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Introduction 

European labour markets have been characterised by increasing flexibility of workplaces as 

well as of individual working lives. While employment relations characterised by full-time 

work on a permanent basis are on the decline, new forms of employment have gained in 

importance. These dynamics have initiated scientific as well as political discussions under the 

heading of precarity.1  

Increasing flexibility of labour markets has turned out to be especially challenging for social 

insurance based systems. As social security is mainly contribution-financed, financial sus-

tainability depends on relatively stable employment biographies, while entitlements are 

linked to employment status over the life course. In additions to high (long-term) unem-

ployment, the rise in precarious forms of employment poses major challenges to individual 

social security and overall sustainability. Young people in transition from education to work 

and those desiring to re-enter the labour market have been hit hardest by the overall dy-

namic, although gender and skills play a crucial role. While nonstandard employment is not 

necessarily involuntary and often a stepping-stone into permanent contracts, related insecu-

rities and uncertainties affect status passages and life course decisions. 

“Rush-hour” (Klammer 2010, p. 155), “peak of life” (Plantenga 2005) or “sandwich stage” 

(Schulz-Nieswandt 2006a) are terms used to point out the various developmental tasks of 

early to prime-age life stages: key decisions about career and family life are taken in a rela-

tively short time span, while the consequences for subsequent life trajectories are long last-

ing. Life course decisions are expected to be dependent on individual preferences as well as 

personal and contextual resources. Taking a life course oriented perspective, the research is 

focused on interaction effects between institutions and life course transitions. 

Many European societies are quite clearly confronted with low or declining fertility rates. A 

common understanding is that young people nowadays are more reluctant to form a family 

because of the increased economic and labour market uncertainties they face. Empirical 

clarification of this thesis proves (to be) difficult, however. A comparative look at France and 

Germany, both major member states of the European Union (EU), promises to reveal further 

insights into this issue: being historically rooted in the same Bismarckian tradition of social 

insurance, both countries show clear similarities as far as increasing labour market risks and 

                                                        
1 See for example Barbier (2011); Castel/Dörre (2009); Frade/Darmon/Laparra (2004). 
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uncertainties of younger cohorts are concerned, but crucial differences in family formation 

and fertility patterns. The divergent patterns pose an interesting puzzle: compared to older 

cohorts, parenthood has increasingly been postponed in both countries, but whereas the 

French fertility rate is one of the highest in Europe, Germany is at the very low end of the 

scale. While demographic research into the determinants of birth rates and timing has flour-

ished in the discussion of sustainable social security, comparative policy analysis in this area 

is biased towards family policy. Yet the socioeconomic situation of families is not only influ-

enced by policies labelled as family related, but by a whole set of interacting institutions, 

particularly those related to the labour market.  

The analysis focuses on two main research questions:  

- What are the institutional aspects of the labour market insecurities and uncertainties 

facing young people in Germany and France? And are there substantial differences in 

job/employment insecurities between these countries? 

- What are the implications of labour market uncertainties among young people on family 

formation? And do they contribute to explaining the divergent fertility patterns in France 

and Germany?  

The following chapter provides an overview of European labour market dynamics with a 

special focus on Germany and France. Chapter two refers to theoretical and conceptual con-

siderations concerning insecurity and uncertainty over the life course. Subsequently, dimen-

sions of job and employment insecurity and uncertainty are analysed in the respective insti-

tutional context. Chapter five relates labour market issues to fertility decisions. The final 

chapter brings the different strands together to analyse interactions between employment 

and family sphere and the role of social policy. The conclusion summarises the main out-

comes and reveals policy recommendations and research perspectives. 
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1. Setting the Scene: European Labour Market Dynamics 

For the EU, the years from 2010 up to now (summer 2012) are of particular importance for a 

number of reasons. On the one hand, the expiration of the Lisbon Strategy in June 2010 

marked the beginning of a review process of the results of the European Employment Strat-

egy (EES) (Weishaupt/Lack 2011) and the launch of the new Europe 2020 Strategy. On the 

other, these were the first post-recession years to follow the banking and financial crisis of 

2008/2009. While the majority of the European economies that had been adversely affected 

by the economic crisis embarked on a more stable economic course, this period is also char-

acterised by the tightening of the euro and debt crisis that is still ongoing today. This succes-

sion of crises has thrown many euro states and the EU as a whole into economic and political 

turmoil, the development and consequences of which cannot be foreseen at this stage. 

The following graphs illustrate some central dynamics within the European labour markets. 

The main focus is on the specific situation of France and Germany as European core coun-

tries. The United Kingdom and Denmark are also included. Both states are of relevance be-

cause of their role within the context of European employment policy. As an exponent of the 

liberal welfare state model, the United Kingdom was early in implementing (1998-2000) its 

activation strategy under the label ”New Deal – Welfare to Work” and has therefore served 

as an example and forerunner in the European context.2 For many years, Denmark (together 

with the Netherlands), by contrast, had been considered an exemplary application of a strat-

egy of flexicurity, which was expected to be sustainable (Dingeldey 2011). 

