we will systematically provide readers
with estimates from all four DiD estimators below.12 Also, in addition to the
standard covariate speciﬁcation described before, the two dynamic panel
ðLDV and ABÞ estimators enable us to incorporate the lagged effects of marital and employment status, own log earnings, and labor force experience, a
parsimonious speciﬁcation for the vector of dynamic control variables again
achieved after extensive speciﬁcation searches.
Because our data cover multiple policy periods, our parameter estimates
from any of equations ð2Þ–ð5Þ actually imply the triple-differenced ðDDDÞ
estimate of the impact of policy change on women’s work commitment
across periods p of

12
As Angrist and Pischke ð2009Þ note, the FE and LDV estimators can usefully be
considered as bracketing estimates of the true parameter under the alternative substantive assumption about the role of unobservables. The more ﬂexible AB estimator
takes the middle ground position in this respect yet also requires at least one additional
wave of data—i.e., a minimum of three for DiD estimation, a minimum of four for tripledifferenced ðDDDÞ estimation—because of the need to construct lagged instrumental
variables. In consequence, we are able to apply the AB estimator in the case of our
analyses for West Germany only and can only use this to form a DDD estimate of the
policy change only between 1992 and 2001, i.e., the second and third policy periods we
distinguish.
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D̂DDD 5 EðRWi;p52 2 RWi;p51 Þ 2 fb0 ðEðRWit21;p52 Þ 2 EðRWit21;p51 ÞÞ
1 bðEðX i;p52 Þ 2 EðX i;p51 ÞÞ 1 ðgc;p52 2 gc;p51 Þ

ð6Þ

1 ½Eðmi;p52 Þ 2 Eðmi;p51 Þg 2 ½Eðεi;p52 Þ 2 Eðεi;p51 Þ;
where the terms in braces describe the different components that our effect
estimates are adjusted for, in this case given for the most encompassing AB
estimator, and idiosyncratic errors assumed to have zero means, that is,
Eðεi,p52Þ 5 Eðεi,p51Þ 5 0. Relative to the most encompassing adjustment described in equation ð6Þ, the FE DDD estimator will contain potential bias
due to residual differences in past work commitment between mothers
across policy periods ði.e., the ﬁrst term in braces will become part of the
error terms, e.g., if, net of observed covariates, the relationship between
unobserved past levels of work commitment and fertility choices changes
across policy periods in otherwise unspeciﬁed waysÞ, the LDV DDD estimator will potentially be biased because of differences in regression to the
preference mean across policy periods ði.e., if processes of preference change
between interviews change across policy periods in unspeciﬁed ways, as
captured by the last of the terms in bracesÞ, and the OLS DDD estimate
will potentially be biased because of the omission of either factor. Stated in
more substantive terms, by comparing adjusted preferences of mothers ði.e.,
treatment group membersÞ across policy periods only, the DDD estimator
of equation ð6Þ effectively controls for the potential endogeneity of motherhood status in general, and the panel data ðFE/LDV/ABÞ estimators in particular correspond to alternative regression speciﬁcations that address
potential endogenous change in couples’ fertility decisions across policy
periods. Seen this way, any systematic discrepancies in parameter estimates
from the OLS estimator on the one hand and the FE, LDV, and AB estimators on the other hand will be indicative of the presence of endogenous
change in couples’ fertility decisions across policy periods in Germany, and
any further inconsistencies among panel data estimators will indicate more
speciﬁcally the type of respective change in fertility decisions involved.
In what follows, we present empirical estimates of the effect of changes
in parental leave policies on women’s work commitment in West and East
Germany during the 1990s and early 2000s. Our focus will be on estimating
and reporting average treatment effects of policy change throughout, not
the least since the available sample size prevents us from disaggregating
our analysis further while retaining sufﬁcient power to isolate effects at
conventional levels of statistical precision. In addition to providing effect
estimates as such, we will also explore role exposure and norm setting as
potential mechanisms that generate the observed impact of policy change
on women’s work commitment, and we will illustrate the behavioral
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implications of policy-induced changes in work commitment for mothers’
labor force participation. We will provide more speciﬁcs on these supplementary analyses in the course of presenting our empirical analysis below.
EMPIRICAL RESULTS

Trends in Women’s Work Commitment in Germany
Before presenting our core estimates of the role of parental leave policies in
shaping women’s work commitment, we ﬁrst brieﬂy describe observable
trends in women’s work commitment in Germany more broadly. To that
end, ﬁgure 2 provides the data on women’s average level of work commitment by survey year and separately for East and West Germany, using
our measure of relative work orientation constructed from differencing
factor scores based on the two item batteries as described before. Part A
describes the trend in work-family preferences among all women of working
age, and part B provides the same information for mothers of small children
under age 3 only.
Both parts of ﬁgure 2 ﬁrst of all conﬁrm that well-known differences
between East and West Germany in terms of women’s labor market involvement, but also in terms of East-West convergence in women’s labor
market behavior over time ðRosenfeld et al. 2004; Hanel and Riphahn
2012Þ, are also reﬂected in our measure of women’s subjective work-family
preferences. Measured by either item battery, work orientation has consistently been lower among West German women, yet there has also been
considerable convergence of women’s preferences in East and West Germany during the 1990s and up to the mid-2000s. Actually, convergence
occurred as a result of change in both parts of Germany: ﬁrst, work commitment declined among working-age women in East Germany between
reuniﬁcation and the mid-1990s and has remained largely stable since.
Then, at least in item battery 1, which is available over the full 1990–2004
period, work commitment among West German women increased between
the mid-1990s and 2004. We have no ready explanation for the discrepant
West German trend based on our battery 2 measure, yet as battery 2 data are
not spanning different policy periods for West Germany, it is also worth
noting that all estimates of policy impact on West German women will
exclusively rest on battery 1 data in any case.
That said, part B of ﬁgure 2 provides initial evidence that women’s
work commitment varies across the life course. Work orientation among
mothers of small children is well below that of the average working-age
woman in both East and West Germany ðsee also related evidence in
Bielby and Bielby ½1984 and Evertsson ½2013Þ. At the same time, part B
also shows that trends in work commitment have not been homogeneous
535

This content downloaded from 136.167.040.205 on November 21, 2017 12:00:30 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

American Journal of Sociology

F IG . 2.—Aggregate trends in women’s work-family preferences, Germany 1990–
2004. Part A: all women ages 16–64; part B: mothers with children under age 3. Whiskers indicate 95% conﬁdence intervals of the estimated means. See the discussion of data
in the text for a description of item wording in batteries 1 and 2. Data are from the
GSOEP, waves G–U, weighted data.

among German women during the 1990s and early 2000s. To begin with, it
is true among mothers of young children, too, that work orientation has
consistently been higher in East Germany but also that preferences have
converged considerably between East and West Germany over time.
Relative to the overall picture of part A, East-West differences in work
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commitment among mothers of small children had been much more pronounced in the early 1990s and subsequent convergence of preferences
thus considerably more dramatic.
Shortly after German reuniﬁcation, the average work orientation among
mothers of small children differed by a full point on our measures between
East and West Germany, as compared to about 0.2 among working-age
women in general.13 Within less than 15 years since reuniﬁcation, this
glaring gap in mothers’ work orientation has been almost fully eradicated.
In 2004, we obtain an East-West difference of merely 0.14 in the average
work commitment score among mothers that is not even statistically signiﬁcant at conventional levels any longer; by the same token, overall EastWest differences in average work commitment have declined from 0.2 to
0.07, which just barely remains statistically signiﬁcant in a one-sided t-test
of group differences and also represents a smaller relative decline of the
gap between East and West Germany. Besides the sheer amount of change,
it is also interesting to note obvious differences in the sources of convergence
among mothers relative to women more generally. Among women in general
ðﬁg. 2, part AÞ, change in preference occurred at about equal rates in East
and West Germany; yet change was much more clearly conﬁned to the
immediate transition period following reuniﬁcation in the East followed by
more secular changes in the West starting by about the mid-1990s. With
respect to mothers of small children ðﬁg. 2, part BÞ, however, it is evident
that it is mainly East German mothers who have converged to the West
German average. Among West German mothers, average work orientation
increases from score values of 21.0 in 1992 to 20.75 in 1995 and remains at
about that level also in 2004, which parallels developments among women
more generally up until the mid-1990s but sees mothers falling behind the
general trend of rising work orientation among women in West Germany
afterward. Among East German mothers, average work orientation steadily
declines from score values of 20.01 in 1992 to 20.20 by 1995 and 20.54 by
2004 on item battery 1. Moreover, to the extent that both batteries overlap,
trends in battery 2 measures are entirely consistent with the ﬁndings based
on the battery 1 measure.
Motherhood, Parental Leave Entitlements, and Work Commitment
The descriptive ﬁndings of ﬁgure 2 speak to signiﬁcant change in women’s
work-family preferences during the 1990s and early 2000s in Germany.
13