In Lisbon 2000, for the first time ever within the EU, concrete employment figures were es-

tablished as “hard targets” and exact numerical values for the EES.3 Although steps in that 

direction could indeed be observed in most states of the EU, in retrospect it must be said 

that the objectives of the Lisbon Strategy have not been achieved.4 Concerning the overall 

                                                        
2 See the so called Schröder-Blair declaration Schröder/Blair (1999). 
3 An overall European employment rate of 70 % and an employment rate for women of more than 60 % should 

be reached by 2010; a 50 % employment target for older workers aged 55-64 was introduced in 2001. 
4 The EES is of particular importance with respect to the ambitiously propagated objective of the Lisbon Strat-

egy to turn the EU into “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable 
of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion”, Council of the Euro-
pean Union (2000). 
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employment rate, the target of 70% has been missed clearly (not least as a consequence of 

the EU-wide economic crisis, see Figure 1).5  

 
Figure 1: Employment Rate, Men and Women, Aged 15-64, in % 

 
Source: Own compilation, EU-LFS (2012). 

 
While the economic crisis meant a sudden end to employment expansion within the EU, it is 

worth bearing in mind the divergent labour market performance of the Member States be-

fore the crisis. The heterogeneous picture remains in the post-crisis period. Nevertheless, 

some interesting aspects have become apparent: “(...)while the labour market experience of 

countries in the crisis varies strongly, the countries that are managing best are, in many 

cases, not those that had been the champions in terms of employment and unemployment 

outcomes over the first eight years of the Lisbon Strategy. This again calls into question sim-

ple and unequivocal impacts of labour market institutions such as ALMPs [active labour mar-

ket policies], unemployment benefits or EPL [employment protection legislation].” (Leschke 

2011, p. 163, amended by the author). Whereas Germany – for many years regarded as the 

problem child – has suddenly advanced to a “best-practice example” and is praised for its 

adjustments regarding internal flexibility measures, countries like Denmark and the United 

Kingdom are criticised because of their orientation towards external flexibility. Especially in 

the case of Denmark, which has seen one of the highest rises in unemployment, this aspect 

                                                        
5 The development concerning the quota of older workers as well as female employment has been more fa-

vourable (the actual rates have converged to the targets of 2010). This must be seen in the light of the fact 
that most of the last decade’s employment gains have been achieved in non-standard employment. 
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raises questions about the long-term sustainability of the national flexicurity model (Leschke 

2011). France showed a rising employment rate until 2008, even though it has only been 

changing slightly since 2003. On the other hand, it is fair to say, however, that the economic 

crisis has only led to a marginal decline. 

The economic recession in 2008/09 has led to a significant EU-wide rise in unemployment 

figures (see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2: Unemployment in Europe, in % 

 
Source: Own compilation EU-LFS (2012). 

 
Whereas unemployment had been on a decline within the EU and most of the Member 

States since 2005, there was a distinct reversal of this trend in 2008. In 2010/11, the overall 

EU unemployment rate remained at a stable but substantially higher level than before the 

crisis. In 2012, unemployment is continuing to grow. 

In this regard Germany proves an exception, with remarkable fluctuations in its labour mar-

ket over the last ten years. At first, there was a notable increase in unemployment to 11 %, 

well above the EU average, in 2005. This had essentially been caused by the reforms of Ger-

man labour market policies aiming at activation (so called “Hartz legislation”) and adminis-
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banking and economic crisis. In 2011, the unemployment rate in Germany was at its lowest 

since German reunification.6  

Compared to Germany, French labour market development has been less spectacular. Since 

the 1990s, it has reflected the general trend of overall EU development. While unemploy-

ment in France was lower than in Germany during the first half of the last decade, it has 

risen since the crisis, although to a lesser extent than in other EU states.  

Looking at the labour market situation of younger workers is illuminating. It is not by chance 

that particular attention is paid to this group within the labour markets of many Member 

States as well as within the framework of the European employment guidelines. It is well 

known that the situation of labour market newcomers has been difficult in many countries, 

even before the crisis. Structural changes in the employment system have caused the ca-

reers of younger people to be disproportionately characterised by non-standard and pre-

carious forms of employment (see Chapter 4). The unemployment rate among this age group 

is well above the national average in most countries.  

 
Figure 3: Unemployment of Young People, Aged 15-25, in % 

Source: Own compilation, EU-LFS (2012). 

 
Figure 3 shows the EU-wide increase as a consequence of the economic crisis. Although the 

most dramatic cases within the EU are not listed in the chart (namely countries with a se-

                                                        
6 Reasons cannot be analysed in depth here; it is an interaction of a series of factors. Alongside economic and 

labour market causes, the increasingly precarious labour market as well as demographic trends have been 
decisive (see Chapter 4.3). 
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verely strained labour market situation for younger workers, such as Spain or Greece), the 

development of the countries shown here – with the exception of Germany – points in the 

same direction (Brenke 2012), with France being one of the countries with a considerably 

high rate of youth unemployment. 

The expansion of employment in the context of the EES has been outlined. A look at the driv-

ing forces behind this development shows that the higher labour force participation has pri-

marily been caused by the rise of non-standard employment. Figure 4 shows that this is – 

with exception of certain Central and Eastern European states – an EU-wide phenomenon. In 

France and Germany, atypical forms of employment have been on the rise for many years – 

in Germany, which is now at the forefront within Europe, they are even more pronounced 

than in France. 

 
Figure 4: Aggregate Non-Standard Employment Rates in Europe, 1998 and 2008, in % 

 
 Note: “aggregate” non-standard employment rate includes part-time, fixed-term and own account work while controlling for over-

laps; the EU-average excludes Bulgaria, Malta and Cyprus. 