Recall that factor scores are standardized to mean zero and unity standard deviation
by construction. A one-point difference on the resulting difference score can thus be
interpreted as a 1-SD difference in terms of either component of the score, which in
practice happens to be essentially equivalent to a one-category difference in responses to
one of the ðfamily- or work-relatedÞ raw items.
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Also, the clear increase in family orientation among East German mothers
provides face validity to our theoretical claim that adoption of West
German family policies may have had an impact on women’s preferences,
over and on top of its better-documented impacts on women’s labor force
behavior. By the same token, however, the increasing work orientation of
West German mothers at ﬁrst glance runs counter to our expectations
concerning the effects of increasingly generous parental leave policies. Yet
it is also obvious that net trends in work commitment will result from the
interplay of multiple processes, so that any adverse impact of changing
parental leave policies may be masked by counteracting contemporary
trends that have increased work commitment, most importantly, women’s
rising educational attainment, women’s increasing economic independence,
and the postponement of family formation. As a consequence, multivariate
analysis is required in order to isolate policy effects proper.
Tables 2 and 3 contain the core regression estimates of our study. Table 2 provides key DiD parameter estimates for models with work commitment as measured by item battery 1 as their dependent variable; table 3
has complementary estimates for battery 2 as the dependent variable. Since
battery 2 is useful to assess the impact of the ð1992Þ policy change in East
Germany only, no estimates for the West German sample are included. As
a robustness check of the results, we systematically include OLS, FE, and
LDV parameter estimates for all models and also the AB parameter estimates in the case of item battery 1 in the West German sample, the sole
case in which the minimum four data points are available to construct the
required instrumental variables for the AB estimator. In both tables, we
omit all results for control variables to simplify the presentation, but note
that most of the covariate effects show the expected sign.14 Most importantly, German women’s work orientation is found to decrease with number of children but increase nonlinearly with both children’s and mothers’
age. Partner earnings, marriage, and, at least among West German women,
part-time employment tend to decrease work commitment, while work
commitment tends to increase with labor force experience and education, in
particular among West German women. No major impact is found for
aggregate labor market conditions as captured by the overall female unemployment rate in respondents’ state of residence. To complete the presentation, ﬁgures 3 and 4 visualize our preferred LDV DiD estimates of the
changing impact of motherhood and the resulting LDV DDD estimates of
the impact of policy change on women’s work commitment, the main results of this study.

14
Full estimates for control variables in our main regression speciﬁcations are available
in appendix table A2.
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TABLE 2
Work Commitment and Extended Parental Leave Entitlements, Item Battery 1:
SUBJECTIVE IMPORTANCE OF WORK VERSUS FAMILY
EAST GERMANY

Birth before
1989–91a . . . . .
Covered birth:
1989–91b . . . . . . .

OLS

FE

2.57**
ð.13Þ

NA

WEST GERMANY
LDV

2.20
ð.14Þ

OLS
2.71**
ð.09Þ

2.67**
NA
NA
2.59**
ð.21Þ
ð.09Þ
2.66**
2.49**
2.70**
1992–2000 . . . . . . 2.72**
ð.11Þ
ð.15Þ
ð.11Þ
ð.06Þ
2001– 4 . . . . . . . . . 21.14**,‡ 21.31**,‡ 21.22**,‡ 21.18**,‡
ð.16Þ
ð.28Þ
ð.23Þ
ð.10Þ
Noncovered birth:
b
NA
NA
2.49**
1989–91 . . . . . . . 2.75**
ð.21Þ
ð.08Þ
1992–2000 . . . . . . 2.66**
2.32
2.42**
2.82**,‡
ð.05Þ
ð.10Þ
ð.19Þ
ð.13Þ
2.97**
2001–4 . . . . . . . . . 21.18**,‡ 21.29**,‡ 2.88**
ð.15Þ
ð.36Þ
ð.26Þ
ð.10Þ
Time trends:
1992 . . . . . . . . . . .
NA
NA
NA
2.08
ð.06Þ
1995 . . . . . . . . . . .
.13
2.16
NA
2.10
ð.10Þ
ð.11Þ
ð.34Þ
2004 . . . . . . . . . . . 2.22
2.93**
2.39
2.29
ð.10Þ
ð.17Þ
ð1.59Þ
ð.44Þ
NA
NA
NA
.12
1992  birth
a
ð.07Þ
before 1989 . . .
2.05
.22
NA
.16**
1995  birth
ð.10Þ
ð.12Þ
ð.07Þ
before 1989a . . .
2.01
.89**
.06
2.04
2004  birth
ð.11Þ
ð.20Þ
ð.04Þ
ð.08Þ
before 1989a . . .
Constant . . . . . . . . .
.61
2.78
1.49
.04
ð.86Þ
ð.93Þ
ð27.4Þ
ð.52Þ
N ..............
5,658
5,658
2,388
14,707

FE
NA

LDV
2.28**
ð.09Þ

ArellanoBond
NA

2.17
2.22**
NA
ð.17Þ
ð.07Þ
,‡
,‡
2.67**
2.74
2.73**
ð.09Þ
ð.07Þ
ð.10Þ**
,‡
,‡
21.24** 21.19** 21.18**,†
ð.20Þ
ð.16Þ
ð.23Þ
2.04
ð.16Þ
2.66**,‡
ð.13Þ
2.78**
ð.27Þ

2.14
ð.09Þ
2.43**,‡
ð.09Þ
2.92**,†
ð.23Þ

2.63**
ð.13Þ
2.96*
ð.38Þ

2.09
ð.06Þ
2.03
ð.68Þ
2.27
ð.87Þ
.09
ð.07Þ
.24**
ð.09Þ
.47**
ð.15Þ
.39
ð.99Þ
14,707

NA

NA

.10
ð.12Þ
2.04
ð.19Þ
NA

.16
ð.10Þ
.33
ð.23Þ
NA

.03
ð.09Þ
2.14
ð.10Þ
21.08**
ð.33Þ
6,402

2.13
ð.08Þ
2.01
ð.18Þ
NA

NA

3,283

NOTE.—Cluster-corrected SEs are in parentheses. Controls: age, age squared, education, partner log
earnings, number of children, age of youngest child, age of youngest child squared, state unemployment
rate; additional controls in LDV/Arellano-Bond speciﬁcations: marital status, employment status, own log
earnings, labor force experience ðall laggedÞ. FE speciﬁcations omit age and age squared because of
multicollinearity with trend controls. Data are from the GSOEP, waves G–U.
a
East German respondents before 1991; West German respondents before 1989.
b
East German respondents births in 1991.
* P < .05 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
** P < .01 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
† Statistical signiﬁcance for equality of coefﬁcients across consecutive policy periods P < .10 ðtwosidedÞ.
‡ Statistical signiﬁcance for equality of coefﬁcients across consecutive policy periods P < .05 ðtwosidedÞ.
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TABLE 3
Work Commitment and Extended Parental Leave Entitlements, Item Battery 2:
WORK VERSUS FAMILY AS A SOURCE OF SATISFACTION WITH LIFE
EAST GERMANY
Birth before 1991 . . . . . . .
Covered birth:
1991 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000 . . . . . . . . . . .
Noncovered birth:
1991 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000 . . . . . . . . . . .
Time trends:
1994 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1998 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1994  birth before 1991
1998  birth before 1991
Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
N ...................

OLS

FE

.........

2.56** ð.10Þ

NA

.........
.........

2.65** ð.23Þ
2.56** ð.11Þ

.65 ð.47Þ
2.33*,‡ ð.15Þ

2.14 ð.23Þ
2.45** ð.11Þ

.........
.........

2.38 ð.21Þ
2.60** ð.13Þ

2.22 ð.43Þ
2.40 ð.26Þ

2.09 ð.25Þ
2.38* ð.15Þ

2.09 ð.47Þ
2.27 ð.40Þ
.28** ð.11Þ
.48** ð.18Þ
2.44 ð.10Þ
5,136

NA
.12 ð.15Þ
NA
2.02 ð.11Þ
.53 ð2.14Þ
2,702

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.39 ð.42Þ
.31 ð.35Þ
.04 ð.09Þ
.01 ð.09Þ
.06 ð.71Þ
5,136

LDV
2.23 ð.12Þ

NOTE.—Cluster-corrected SEs are in parentheses. Controls: age, age squared, education,
partner log earnings, number of children, age of youngest child, age of youngest child squared,
state unemployment rate; additional controls in LDV model: marital status, employment
status, own log earnings, labor force experience ðall laggedÞ. FE speciﬁcation omits age and
age squared because of multicollinearity with trend controls. Data are from the GSOEP,
waves H–O.
* P < .05 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
** P < .01 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
† Statistical signiﬁcance for equality of coefﬁcients across consecutive policy periods P <
.10 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
‡ Statistical signiﬁcance for equality of coefﬁcients across consecutive policy periods P <
.05 ðtwo-sidedÞ.

The results reported in tables 2 and 3 in fact provide consistent support
for our basic hypothesis that extended parental leave entitlements have
lowered women’s work commitment in Germany. As evident from ﬁgure 3,
relative work orientation has steadily declined among mothers across successive policy periods characterized by increasingly generous parental leave
entitlements. By the early 1990s, work commitment among mothers did not
strongly differ from either comparison group of ðyoungerÞ women without
children and ðolderÞ women with completed pre-1989 fertility history; yet
increasing divergence is evident over the two subsequent policy periods: the
1992 watershed reform that introduced the three-year leave entitlement and
the 2001 reform that introduced the ﬂexibility to use parental leave up until a
child’s eighth birthday. This ﬁnding consistently applies to both West and
East German women, and even the quantitative magnitude of change is
remarkably similar despite the necessity of using two different item batteries
in the East German analysis. Also, it is remarkable that strong and consis540
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F IG . 3.—DiD estimates of the effect of motherhood on women’s work commitment by
policy period, LDV speciﬁcation, Germany 1990–2004. Part A: West Germany; part B:
East Germany. Whiskers represent 95% conﬁdence intervals of the estimated coefﬁcients. Results for West Germany refer to item battery 1; results for East Germany to
item batteries 1 and 2 ðsee the discussion of data in the text for a description of item
wording in batteries 1 and 2Þ. See tables 2 and 3 for detailed regression results.

tent trends are visible among both employed mothers who are actually
covered by statutory parental leave entitlements and economically inactive
mothers who obviously have no entitlement to parental leave but receive
ﬂat-rate parenting beneﬁts only. Evidently, a clear divergence in work
commitment occurred during the 1990s and the early 2000s, that is, in line
541
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F IG . 4.—DDD estimates of the effect of parental leave entitlement changes on women’s work commitment, LDV speciﬁcation, Germany 1990–2004. Whiskers represent
90% conﬁdence intervals of the estimated coefﬁcients. Results for West Germany refer
to item battery 1; results for East Germany to item batteries 1 ðcontrast 1992–2001Þ and
2 ðcontrast 1990–92Þ. See tables 2 and 3 for detailed regression results.

with the timing of changes in the German parental leave program, between
mothers on the one hand among whom—and in both East and West Germany, and whether being employed or economically inactive prior to
childbirth—subjective work orientation decreased and both ðyoungerÞ
childless women and ðolderÞ mothers with completed fertility history on the
other hand among whom there are no visible systematic changes in work
commitment in the period in question.
Differencing the LDV DiD estimates of ﬁgure 3 across policy periods ðor
the corresponding parameter estimates in tables 2 and 3 for alternative
estimators, of courseÞ yields the LDV DDD estimates of the impact of
policy change on women’s work commitment in Germany. As has been
implicit in the previous paragraph, our estimates imply that extended
parental leave entitlements have led to a signiﬁcant decline of work
commitment among German mothers, in both East and West Germany,
and among both employed and economically inactive mothers. In fact,
both the 1992 and the 2001 reforms appear to have had considerable
empirical impact. Our LDV estimates suggest that the 1992 reform has
lowered work orientation by about 0.5 points among West German mothers covered by parental leave and still by about 0.25 points among economically inactive mothers in West Germany and both employed and
542
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economically inactive mothers in East Germany. The 2001 reform may
have had an even larger impact than that, with negative effect estimates on
the order of 0.5 points among all groups of mothers except employed mothers in East Germany, among whom the 2001 reform impact is estimated to
be as high as 20.75 points.15 The magnitude of the estimated effects is indeed
sufﬁciently large to be statistically signiﬁcant even on the basis of the relatively small sample size available in the GSOEP for a differentiated analysis
like ours, although conﬁdence intervals around our estimates for the East
German sample tend to be very wide, and, as evident in ﬁgure 3 for the ﬁrst
policy change, some estimates hence fail to reach conventional levels of statistical signiﬁcance.16 Also, our results are qualitatively and quantitatively
robust across all four alternative estimators, notably if compared between
the three panel data estimators ðFE, LDV, and ABÞ. OLS estimates largely
agree with the latter but do not ﬁnd an impact of the 1992 reform on employed mothers in either East or West Germany. As this discrepancy in parameter estimates suggests a changing relationship between unobservables
and employed women’s fertility decisions—speciﬁcally, higher fertility among
more work-oriented women after the 1992 reform—it is evident that the
panel data estimators are indeed superior to OLS in capturing the effect of
the watershed 1992 reform on women’s work commitment because of their
ability to address endogenous change in couples’ fertility decisions. Among
the panel data estimators, LDV tends to yield slightly more conservative estimates of the 1992 reform than FE, whereas roles are reversed with respect
to the evaluation of the 2001 policy change.
A Look into the Black Box of Policy Feedback on Work Commitment:
Role Exposure or Norm Setting?
As our data suggest strong impacts of changing parental leave entitlements on mothers’ work commitment in Germany, we now seek to further
probe the empirical relevance of the two generative mechanisms sketched
above—changes in role exposure at the microlevel and changed norm
setting at the macrolevel—in the next step of our analysis. To that end, we
present the results from several supplementary analyses that extend our
15