Source: Schmid (2011a, p. 174). 

 
The growth of the total employment rate in most EU Member States can be explained by the 

increase in female labour force participation, which is in turn reflected in the growth of non-
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standard employment.7 The results of more detailed analysis, showing that the increase in 

atypical employment and its expansive effect on the overall employment level are mainly 

based on part-time work, seem to be plausible.8 All in all, it becomes apparent that the in-

tention of the EES to raise the employment levels within the Member States has been real-

ised to a large extent by the expansion of non-standard employment. 

 

                                                        
7 However, labour force participation varies according to the level of qualification: women with a low level of 

formal education are underrepresented; but if they are gainfully employed, they work disproportionately of-
ten in precarious segments of the labour market. 

8 For more details see Schmid (2011a). 
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2. Conceptual Considerations 

2.1. On Uncertainty and Insecurity 

The discussion of new uncertainties and precarities in European welfare states has picked up 

within the last two decades.9 Karl Polanyi’s (2010 [1944]) classical thesis, that the extension 

of free markets is attended by a countermovement and fencing commercialisation by regu-

lating social consequences in order to stabilize society, seems – in the light of the global en-

tanglement of financial markets – to be an increasingly challenging prospect (Crouch 2011b). 

But what is meant by the term uncertainty? As our research refers to the question of how 

uncertainty influences life course decisions, we are referring to individual uncertainty, leav-

ing organisational and legal uncertainty and uncertainty of law aside. 

Uncertainty must be differentiated from insecurity. While insecurity is closely linked to risk, 

uncertainty refers to the lack of knowledge about future events and the resources required 

to cope. According to Crouch (2011a, p. 9), uncertainty is defined as the “(...) inability to feel 

or objectively to be confident that one’s situation at time t1 will be at least as satisfactory as 

it is at time t0.” In this perspective, insecurity is constitutive for uncertainty. It is defined as 

insecurity in combination with a lack of knowledge. Crouch makes it explicit that the defini-

tion excludes subjective or objective improvement of one’s situation (Crouch 2010, p. 1).10 

As far as risk is concerned, probabilities can be calculated and costs can be pooled according 

to the following characteristics: risks are involuntary and unpredictable (external) events 

(Arrow 1963, p. 945), which is the basis of the insurance principle. Uncertainty is a broader 

concept. Unless situations of uncertainty include one or more risks, the central characteristic 

is a considerable lack of information. 

Uncertainty is a constant of human existence11, and contingency is a central challenge for 

the subject to cope with. It is not only an objective category, but does have a substantial 

subjective dimension:12 individual uncertainty is dependent on personal perceptions, which 

                                                        
9 See among others Castel/Dörre (2009). 
10 For a discussion of uncertainty as an information problem in the economic context see Arrow (1963, p. 946) 

and Knight (1921). The definition is based on the implicit assumption that less uncertainty is linked to greater 
well-being. Moreover, the subjective or objective improvement of the situation in t+1 is excluded, with 
Crouch (2011a, p. 9) arguing that such a situation is unproblematic.  

11 The precondition of certainty is an immutable world (Kaufmann 2003, p. 80). 
12 Nevertheless, the perception of uncertainty is not necessarily negative. 
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are based on individual and collective expectations about future developments (1) and the 

confidence of being able to influence them (2), this makes it an intertemporal (1) and rela-

tional (2) category. It is intertemporal in the way that it refers to the future, from the pre-

sent situation and (personal) viewpoint.13 Its relational character refers to the unequal dis-

tribution of uncertainty within society: it is expected to be dependent on opportunity struc-

tures and access to resources.  

Insecurity as threat to life and limb was part of the European societies until the middle of the 

20th century. In terms of conceptional history, it was the beginning of the 20th century when 

the idea of certainty was replaced by the objective of security (Kaufmann 1987, p. 38). As 

Dewey put it: “Man who lives in a world of hazards is compelled to seek for security” (Dewey 

1929, p. 4 as cited by Kaufmann 2003, p. 80). In European welfare states, security works as a 

substitute for certainty14, allowing a certain degree of personal freedom under the umbrella 

of social protection.  

A deeper analysis of the meaning of uncertainty and insecurity and their interaction needs to 

be set aside here. For capitalist western societies, it can be said that while security of exist-

ence has become possible for major parts of society, the consciousness of the finitude of life 

in relation to the uncertainty of a contingent world has become a central challenge of hu-

man existence. Moreover, increasing uncertainties are expected as a consequence of three 

dynamics: 

1) Decreasing importance of national borders: economic openness and globalisation go 

hand in hand with transformation processes in the social security systems. In line 

with an expanding role of activation policies, individual responsibility rises.15 

2) Decreasing importance of borders between different domains of life (i.e. blurring 

boundaries between work and private sphere): assuming social norms as focal points 

of “good life”, individual pressure and uncertainty increase as norms and social roles 

become less binding. Individual self-optimisation and the increasing risk of (individu-

als) being overwhelmed by personal developmental tasks are expected consequenc-

es.16 

                                                        
13 It is, in fact, often neglected. 
14 See Crouch (2010, p. 2) for internal discussion. 
15 Social rights as part of the solidarity principle have been especially challenged in continental welfare states 

due to their impact on indirect labour costs (Palier 2010b; Blossfeld/Mills 2010). 
16 Schier/Jurczyk/Szymenderski (2011); Ehrenberg (2008; 2011). 
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3) Increasing consciousness of the finiteness of natural resources. This refers to the 

threat of losing access to natural resources as public goods (Crouch 2011a, p. 9). 