As the conﬁdence intervals suggest, the difference in the point estimates of treatment
effects across reform periods is not statistically signiﬁcant at conventional levels, however.
16
We explicitly provide results of two-sided tests of statistical signiﬁcance of parameter
differences across policy periods at the level of P < .10 and P < .05 in tables 2 and 3. As
our hypotheses are directed, one-sided tests of parameter differences are statistically
appropriate, corresponding ðat P < .05Þ to the results of the two-sided tests at a level of
P < .10. As almost all relevant parameter differences are signiﬁcant at a level of P < .05
in two-sided tests, our interpretation is not materially affected by the choice of threshold
except where noted.
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core model by incorporating speciﬁc operationalizations for the two mediating processes of role exposure and norm setting. Since both analyses
imply further restrictions in terms of available samples, observation window, or required substantive assumptions, the following mediation analyses are explicitly not to be conceived as a formal decomposition of the
total policy impact into its constituent sources. Rather, and more modestly,
our aim is to collect supplementary evidence on the empirical relevance of
the hypothesized mediating processes, which may not the least also indicate fruitful directions for further work probing the relevance of normative
policy feedback in Germany and elsewhere.
Parental leave, exposure to the caregiver role, and work commitment.—
To explicitly test for the relevance of role exposure, we ﬁrst add the actual
duration of employment interruptions as an additional covariate. As
argued before, the hypothesis is that work commitment should be negatively affected by women’s direct exposure to the caregiver role, and such
exposure is expected as a consequence of extended parental leave entitlements as actually utilized by mothers. Table 4 provides our respective
estimates for the empirical impact of the duration of employment interruptions, deﬁned as the cumulative number of months of economic inactivity related to the care of an under-6-year-old, on women’s work commitment from alternative model speciﬁcations.
More speciﬁcally, we present estimates from four types of models. First,
we present estimates from overall models that ﬁt a common duration effect
in the sample, but we then also ﬁtted a status-speciﬁc model that provides
separate estimates for the duration effect among previously employed mothers covered by parental leave versus economically inactive mothers without
leave entitlements. To the extent that role exposure is occurring empirically,
we expect a negative duration effect on commitment in the overall model and
stronger effects of the duration of employment interruptions among previously employed mothers for whom parental leave will imply the more pronounced life course transition, including novel role exposure to a nonwork
environment. Second, we present both standard regression speciﬁcations that
incorporate the duration of employment interruptions as a regular covariate
and instrumental variable ðIVÞ estimates that use the DDD treatment groups
deﬁned by policy period and coverage status as instruments for the duration
variable. The latter speciﬁcations thus estimate the so-called local average
treatment effect ðLATE; see Angrist, Imbens, and Rubin 1996Þ that speciﬁcally describes the average effect of duration on work commitment among
those mothers who increased the duration of work interruptions because
of the change in policy. Arguably, these LATE estimates are of signiﬁcant
interest in our case; yet we also want to alert the reader to the fact that their
interpretation requires acceptance of the exclusion restriction inherent in
IV estimation, that is, the assumption that the impact of policy changes on
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TABLE 4
The Impact of the Duration of Employment Interruption on Work Commitment

FE
Overall speciﬁcation:
West Germany,
1990–2004 . . . . . . . . .

FE-IV
ðLATEÞ

LDV-IV
ðLATEÞ

2.36** ð.05Þ
F 5 198
ðP < .01Þ

2.33** ð.06Þ
F 5 14.1
ðP < .01Þ

2.58** ð.12Þ
F 5 106
ðP < .01Þ
ð.02Þ 2.21 ð.15Þ

2.37** ð.06Þ
F 5 42.5
ðP < .01Þ
2.23* ð.12Þ

LDV

2.06** ð.02Þ 2.03** ð.01Þ

East Germany, 1992–2004
ðitem battery 1Þ . . . . . 2.10** ð.05Þ 2.05** ð.02Þ
East Germany, 1991–98
ðitem battery 2Þ . . . . .

.01 ð.07Þ

7.1E25

Status-speciﬁc speciﬁcation:
West Germany, 1990–2004:
Covered births . . . . . . 2.09** ð.02Þ 2.05** ð.01Þ
Noncovered births . . .

.01 ð.02Þ

East Germany, 1992–2004
ðitem battery 1Þ:
Covered births . . . . . . 2.15* ð.04Þ

2.01 ð.01Þ

2.12** ð.03Þ

Noncovered births . . .

.05 ð.04Þ

2.02 ð.02Þ

East Germany, 1991–98
ðitem battery 2Þ:
Covered births . . . . . .

2.01 ð.05Þ

2.01 ð.03Þ

Noncovered births . . .

.02 ð.05Þ

2.4E23

F 5 113
ðP < .01Þ

F 5 13.6
ðP < .001Þ

2.16** ð.04Þ
F 5 454
ðP < .01Þ
2.02 ð.03Þ
F 5 632
ðP < .01Þ

2.16** ð.03Þ
F 5 108
ðP < .01Þ
.03 ð.02Þ
F 5 112
ðP < .01Þ

2.25** ð.07Þ
F 5 378
ðP < .01Þ
.05 ð.06Þ
F 5 380
ðP < .01Þ

2.23** ð.05Þ
F 5 32.2
ðP < .01Þ
2.08 ð.05Þ
F 5 60.6
ðP < .01Þ

2.07 ð.09Þ
F 5 239
ðP < .01Þ
ð.02Þ 2.01 ð.09Þ
F 5 223
ðP < .01Þ

2.09 ð.07Þ
F 5 21.3
ðP < .01Þ
2.06 ð.09Þ
F 5 21.2
ðP < .01Þ

NOTE.—Parameter estimates for duration of child care–related work interruption in years;
cluster-corrected SEs are in parentheses. Controls: age, age squared, education, partner log
earnings, number of children, age of youngest child, age of youngest child squared, state
unemployment rate; additional controls in LDV model: marital status, employment status,
own log earnings, labor force experience ðall laggedÞ. FE speciﬁcation omits age and age
squared because of multicollinearity with trend controls. IV speciﬁcations use births by policy
period and parental leave entitlement status as instruments; Staiger-Stock F-statistics indicate
joint signiﬁcance of instruments in ﬁrst-stage regressions on the instrumented variables. Data
are from the GSOEP, waves G–U.
* P < .05 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
** P < .01 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
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work commitment operates solely through the mechanism of increasing the
duration of work interruptions. Strictly speaking, the exclusion restriction
thus violates our hypothesis that complementary processes of norm setting
may ðalsoÞ be playing a role. In light of our evidence from the main analysis,
we provide parameter estimates from both FE and LDV panel data models
but omit standard OLS estimates.
In fact, across all differences in details of the speciﬁcation, our estimates
agree that the duration of work interruptions does indeed lower women’s
subjective work orientation. In addition, the LATE estimates obtained
from either FE or LDV speciﬁcations are consistently larger than the standard estimates, often by an order of magnitude; in the case of item battery 2
used in the analyses of the East German sample for the 1990s, it is in fact only
in the IV speciﬁcations that we obtain the expected positive effect, and more
clearly so in the LDV speciﬁcation than in the FE model. In substantive
terms, this discrepancy between standard and LATE estimates suggests that
it may indeed be the case that policy-driven extensions of employment interruptions are affecting women’s preferences in particularly pronounced
ways. In the same line of reasoning, it is telling that all our results in table 4—
except for battery 2 results that do not show evidence of any duration effect at
all—indicate that, as expected, role exposure effects are particularly pronounced among mothers who had been employed prior to childbirth.17 The
negative effects of work interruptions thus primarily occur among mothers
covered by parental leave, for whom ðextendedÞ entitlements explicitly create
ðextendedÞ exposure to the ðnovelÞ caregiver role, while there actually is no
evidence of respective direct exposure effects related to caregiving activity
among homemaking mothers.18
Policy feedback on work commitment via norm setting.—While the mechanism of role exposure relies on changes in individual life course trajectories, we argued before that preference adaptation may also follow from
macrolevel processes of cultural diffusion, normative anchoring, or norm
17