With regard to the present research context, the argument is that the decision to have (an-

other) child is taken under increasingly uncertain circumstances, which are institutionally 

filtered and culturally framed. 

 

2.2. Life Course Perspective: Transitions as Critical Stages 

The study takes up a life course oriented perspective. Playing an important role in political 

and scientific debate on the links between labour markets and social security issues since the 

1960s17, the approach has regained importance in the context of changing lifetime and gen-

der patterns, as well as demographic change (Klammer 2004, p. 284).  

The central idea is that individual development and change are not only characteristics of 

childhood and youth, but integral parts of the entire life course. Life course transitions are 

characterised by changing resources, requirements and roles as sets of social expectations.18 

From this viewpoint, status passages, central transitions over the life course, are seen as 

ambiguous and critical events, leading to an unknown future and linked to uncertainty. Nev-

ertheless, transitions may be the result of individual choice as well as of contextual condi-

tions like cultural norms, social infrastructure, risks or environmental factors. Political insti-

tutions influence resource distribution and opportunity structures over the life course and 

thereby impact the conduct of life among individuals and social groups (Schulz-Nieswandt 

2006b, pp. 77-82).19 

The life course perspective does not focus on a certain event in life, but analyses how institu-

tions frame transitions and structure life circumstances of different social groups by integrat-

ing different phases and trajectories. In this context we refer to a broad definition of institu-

tions, including not only formal but also informal sets of rules-in-use as well as social norms. 

Classic examples of transitions as developmental tasks in western societies are the transition 

to school, the transition to adulthood, entry into the labour market, family formation and 

                                                        
17 See i.e. Weisser (1978). 
18 This aspect refers to Dahrendorf´s “homo sociologicus“. 
19 The individual life situation is not merely an empirical factor, but a category for understanding the procedural 

character of social structures. Starting from the self-concept, it is the key category for understanding the mo-
dalities of socialisation and personal individuation (Schulz-Nieswandt 2003, p. 132). 
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parenthood, career development, the empty-nest phase when children have left home, re-

tirement, dependency and care needs (see Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5: The Life Course Perspective as a Frame of Reference 

 

Source: BMFSFJ (2011, p. 41). 

 
The frequency of transitions over the life course has increased in modern societies. Institu-

tionalisation (Kohli 1994) and standardisation20 of the life course (Konietzka 2010), referring 

to the phenomenon of a relatively homogeneous chronological order of successive life 

stages21 have been replaced by increasing pluralisation of life course trajectories.22 The dy-

namics of pluralisation have mainly been discussed in the context of individualisation (Beck 

1986), concluding that social norms have become less binding: liberal societies provide wider 

and more diverse options to realise personal life plans, and transitions will be welcome if 

improvement of the personal situation is expected. At the same time, transitions are related 

to social costs and uncertainties. Pervasive changes in personal life are associated with proc-

                                                        
20 While standardisation describes the empirical phenomenon of age synchronous life course sequences, insti-

tutionalisation refers to its regulative and normative foundation (Konietzka 2010). 
21 Unless this refers to a relatively short period at the end of the 1950s and during the 1960s, which was espe-

cially related to the trias of male life courses: education, employment, retirement (Simonson/Romeu 
Gordo/Kelle 2011, p. 4). 

22 Increasing divorce and re-marriage rates or the incidence of so-called patchwork or multilocal families are 
empirical indicators. 
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esses of reorganisation and adjustment: dealing with new social roles, different resource 

requirements and changing self-perceptions may prove challenging. 

Individual flexibility and de-standardisation of life-phases may cause coordination problems 

in the household context (linked lives): alongside the open economies´ demand for a flexible 

labour force, changing and more diverse family patterns require increased adaptability in 

private life. 

In spite of pluralisation and deep-seated changes, role expectations and transitions over the 

life course are culturally framed. In western societies, becoming an adult is empirically linked 

to central transitions (Shanahan 2000): finishing school and education, entering full-time 

employment, leaving the parental home and living with a partner are markers of the status 

passage into adulthood and seen as central preconditions for starting a family (Settersten 

2007; Chanvril et al. 2009).23  

While the increasing variability of these transitions indicates generally less predictability and 

rising uncertainty, pathways to adulthood are embedded in national institutional settings.24 

Historically rooted, political and cultural institutions25 work as filters, channeling the distri-

bution of uncertainty between social groups and influencing how decisions are taken under 

(relative) uncertainty.26 

Uncertainties and insecurities are assumed to be institutionally filtered and socially struc-

tured. Life course decisions like family formation can therefore be expected to depend on 

the level of uncertainty, while this dependency is expected to have a temporal effect (refer-

ring to the timing of life course decisions) as well as a qualitative dimension (referring to 

preferences). 

                                                        
23 It is one of the very robust findings of demographic research that there is a strong link between transitions to 

adulthood and the readiness to become parents. 
24 Such institutions are framed by social norms and historical pathways themselves. 
25 See Barbier (2010, p. 1) for a detailed discussion. 
26 See Blossfeld/Mills (2010, p. 41); Blossfeld/Hofäcker/Bertolini (2011).  
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3. Institutional Aspects of Economic Uncertainty 

Assessing the challenges of economic uncertainty and insecurity in modern societies and 

individual life courses is the umbrella under which the research of the project GUSTO is tak-

ing place. The present analysis focuses on interdependencies between individual and collec-

tive aspects of uncertainty in relation to labour market and family decisions. We refer to 

institutions as filters framing decisions under uncertainty, while individual life course deci-

sions are assumed to be interrelated (linked lives) (Heinz 2003, p. 197). Employment histo-

ries, career and family decisions are embedded in family relations and household context in 

other words interdependent living conditions. 

In a first step, dimensions of labour market and economic uncertainty are approached to 

consider the role of institutions in this context.  

Laparra (2004, p. 14) identifies the following dimensions of economic uncertainty27: 

 the risk of instability and insecurity of the employment trajectory/career prospects;  

 the risk of earning low pay and low income; 

 the risk of being exposed to a detrimental work environment and organisation;  

 the risk of having bad or second hand social protection. 

Crouch (2011a, p. 9) adds the following broader aspects of uncertainty: 

 Changes in collective or environmental circumstances that result in a major decline in 

the predictability of daily life.  

 Loss of access to collective goods, whether through policy change, deterioration in 

general economic conditions or deterioration in environment.  

 Changes in rules or procedures that confuse expectations of how institutions affect-

ing one’s livelihood will operate.  

In capitalist societies, in which gainful employment plays a key role, economic insecurity and 

uncertainty is linked to the access and quality of work (employment quality).  

Newcomers to the labour market are especially exposed to uncertainties, as the process of 

becoming an adult can be linked to numerous transitions – which by nature tend to be linked 

to uncertainty – and far-reaching life course decisions. Their employment situation is more 
                                                        
27 According to the discussion and in relation to the definition of uncertainty given in Chapter 2.1, these aspects 

rather refer to insecurity than to uncertainty, however. 
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fragile due to their lack of experience and seniority. And, as a consequence, the labour mar-

ket situation of the young is – positively as well as negatively – more volatile in relation to 

the business cycle (OECD 2009, p. 60). Higher levels of uncertainty for this age group are 

therefore expected.  

Institutional factors play a key role in channelling young people’s labour market trajectories 

as well as in structuring inequalities. Depending on the structure of vocational education and 

training, industrial relations, labour market regulation and social security institutions, transi-

tions can be expected to be more or less turbulent, while pathways into the labour market 

might differ in the level of standardisation, up- and downward mobility and flexibility. 

Nonstandard employment periods are in this context usually seen as a short-term experi-

ence, a prolonged probation period at the start of working life, in order to gain work experi-

ence (Kroos 2008). But increasing economic openness and uncertainty as a result of the 

global economy demand enhanced flexibility in the labour market. The overall share of non-

standard employment is rising, becoming a long-lasting experience for some groups. Re-

sources to cope with the subsequent uncertainties depend on social factors, meaning that 

social inequality is expected to rise in those settings. 

Nonstandard forms of employment play a special role in countries in which employment 

protection for standard employment is relatively high, in other words, where firing is costly. 

Divergent labour market regulation for temporary jobs allows employers to bypass security 

standards and pass on economic uncertainty (about future demand) to the employee.28 

With regard to life course decisions and transitional stages, labour market uncertainty as a 

consequence of employment insecurities is expected to postpone far-reaching life course 

decisions such as marriage and family formation. In the following, the overall institutional 

setting is analysed within the German-French context in order to provide an analytical basis 

for the assessment of labour market uncertainties among young workers in these countries. 

Particular aspects of the labour market uncertainty of young employees in different seg-

ments will be discussed more specifically thereafter. 

  

                                                        
28 See Wilthagen/Tros (2004, p. 171) for a categorisation of forms of flexibility and security. 
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3.1. Political Economy and Institutional Complementarities 

Economic action in general and labour market dynamics in particular are embedded in the 

socio-political setting. While institutions are assumed to structure and filter economic uncer-

tainties, they do not do so in an isolated way. Institutional interaction, namely information 

and coordination mechanisms, play an important role as well. That means that the under-

standing of institutions (formal and informal) is a relational one. In order to get a deeper 

insight into the political economy and the relevant coordination mechanisms of German and 

French capitalism, the “Varieties of Capitalism” approach (Hall/Soskice 2001) provides a use-

ful analytical tool. 

The basic question is how institutional arrangements affect economic action. The approach 

is based on the assumption that particular coordination mechanisms in one sphere of the 

economy might support complementary practices in others (Hall/Soskice 2001, p. 18).  

Taking firms’ access to finance as a starting point, Hall and Soskice (2001) show that coordi-

nation and bargaining systems are embedded in the wider context of the political economy. 

They distinguish two ideal types: while liberal market economies are mainly coordinated by 

competitive market mechanisms, coordinated market economies rely more heavily on stra-

tegic interaction with other institutions. Due to institutional complementarities, good eco-

nomic performance can be expected for both coordination models (Pontusson 2005, 

p. 169).29 However, institutional arrangements do not necessarily build a coherent and con-

sistent regime, but are the result of historical developments and framed by class coalitions 

and power resources. Thus, besides complementarities, mutual deadlock of institutions 

could also be considered. 