As an additional institutional twist, it should be noted that the German parental leave
program creates incentives for parents to claim maximum leave length versus their
employer, since only parental leave use claimed prior to entering the maternal protection
period will be independent of employer discretion. While subsequent changes in leave
arrangements may be negotiated individually between parents and employers, in practice this creates an additional exogeneity aspect to the present analysis since leave
duration thus tends to be set ðby parentsÞ prior to the occurrence of any observable postbirth shift in preferences that we focus on here.
18
One direct implication of this pattern of results is that our theoretically grounded
reservations about the validity of the LATE estimates may have been somewhat
overcautious. Despite having sketched two potential mechanisms for policy effects, our
evidence suggests that role exposure operates exclusively among mothers working prior
to birth. Hence, the required exclusion condition might hold at the level of the subgroups
of mothers working and not working prior to giving birth, thus also justifying a reliance
on the LATE parameter.
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setting. In contrast to direct role exposure, norm setting involves responses
to cultural signals but also learning about and adjustment to observable
changes in typical behavior of relevant others, which generates social
spillover and multiplier effects beyond direct role exposure. In fact, our
main analysis already contained a wealth of evidence to suggest that norm
setting has been an important part of policy feedback on women’s work
commitment in the German case. Most importantly, simple role exposure is
quite inadequate to explain why similar policy impacts were consistently
observed for both employed and economically inactive mothers despite
signiﬁcant differences in entitlements and despite the fact that direct role
exposure turns out to have been empirically irrelevant among homemaking mothers. Besides, the unexpectedly strong impacts of the 2001 reform
may also point to the importance of norm setting processes as the actual
institutional change in terms of entitlement generosity had been rather
limited.
To push the case for the presence of norm setting processes further, table 5 provides a set of estimates from a series of additional FE and LDV
models that incorporate an interaction between the magnitude of policy
impact and years since policy change. Here the idea is that normative
policy feedback is likely to involve temporally lagged effects if social
learning and multiplier effects are important, especially if norm setting
occurs from observing how other mothers actually change work and care
behaviors in response to new policy incentives. In that vein, the key
hypothesis is that norm setting processes imply normative policy feedback
to grow with increasing time since policy change, that is, the expectation of
a negative interaction between the effect of a policy change on work
commitment and the time since policy enactment. Unfortunately, we lack
the multiple waves of data required for this type of analysis for all policy
periods except the 1992–2000 period and hence are restricted to this single
policy period for this particular analysis. Interestingly, however, following
the 1992 watershed reform that introduced the three-year leave entitlement, we do ﬁnd evidence of the expected negative interaction between
time since reform and the size of treatment effects among West German
mothers, whether employed or economically inactive, in table 5. Among
East German mothers, too, there is at least tentative evidence of some
lagged effects among economically inactive mothers; yet it seems equally
clear that our relatively small samples do not provide sufﬁcient statistical
power for a more deﬁnitive answer in this case.
Importantly, however, this supplementary evidence on the importance
of lagged treatment effects due to cultural processes of norm setting also
helps to better understand the surprisingly large effects associated with the
2001 policy change in the main analysis. Since the main analysis reported
time-constant policy effects only, it abstracted from any systematic change
547
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TABLE 5
Extended Parental Leave Entitlements and Lagged Change
in Work Commitment
WEST GERMANY, 1990–2004
ðItem Battery 1Þ
FE
Covered birth:
1989–91a . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000  time since 1992
policy change . . . . . . . . . .
2001–4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Noncovered birth:
1989–91a . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000 time since 1992
policy change . . . . . . . . . .
2001–4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

2.18 ð.17Þ
2.55** ð.13Þ
2.04 ð.03Þ

LDV

EAST GERMANY, 1991–98
ðItem Battery 2Þ
FE

LDV

2.25** ð.07Þ
.25 ð.50Þ
.24 ð.21Þ
2.37** ð.10Þ 2.26 ð.34Þ 2.40* ð.17Þ
2.08** ð.02Þ
.02 ð.07Þ 2.00 ð.06Þ

21.25** ð.20Þ 21.19** ð.16Þ
2.10 ð.16Þ
2.34* ð.17Þ
2.08* ð.04Þ

2.16 ð.09Þ
2.25* ð.13Þ
2.04 ð.03Þ

2.65* ð.28Þ

2.78** ð.24Þ

NA

NA

.56 ð.53Þ
.42 ð.34Þ
.44 ð.39Þ
.24 ð.37Þ
2.26 ð.23Þ 2.44** ð.11Þ
NA

NA

NOTE.—Cluster-corrected SEs are in parentheses. Controls: age, age squared, education,
partner log earnings, number of children, age of youngest child, age of youngest child squared,
state unemployment rate; additional controls in LDV model: marital status, employment status, own log earnings, labor force experience ðall laggedÞ. FE speciﬁcation omits age and age
squared because of multicollinearity with trend controls. Data are from the GSOEP, waves
G–U.
a
East German respondents before 1991; West German respondents before 1989.
* P < .05 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
** P < .01 ðtwo-sidedÞ.

in the strength of normative policy feedback over time. If, however, we
take the evidence of table 5 at face value, our estimates suggest that the
normative impact of the 1992 watershed reform probably increased signiﬁcantly over time; and if we take this lag in policy feedback into account,
the treatment effect for the 2001 reform is actually no longer statistically
signiﬁcantly different from predicted work commitment toward the end of
the pre-2001 policy period, in particular among mothers employed prior to
childbirth.19 In other words, the seemingly large effects for the small 2001
policy change in the main analysis are actually quite well explained by
noting that they in all likelihood correspond to null effects once the temporal lag in the unfolding of the full effects of the 1992 reform has been
adequately considered; the policy change that had empirically important
19
More speciﬁcally, including the interaction term, the estimated treatment effect stands
at some 20.75 units by the year 2000 among West German mothers with a childbirth
covered by parental leave and even well exceeds the estimate from the corresponding
main effect model for East German women. The only group for whom some visible
difference remains are homemaking mothers in West Germany, among whom the 2001
policy change may eventually have resulted in a further decline of work commitment on
the order of some 20.3 points.
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feedback effects on work commitment among German mothers had in fact
been the 1992 watershed reform.
Does It Matter? Parental Leave, Work Commitment,
and Women’s Subsequent Employment
Finally, any analysis like ours that tracks changes in individual preferences
and subjective orientations is bound to incur the question whether what
we observe reﬂects mainly shifts in individual perception and emphasis or
whether the reported changes in the normative and motivational domain
then also correspond to veriﬁable changes in respondents’ actual behavior.
To address such concerns, and also to underscore the substantive relevance
of our ﬁndings on normative policy feedback effects associated with extended parental leave entitlements, we report on a ﬁnal analysis that aims
to estimate the behavioral implications of policy-induced changes in women’s work commitment for women’s labor force participation and employment. In the present context we should like to stress that we are not
concerned with the question whether, besides normative policy feedback
demonstrated before, mothers in Germany have also responded behaviorally to changes in the parental leave program; there is wide consensus in
current research that they have and that the parental leave extensions of
the late 1980s and the 1992 watershed reform have clearly increased mothers’ time off work ðsee Ondrich et al. 1996; Zieﬂe 2009; Grunow et al. 2011;
Schönberg and Ludsteck 2014; Zieﬂe and Gangl 2014Þ. Rather, we are
concerned speciﬁcally with the question whether we can marshal novel
evidence on the issue whether that behavioral response may in part have
been a consequence of preference change as described in the current analysis
or whether the increasing duration of work interruptions among German
mothers has to be conceived of as a purely rational response to changing
economic incentives.
To that end, table 6 reports empirical estimates from a series of regression models predicting women’s labor force participation, employment,
and full-time employment two years after the present survey interview. We
utilize future employment as our dependent variable in order to ensure the
proper temporal order between cause and effect, that is, to avoid endogeneity bias due to concomitant changes in preferences and behavior, and
we again resort to FE and LDV panel data speciﬁcations in order to estimate the impact of over-time preference changes on employment and labor
force participation, controlling as before for a wide range of observed controls as well as unobserved time-invariant person-speciﬁc factors. Also, we
again provide estimates from both standard FE
LFPit12 5 at 1 DRWit 1 bX it 1 gct 1 mi 1 εit

ð7Þ
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TABLE 6
The Impact of Work Commitment on Women’s Subsequent Employment

Labor force participation, T 1 2:
West Germany, 1990–2004 . . . .
East Germany, 1992–2004
ðitem battery 1Þ . . . . . . . . . .