Generating ideal types, as the Varieties of Capitalism approach does, bears the risk of blur-

ring important differences and particularities of institutional interaction. While Germany is 

the prime example of a coordinated market economy, the case is less clear as far as France is 

concerned. Due to the special role of the state in the French political economy, it cannot be 

fully assigned to the liberal-coordinated dichotomy. Schmidt (2003) argues for the integra-

tion of a third coordination model, namely “state capitalism” to emphasise the special role 

                                                        
29 Coordinated market economies are: Germany, Japan, Switzerland, Norway, Denmark, Finland and Austria. 

Great Britain, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and Ireland are usually identified as liberal market economies. 
The results for France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece and Turkey are rather mixed (Hall/Soskice 2001, pp. 19-
20). 
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the state plays within the coordination of the French economy. The analysis refers to this 

understanding. Table 1 summarises the main features of German and French capitalism, tak-

ing Great Britain as a point of reference. 

 
Table 1: Varieties of Capitalism 
 Liberal State-enhanced Coordinated 

Reference case Britain France Germany 

Corporate 
governance 

Accounting and auditing; 
shareholder value; radi-
cal innovation 

Vertically integrated system; 
intermediate position con-
cerning innovation 

Network reputational moni-
toring; incremental innova-
tion 

Internal  
structure 

Chief executive officer 
(CEO) autonomy 

CEO autonomy CEO dependent on the su-
pervisory boards; consensus 
decision making 

Industrial  
relations 

Adversarial; decentral-
ised; wage bargaining on 
firm level 

State controlled contesting; 
intervening state; fragment-
ed labour organisation; wage 
bargaining on firm level 

Coordinated, centralised 
labour organisation; sector 
level bargaining 

Vocational edu-
cation and 
Training 

Focus on general skills; 
on the job training 

Coordinated; low level of 
specialisation; focus on gen-
eral skills; basically on the 
job training 

Coordinated; high level of 
specialisation, focus on spe-
cific skills 

Inter-firm  
relations 

Competitive; contractual; 
individualistic 

Competitive; autonomous; 
end of state mediation 

Cooperative; network based 

Source: Own compilation based on Hall/Soskice (2001, pp. 21-32); Schmidt (2003, pp. 545-550).  

 
As far as the situation of young workers is concerned, two spheres are of special importance: 

1) industrial relations and 2) Vocational education and training. Both of them directly influ-

ence key transitions in early working life.  

Industrial relations refer to the coordination of organised interests on the employer and em-

ployee sides, that is, the relationship between the production factors of capital and labour. 

Amongst other things, they regulate the competition between individual employees and the 

degree to which the workforce is exposed to market forces through collective bargaining. 

The structure of the vocational education and training system coordinates human capital 

formation and is decisive in regards to the entry of newcomers into the labour market. 
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3.1.1. Industrial Relations 

Labour organisation in France and Germany differs sharply. While the organisation rate has 

been on the decline in both countries, it has always been higher for Germany (19% in 2010) 

than for France (8 % in 2010)30 (Dribusch/Birke 2012, p. 2; Pernot 2010, p. 1). With regard to 

wage bargaining, labour organisations are relatively centralised in Germany, while they are 

fragmented along ideological lines in France (Palier 2010a, p. 123).  

Germany’s post-war social market economy has seen the emergence of a united trade un-

ion. The principle of autonomy of collective bargaining and dominance of sectoral agree-

ments are central characteristics of the German social partnership. As a consequence, state 

regulation of industrial relations is traditionally low.31 The government is only directly in-

volved in the bargaining process in the public sector and conciliation processes (Dri-

busch/Birke 2012, p. 2).  

Historically, the French working class has been heterogeneous. The union landscape has 

been fragmented along strong cleavages between secular and Christian democratic forces 

on the one hand and rural versus industrialised areas on the other (Manow/Palier 2009; 

Pernot 2010).32 The organisation of collective interests is relatively weak. Social partners 

traditionally maintain an instrumental relationship, while the power is distributed in disfa-

vour to the trade unions. As a consequence of a weak negotiation culture and the centralist 

tradition of the country, the state acts as a mediator for inter-firm and industrial relations 

(Schmidt 2003, pp. 529-531). The main social standards have been set by the state rather 

than being a result of collective bargaining processes as such (Pernot 2010, pp. 6-7). The 

general statutory minimum wage (Salaire minimum interprofessionnel de croissance – SMIC) 

and the 35-hour working week are familiar examples.  

Structural transformation processes on the labour market have weakened the overall posi-

tion of workers. Shifting employment structures have deeply changed the role of collective 

bargaining, while nonstandard and precarious forms of employment also pose a major chal-

lenge to organisational capacity and the power of trade unions. In Germany, these develop-

ments have promted unions to call for state regulation, i.e. the implementation of a statu-
                                                        
30 The share is 15 % in the public sector compared to 5 % in the private sector (Pernot 2010, p. 1). Young people 

are underrepresented as union members in both countries. This situation is exacerbated by the fact that 
young people are overrepresented in those sectors where union membership in general is low. 

31 Exceptions are the maximum working time of 10 hours a day and the minimum annual leave of 30 days. 
32 Unlike in many European countries, French trade unionism did not undergo a merger process.  
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tory minimum wage. While core institutions of industrial relations remain in force on a for-

mal level, their regulative power and social function have changed fundamentally (Holst 

2011). Collective bargaining was a constitutional aspect of the market and has become a 

dependent feature of market development, whereas negotiations are characterised by com-

petition, increasing fragmentation and decreasing coverage by collective bargaining, particu-

larly in the growing low-skilled service sector.33 The recent development of industrial rela-

tions in France can be summarised by a further weakening and fragmentation of the position 

of trade unions. Employers’ organisations increasingly moved away from firm-level bargain-

ing towards division into occupational categories, which split employees according to the 

employers’ interest (Pernot 2010, p. 10; Palier/Thelen 2010, pp. 126-127). To sum up, it is 

important to be aware that the ongoing efforts towards greater flexibility – despite resis-

tance from the trade unions – have clearly restricted the unions’ scope for action over the 

last two decades, thus leaving the gate open for increasing precariousness to infiltrate the 

employment system. Interestingly, it seems that in Germany – despite a more coherent 

trade union approach – the effect is even stronger for lack of any systematic state regula-

tion. 

 

3.1.2. Vocational Education and Training 

According to the assumption of institutional complementarities, industrial relations and the 

vocational education system interact with each other: dense networks of collective interests 

(on the part of the employers and employees as well as the coordination channels between 

them) facilitate collaborative systems of vocational education and training (Hall/Soskice 

2001, p. 18). In contrast, countries with fragmented atomised industrial relations show simi-

lar structures on the training market. Such systems of vocational education and training are 

characterised by low levels of standardisation (as a consequence of a low level of coordina-

tion of collective interests) and focused on general human capital and school-based voca-

tional education or on the job training. 

In Germany, industry-wide employer associations and labour unions play a central role in the 

coordination of the German “dual system”. They define required skill categories and super-

                                                        
33 See Holst (2011) for a case study on call centre employees. 
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vise the training system, which is partly financed by the state (Hall/Soskice 2001, p. 25). In 

this respect, the German system of vocational education and trainint, which is characterised 

by central standards and institutionalised recognition mechanisms, is a good “sorting ma-

chine” (Maurice/Sellier/Silvestre 1986, p. 6). On the employers’ side, knowledge of the skills 

of the apprentice is relatively high. Moreover, the dual structure34 allows employers to get 

to know potential future employees. Both aspects reduce the level of uncertainty of the em-

ployer. For the apprentice, labour market trajectories become more predictable. As Bell-

mann and Hartung (2010) state, apprentices of the German dual system under collective 

bargaining coverage can expect a relatively smooth entry into stable employment.35 But it 

has to be said that the structural change from industrial to service economy in Germany has 

crucially changed the landscape. Many workers in the service and retail sector are trapped in 

precarious employment situations.36 Moreover, school leavers who cannot find a place in 

the apprenticeship system due to poor achievements in the education system are worse off. 

Without a vocational education certificate, they only have minimal chances of gaining a 

foothold in the first labour market (BIBB 2010).37 Due to the expansion of the service sector 

and the increasing demand for personal services, a shift to full-time school-based vocational 

education is expected in Germany. 

In France, the role of the state and social partners in vocational education corresponds to 

their general role in the labour market. The French vocational education system remains 

fragmented with numerous standards and qualifications (CEDEFOP 2008, pp. 16-21). Voca-

tional education is predominantly full-time school based.38 As a consequence of rising youth 

unemployment, however, combinations of school and work-based vocational education 

(“formation en alternance”) have become increasingly important since the 80s. As part of 

the decentralisation process, it is regionally coordinated and characterised by different legal 

foundations and degrees of formalisation (Zettelmeier 2005). 
                                                        
34 The dual structure and the probation year in school-based vocational education. 
35 46 % (east Germany) and 64 % (west Germany) respectively of the apprentices in Germany are accepted on a 

permanent basis, (Bellmann/Hartung 2010, p. 160). 
36 See for example Voss-Dahm (2011); Holst (2011). 
37 Their low chances of finding a place in the apprenticeship system (and perhaps the relative failure of public 

measures) are partly caused by the signalling effect of their status. The highly institutionalised dual system 
provides incentives to work hard at school in order to find a “good” place in the system. As – in a rational 
choice model – employers are aware of this, they prefer “fresh” school-leavers over the ones who are left. 
The signal is that those who could not find a place in the apprenticeship system are low performers on the 
job. 

38 In general, school-based vocational education is characterised by a strong general component, providing key 
skills in the respective field. 
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Differences in standardisation and formalisation remain, as far as integration into the labour 

market is concerned: in Germany, workers’ placement is very much related to their level of 

education and formal vocational qualification, while it is much more based on general edu-

cation and seniority in France.39 Young people in France must be prepared for a “period of 

turbulence” (Jensen 2011, p. 6) until they have proven their skills on the labour market.  

Labour market entrance of French youth is linked to transitional precarity almost like a defi-

nitory feature of an early employment career (Papinot 2009). One factor is the segmentation 

of the vocational education system: work experience is what really counts. The German sys-

tem offers relatively standardised pathways into stable employment in most sectors. On the 

other hand, it reinforces precariousness for those who do not succeed in gaining a formal 

qualification. They are disproportionately excluded from stable employment, with little 

chances of overcoming the disadvantageous effects over their life course (see Chapter 4.1). 