FE-IV
ðLATEÞ

LDV-IV
ðLATEÞ

.17** ð.04Þ
F 5 13.7
ðP < .001Þ

.04** ð.01Þ
F 5 47.4
ðP < .001Þ

.02 ð.04Þ
F 5 9.3
ðP < .001Þ

.05* ð.03Þ
F 5 23.2
ðP < .001Þ

.01** ð.01Þ 2.00 ð.11Þ
F 5 2.6
ðP < .05Þ

2.00 ð.11Þ
F 5 2.6
ðP < .05Þ

FE

LDV

.01* ð.00Þ

.02** ð.00Þ

.02** ð.01Þ .02** ð.00Þ

East Germany, 1991–98
ðitem battery 2Þ . . . . . . . . . . 2.00 ð.01Þ
Employment, T 1 2:
West Germany, 1990–2004 . . . .
.01** ð.00Þ
East Germany, 1992–2004
ðitem battery 1Þ . . . . . . . . . .
.02** ð.01Þ
East Germany, 1991–98
ðitem battery 2Þ . . . . . . . . . . 2.00 ð.01Þ
Full-time employment, T 1 2:
West Germany, 1990–2004 . . . .
.01** ð.00Þ
East Germany, 1992–04
ðitem battery 1Þ . . . . . . . . . .
.01** ð.01Þ
East Germany, 1991–98
ðitem battery 2Þ . . . . . . . . . . 2.00 ð.01Þ
Full-time employment share, T 1 2
ðemployed women onlyÞ:
West Germany, 1990–2004 . . . .
.01 ð.01Þ

.02** ð.00Þ

.19** ð.04Þ

.04** ð.02Þ

.01** ð.00Þ

.08 ð.05Þ

.02 ð.03Þ

.01 ð.01Þ

.01 ð.01Þ

.05 ð.14Þ

.03** ð.00Þ

.03** ð.00Þ

.19** ð.02Þ

.02** ð.00Þ

.23** ð.06Þ

.13** ð.04Þ

.02** ð.01Þ

.01 ð.01Þ

.21 ð.16Þ

.03** ð.00Þ

.32** ð.07Þ
F 5 7.2
ðP < .001Þ

.24** ð.03Þ
F 5 30.4
ðP < .001Þ

East Germany, 1992–2004
ðitem battery 1Þ . . . . . . . . . . 2.00 ð.01Þ

.02** ð.01Þ

.15** ð.06Þ
F 5 7.5
ðP < .001Þ

.18** ð.05Þ
F 5 14.5
ðP < .001Þ

East Germany, 1991–98
ðitem battery 2Þ . . . . . . . . . . 2.00 ð.01Þ

.01* ð.01Þ

.01 ð.01Þ
F 5 113
ðP < .001Þ

.13 ð.18Þ
F 5 1.5
ðP >.10Þ

NOTE.—Cluster-corrected SEs are in parentheses. Controls: age, age squared, education,
marital status, employment status, log earnings, labor force experience, partner log earnings,
number of children, age of youngest child, age of youngest child squared, state unemployment
rate. FE speciﬁcation omits age and age squared because of multicollinearity with trend
controls. IV speciﬁcations use births by policy period and parental leave entitlement status as
instruments; Staiger-Stock F-statistics indicate joint signiﬁcance of instruments in ﬁrst-stage
regressions on work commitment; ﬁrst-stage F-tests for outcomes employment, T 1 2, and
full-time employment, T 1 2, are equivalent to those for labor force participation at T 1 2.
Data are from the GSOEP, waves G–W.
* P < .05 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
** P < .01 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
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and LDV estimators
LFPit12 5 b0 LFPit 1 at 1 DRWit 1 bX it 1 gct 1 εit

ð8Þ

and their IV extensions, since the former provide an overall estimate of the
effect of work commitment on women’s labor force behavior in our sample, whereas the IV speciﬁcations using the DDD treatment and control
groups as instrumental variables once more result in LATE estimates of
the speciﬁc employment impact of those policy-induced preference changes
that occurred in the wake of the sequence of changes to the German
parental leave program under study here.
Irrespective of these particulars, however, the main result from this ﬁnal
analysis is that we obtain consistent evidence for a clearly positive impact of
women’s subjective work commitment on their subsequent labor force and
employment behavior, net of a broad array of unobserved and observed
sociodemographic controls. Virtually all of the parameter estimates reported
in table 6 have the expected positive sign, so that any policy-induced weakening of women’s subjective work commitment can be predicted to also lower
their labor force participation and employment rates in the medium and
possibly longer run. The effect estimates are consistently largest for full-time
employment rates as the dependent variable, where our results imply that a
one-point difference in work commitment scores—about the magnitude of the
policy feedback from the 1992 reform including lagged effects—may lower
women’s full-time employment rates by up to three percentage points. In
general, and as before, our LATE parameter estimates tend to be consistently
larger than the corresponding estimates from standard panel speciﬁcations,
which suggests that the employment effects that follow speciﬁcally from
normative policy feedback induced by changes to the parental leave program
may have actually been rather large, potentially because mothers’ labor force
attachment is particularly responsive to changes in work commitment. Because of our relatively small samples, our respective LATE parameter estimates are again not very precisely estimated but nevertheless suggest that
a one-unit change in the work commitment score—that is, about the total
effect of the 1992 reform—might reduce labor force, employment, and fulltime employment rates among women by anywhere between approximately
ﬁve and 20 percentage points. Also, it should be noted that our respective
evidence is somewhat less persuasive for the East German sample, probably
not the least again because of its smaller sample size.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The empirical evidence compiled here strongly implies that preferences indeed follow policy. Utilizing difference-in-differences estimators and unique
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longitudinal survey data that offer both rich controls and repeated measures
of women’s work-family preferences, our various analyses have consistently
implied that mothers’ subjective work commitment has in fact changed in
response to successive extensions of parental leave entitlements in Germany. This applies to the watershed 1992 reform in particular, which
increased parental leave entitlements to three years following childbirth,
and which we estimate to have led to a decline of mothers’ work commitment by about one-half of a standard deviation on our indicator in the short
run, and possibly up to a full standard deviation because of lagged diffusion
effects within the ﬁrst decade afterward. As we could also demonstrate that
preference changes associated with parental leave reforms were clearly
predictive of changes in women’s actual labor force participation, it is
probably appropriate to conclude that extended parental leave entitlements
have had a signiﬁcant impact on mothers’ labor market involvement in
Germany. Thus, the adoption of the West German system of parental leave
entitlements probably contributed to East-West convergence in both levels
of mothers’ work commitment and, derivative to the former, mothers’ labor
force participation and employment. Among West German mothers, too,
extended parental leave entitlements have at least contributed to considerably moderating the secular trend of mothers’ increasing labor market
attachment and employment. According to our results, the entitlement extension has clearly resulted in more strongly family-oriented preferences
among mothers relative to both own past preferences and preferences of
childless women, so that motherhood has arguably come to constitute an
even more distinctive event in women’s family and economic lives than
before. Likewise, we could show by comparison to ðolderÞ women with
completed fertility histories prior to the policy change that the changes we
observe were occurring within the clearly circumscribed sample of new
mothers and were not part of any more generally regressive trend of women’s work commitment in Germany.
In fact, these results from our quantitative case study are certainly consistent with ﬁndings of adverse effects of long parental leave entitlements on
women’s employment, as, for example, reported in the cross-nationally
comparative studies of Pettit and Hook ð2005Þ, Kenworthy ð2008Þ, Budig
et al. ð2012Þ, and Boeckmann et al. ð2015Þ, and largely driven by the cases of
Germany and other ðmostlyÞ continental European countries. Our results
are hence suggestive of a potentially complex interplay between standard
economic mechanisms of behavioral responses to incentives and constraints
and more sociological mechanisms of preference and belief system formation
in generating the overall empirical impact of family policies on women’s
labor force behavior. The latter interpretation seems further corroborated
by our evidence on the mediating processes that underlie preference change
among German mothers. The fact that we observe fairly similar declines in
552
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work commitment among recent mothers irrespective of prebirth employment status ðand, hence, actual entitlement statusÞ and relative to both
women without children and ðolderÞ women with completed fertility histories speaks to the importance of processes of norm setting that extend
beyond the more circumscribed population of working women for whom
leave entitlements were actually changing. Similarly, ﬁndings of a temporal
lag until the full impact of the 1992 reform had been realized in our view
underscore the conclusion that extended parental leave entitlements have
triggered a widespread impact through norm setting among mothers in Germany during the 1990s and early 2000s. At the same time, our results also
indicate that actual exposure to the caregiver role has been an important
complementary mechanism of preference change at the individual level.
Consistent with the behavioral foundations implied, we ﬁnd that work
commitment clearly declined with the duration of employment interruptions among mothers working prior to childbirth. Exposure effects have
hence been sharply restricted to the population of mothers for whom actual
entitlements and, in response, actual patterns of labor force participation
and caregiving have changed over time. In either case, the observation that
norm setting and role exposure have likely been important suggests quite
pervasive and potentially also quite persistent effects of extended parental
leave entitlements on mothers’ work-family preferences.
With this key ﬁnding of signiﬁcant preference change following the policy
change in Germany, the current analysis should also serve to emphasize one
of the core insights in the sociology of the welfare state, namely, that speciﬁc
public policy conﬁgurations are conducive to distinct welfare regimes, that
is, constitute alternative equilibrium solutions to common allocative and
distributional trade-offs that characterize the division of ðpaid and unpaidÞ
labor in modern societies ðsee also Cooke and Baxter 2010Þ. In that sense, it
should not come as a surprise that differences of or changes in core institutions are likely to result in equilibrium shifts, which involves interrelated changes in the behaviors of employers, families, and, in our speciﬁc
case, women in their capacities as partners, caregivers, and workers ðsee also
Mandel and Semyonov 2006Þ. And even as we are far from intending any
assessment of the relative role of supply- and demand-side policy impacts or
from denying the likely pervasive importance of employer responses to
family policy arrangements for women’s employment prospects, we consider the present study as demonstrating the weight of this consideration
empirically and as acknowledging the complementary impact of family
policy on women’s own preferences and derivative behavior. The evidence
from our study to some extent hence undermines exclusively demand-side
accounts of adverse effects of family policy on gender inequality but underscores that, not the least owing to the salience and universalism of public
policies in modern societies, the patterns of gender inequality in the labor
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market are an equilibrium outcome of both employers’ and women’s and
their families’ responses to prevailing institutional environments.
With this focus, our study is in line with other recent research that examines broader policy impacts beyond strictly economic and labor market
behaviors ðe.g., Hook 2010; Cooke 2011Þ. What is distinctive about the
present research, however, is that we have been able to address the relationship between welfare states and social stratiﬁcation not merely at the
level of employer or worker behavior but at the fundamental level of agents’
preferences. Here, we have been able to demonstrate with longitudinal
survey data, for the particular case of Germany, and for the speciﬁc institution of parental leave entitlements that mothers’ preferences have been
adapting at the individual level and in predictable ways in response to a
major change in German family policy. In fact, we consider the empirical
evidence from the present study a supreme vindication of a whole generation
of feminist research that characterized welfare regimes as incorporating,
embedding, and reinforcing models of care and gender relations ðsee Lewis
1992; Orloff 1996; Sainsbury 1996, 1999; Pfau-Efﬁnger 2004; Kremer 2007;
Cooke 2011Þ. Moreover, while having been limited to preference effects
among women in the present analysis, our theoretical framework is sufﬁciently general in order to inform future studies of respective normative
effects among men, too, who are beginning to assume a more important
caregiving role in several European countries, not the least through the
adoption of dedicated “daddy months” within public parental leave programs in Scandinavia but also, more recently, Germany. In a broader sense,
the evidence from our present study may thus contribute to the discipline’s
research program on the relationships between welfare states and the moral
economy of modern societies ðMau 2003, 2004; Svallfors 2006, 2007, 2010Þ.
Nevertheless, the strength and immediacy of policy effects visible in our
study may still come as a surprise as current theory and empirical research,
feminist and mainstream alike, have focused on the convergence of individual attitudes, norms and preferences, and welfare institutions in equilibrium, that is, when compared across entrenched welfare systems that
have coalesced over decades if not generations ðSvallfors 1997, 2006, 2007,
2010; Andress and Heien 2001; Mau 2003, 2004Þ. In contrast, we have been
able to demonstrate that extended parental leave entitlements did create
signiﬁcant and swift responses in mothers’ work commitment in Germany
during the 1990s and early 2000s. To some extent, these striking ﬁndings
may naturally reﬂect particular features of the speciﬁc case. Extended
parental leave entitlements had been an extremely popular policy at the
time, parental leave institutionally complemented existing family policies
that supported traditional male breadwinner arrangements, and the
watershed 1992 reform effectively doubled prior entitlements by introducing a three-year parental leave, all of which may have resulted in
554

This content downloaded from 136.167.040.205 on November 21, 2017 12:00:30 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

Parental Leave and Work Commitment
families being particularly responsive to this speciﬁc policy change. Still, it
seems important to emphasize the empirical observation that this policy
change did not merely trigger behavioral responses in terms of women’s
labor force participation but also involved changes at the more fundamental level of individual preferences, in this case, a decline in mothers’
subjective work commitment. This evidence of strong and fairly sudden
preference shifts in response to policy change thus provides support for a
broader recognition of the welfare state as a normative anchor, but also for
the importance of social multiplier effects, framing, and norm setting for
any observable policy impact, whether behavioral or attitudinal.
APPENDIX
TABLE A1
Descriptive Statistics on the Estimation Samples,
by Region and Type of Estimator
EAST GERMANY
Battery 1

Treatment groups:
Birth before 1989–91a . .
Covered birth:
1989–91b . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000 . . . . . . . . .
2001–4 . . . . . . . . . . . .
Noncovered birth:
1989–91b . . . . . . . . . .
1992–2000 . . . . . . . . .
2001–4 . . . . . . . . . . . .
Women without children
Current covariates:
No. of children:
2 children . . . . . . . . . .
3 or more children . . .
Age of youngest child . . .

Battery 2

LDV

OLS/
FE

.15

2.03

ð1.55Þ

....

Battery 1

LDV

OLS/
FE

LDV

.23

.18

2.10

2.19

ð1.47Þ

ð1.30Þ

ð1.27Þ

ð1.73Þ

ð1.69Þ

.68

.76

.72

.77

.53

.59

....
....
....

.01
.04
.02

...
.06
.02

.01
.03
...

.01
.04
...

.03
.06
.02

.05
.09
.01

.
.
.
.

.01
.05
.01
.24

...
.05
.01
.18

.01
.03
...
.24

.01
.03
...
.18

.03
.10
.02
.33

.04
.06
.01
.28

Dependent variable:
Work orientation ðdifferenced
factor scoreÞ . . . . . . . . . .

.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.

....
....
....

Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Level of education ðyearsÞ . . .
Partnered . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Partner annual earnings
ðlogÞ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

OLS/
FE

WEST GERMANY

.36
.40
.36
.39
.30
.33
.14
.15
.14
.15
.16
.17
12.23
13.99
11.63
13.20
10.26
11.09
ð11.53Þ ð11.23Þ ð11.13Þ ð11.07Þ ð11.42Þ ð11.47Þ
39.62
42.38
39.13
41.07
39.95
41.22
ð12.64Þ ð11.24Þ ð12.40Þ ð11.46Þ ð12.72Þ ð11.89Þ
12.18
12.35
12.03
12.25
11.54
11.46
ð2.27Þ
ð2.23Þ
ð2.21Þ
ð2.20Þ
ð2.52Þ
ð2.36Þ
.757
.813
.781
.814
.743
.764
3.69
ð4.72Þ

3.74
ð4.78Þ

6.10
ð4.68Þ

6.43
ð4.67Þ

3.54
ð4.87Þ

4.51
ð5.12Þ
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TABLE A1 (Continued )
EAST GERMANY
Battery 1

Partner annual earnings
ðlog, positive earnings
cases onlyÞ . . . . . . . . . . . . .
State unemployment rate . . . . .
Regional mobilityc . . . . . . . . .
Lagged covariates:
Employed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Labor force experience . . . . . .

LDV

OLS/
FE

LDV

OLS/
FE

LDV

9.67
ð.65Þ
24.63
ð4.47Þ
.10

9.79
ð.71Þ
24.12
ð4.00Þ
.09

9.64
ð.67Þ
22.81
ð5.79Þ
.06

9.77
ð.71Þ
26.28
ð4.16Þ
.061

10.21
ð.63Þ
9.63
ð2.83Þ
.004

10.29
ð.61Þ
9.42
ð2.66Þ
.000

...
...

.63
16.07
ð10.79Þ
7.30
ð3.82Þ
.70
.10
6.88

...
...

.66
16.71
ð11.14Þ
7.52
ð3.55Þ
.72
.09
6.86

...
...

.59
11.97
ð9.68Þ
6.48
ð4.29Þ
.65
.09
6.57

...

Married . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Partnered but unmarried . . . .
Partner annual
earnings ðlogÞ . . . . . . . . . . .

...
...
...

State unemployment rate . . . .

...

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Battery 1

OLS/
FE

Annual earnings ðlogÞ . . . . . . .

Survey year:
1990 . . . . . .
1991 . . . . . .
1992 . . . . . .
1994 . . . . . .
1995 . . . . . .
1998 . . . . . .
2004 . . . . . .
N observations
N individuals .

WEST GERMANY

Battery 2

...
...
.31
...
.30
...
.39
5,658
3,276

ð4.42Þ
25.00
ð4.28Þ
.
.
.
.

..
..
..
..
.59
...
.42
2,388
1,576

...
...
...
...

...
...
...
...

...

ð4.34Þ
21.88
ð6.11Þ

...

ð4.92Þ
7.49
ð2.06Þ

...
.34
...
.33
...
.33
...
5,136
2,408

...
...
...
.51
...
.49
...
2,702
1,620

.19
...
.19
...
.21
...
.40
14,707
8,220

...
...
.38
...
.36
...
.26
6,402
3,119

NOTES.—SDs of metric covariates are in parentheses. Data are from the GSOEP, waves
G–U.
a
East German respondents: before 1991; West German respondents: before 1989.
b
East German respondents: births in 1991.
c
Region of current residence differing from region of origin ðcurrent residence in West
Germany for the East German sample and vice versaÞ.
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TABLE A2
Parameter Estimates for the Effects of Control Variables on Respondents’
Work-Family Preferences in Germany, Main Analysis Regression
Speciﬁcations ðTable 2Þ
EAST GERMANY
OLS

FE

Lagged dependent variable:

 Wave 2004 . . . . . . .

3 or more
children . . . . . . .
Age of youngest
child . . . . . . . . . .
Age of youngest
child squared . . .
Respondent age . . . . .
Respondent age
squared . . . . . . .
Level of education
ðyearsÞ . . . . . . . .

OLS

FE

.39**
ð.03Þ
...

 Wave 1995 . . . . . . .

Current covariates:
No. of children:
2 children . . . . . . . .

WEST GERMANY
LDV

LDV
.45**
ð.02Þ
.04
ð.03Þ
.12**
ð.03Þ

.06
ð.04Þ
2.23**
ð.06Þ

.19
ð.20Þ

2.12
ð.07Þ

2.27**
ð.04Þ

.28**
ð.11Þ

2.04
ð.05Þ

2.18*
ð.08Þ

.48
ð.37Þ

2.19*
ð.09Þ

2.40**
ð.06Þ

.85**
ð.18Þ

2.08
ð.06Þ

.01
ð.01Þ

.03
ð.02Þ

2.00
ð.013Þ

2.03**
ð.01Þ

.03*
ð.01Þ

2.02**
ð.01Þ

.02**
8.7E25
ð2.7E24Þ ð3.0E24Þ
.02
...
ð.02Þ

2.8E25
.00** 2.00**
4.1E24*
ð3.3E24Þ ð1.7E24Þ ð2.3E24Þ ð2.0E24Þ
.09**
.05**
...
.09**
ð.03Þ
ð.01Þ
ð.02Þ

2.00**
ð2.0E24Þ

2.00** 2.00**
ð3.3E24Þ ð1.3E24Þ

...

2.00**
ð1.8E24Þ

.07*
ð.03Þ

.00
ð.01Þ

.02**
ð.01Þ

2.01
ð.02Þ

.01
ð.01Þ

2.06**
ð.01Þ
.48
ð.46Þ

2.03**
ð.01Þ
.14
ð.47Þ

2.03**
ð.01Þ
21.01
ð15.60Þ

2.07**
ð.00Þ
2.44
ð1.19Þ

2.03**
ð.01Þ
.53
ð2.30Þ

2.04**
ð.01Þ
...

.03
ð.03Þ

.02
ð.03Þ

2.07
ð1.11Þ

.02
ð.08Þ

2.03
ð.15Þ

2.02
ð.02Þ

Lagged covariates:
Own employment . . . .

...

...

2.04
ð.09Þ

...

...

Labor force
experience . . . . . .

...

...

.00
ð.01Þ

...

...

Own annual earnings
ðlogÞ . . . . . . . . . .

...

...

...

...

Married . . . . . . . . . . .

...

...

2.00
ð.01Þ
2.31*
ð.13Þ

...

...

Partner annual
earnings ðlogÞ . . .
Regional mobility . . . .
State unemployment
rate . . . . . . . . . .

2.00
ð.01Þ

...

2.13*
ð.06Þ
.01**
ð.00Þ
.02**
ð.01Þ
2.44**
ð.07Þ
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TABLE A2 (Continued )
EAST GERMANY

WEST GERMANY

OLS

FE

LDV

OLS

FE

LDV

Partnered but
unmarried . . . . . .

...

...

2.09
ð.14Þ

...

...

2.22**
ð.08Þ

Partner annual earnings
ðlogÞ . . . . . . . . . .

...

...

2.00
ð.01Þ

...

...

.01
ð.01Þ

State unemployment
rate . . . . . . . . . .

...

...

...

...

5,658
3,276

5,658
3,276

2.02
ð.01Þ
2,388
1,576

14,707
8,220

14,707
8,220

.01
ð.02Þ
6,402
3,119

N observations . . . . . . .
N individuals . . . . . . . .

NOTE.—The dependent variable is women’s work commitment measured by item battery 1
ðsubjective importance of work vs. familyÞ. Cluster-corrected SEs are in parentheses. FE speciﬁcations omit age and age squared because of multicollinearity with period trend indicator variables. See table 2 for full parameter estimates for treatment and control group indicators. Data
are from the GSOEP, waves G–U.
* P < .05 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
** P < .01 ðtwo-sidedÞ.
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