 

3.2. Employment Protection 

Continental welfare states are renowned for their relatively static labour market, based on 

high protection levels for labour market insiders, while outsiders and newcomers find it diffi-

cult to enter. As flexicurity literature argues, increasing competition in post-industrial inter-

national markets calls for flexible labour market arrangements, while risks of increasing mo-

bility should be compensated by rather generous unemployment benefits and the relative 

importance of active labour market policies (Wilthagen/Tros 2004) (see Chapter 3.3). In this 

respect, the Netherlands and Denmark were identified as being comparatively close to the 

ideal type. 

Tracing changes in employment regulation, developments in France and Germany do not 

show a simple and clear-cut pattern. Whereas protection of the core workforce remains on a 

relatively high level, flexibility is achieved through growing numbers of “atypical” employ-

ment relationships. While changes have been gradual, they nevertheless represent an im-

portant break: the coordinated model lost its capacity to cover all citizens under an encom-

passing system of relatively secure work contracts and employment-based social security. 

Opposing dynamics characterise recent welfare reforms and draw a line between standard 

                                                        
39 See Maurice/Sellier/Silvestre (1986) for discussion. 
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employment insurance-based benefits for insiders and social assistance in work benefits for 

nonstandard employees (Palier/Thelen 2010). To illustrate the changes in the de jure em-

ployment regulation, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

strictness of employment protection legislation indicators (EPL) are displayed below.40 

 

Table 2: Strictness of Employment Protection Legislation 
 Regular employment Temporary employ-

ment 
Collective dismissal Overall EPL41 

 1994 2004 1994 2004 1994 2004 1994 2004 
France 2.34 2.47 3.63 3.63 - 2.13 2.98 3.05 
Germany 2.68 3.0 3.5 1.25 - 3.75 3.09 2.12 
Denmark 1.68 1.63 3.13 1.38 - 3.88 2.4 1.5 
Source: Own compilation partly adopted from Barbier (2011, p. 6), data: OECD (2012). 

 
Table 2 shows that employment protection for permanent workers, traditionally high in both 

countries (but significantly lower in France), has been slightly tightened in both countries 

since the mid 1990s. The development of restrictions on temporary employment (RTE)  

– including fixed-term employment and temporary agency work (TAW) – paints a quite dif-

ferent picture. Germany has experienced an ongoing period of deregulation.42 The gap be-

tween the regulation of permanent contracts and forms of temporary employment has 

broadened.43 The reference indicator for France has remained stable on a high level. As Bar-

bier (2011, p. 6) points out, the high score for collective dismissal in Denmark is quite re-

markable, compared to the rather low score in France. The comparatively low barriers for 

collective dismissal in France result from the absence of a formal definition of collective dis-

missal in French labour law and the weak role of the social partners in this respect.44 

While characteristic differences in national systems become more visible looking at the sub-

indicators,45 the explanatory power of the OECD EPL indicator has its limitations, however. 

The mechanism between strictness of regulation and employment creation remains some-

                                                        
40 The OECD strictness of EPL indicator is a combination of three sub-indicators consisting of 21 items. The 

items cover different aspects of procedures and costs involved in the dismissal of individual workers or 
groups, as well as procedures and restrictions for the use of fixed-term and TAW (OECD 2012). 

41 Unweighted. 
42 It started, in fact, in the 1980s. 
43 Main aspects are: deregulation of reasons for fixed-term employment and the permissible number of succes-

sive fixed-term contracts and the overall duration; as far as TAW is concerned: types of work for which TAW 
is possible (general, with the exception of the construction industry) and maximum cumulated duration of 
TAW work (no limits). 

44 See country sheets for a detailed summary: OECD (2012).  
45 See Barbier (2011, pp. 5-6) for a critique on the use of the cumulative indicator. 
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what obscure (Barbier 2011, p. 5; Gautié/Galtier 2003). In addition, it is built on legal provi-

sions while application in real life might differ.46 The practices in German TAW might serve as 

an example here: while temporary agency workers formally hold a permanent part-time 

contract, they work full-time and thereby systematically accumulate long hours. In the case 

of business-related dismissal, the notice period47 is diminished by compensation (Niehaus 

2011, p. 12). This illustrates that whereas EPL is thought to reduce uncertainty on both sides 

(the employer’s as well as the employee's), it may potentially even aggravate feelings of un-

certainty as a result of exit options which allow employers to bypass specific regulation. In 

short, it is crucial to keep an eye on the fact that the intention of regulation and the incen-

tives behind its application may differ. 

 

3.3. The Employment–Welfare State Nexus 

At first sight, the overall flexicurity profiles of France and Germany show a rather similar 

structure (Figure 6): a relatively high level of labour market protection legislation, medium 

range unemployment benefits (UB) and a significant level of active labour market policy 

(ALMPs), while the share of people taking part in lifelong learning (LLL) activities48 is rather 

moderate (8 % in both countries) compared to Denmark (29 %). 

While labour market insecurities are framed by labour market institutions, the compensa-

tion of resulting risks is related to the welfare state structure. Welfare states are culturally 

embedded and historically rooted in the process of industrialisation: “social protection is not 

simply a collection of odd programs, it is a social relationship” (Barbier 2010, p. 2).  

With referenced to the UB, both countries are characterised by a two-tier system49: contri-

bution- based unemployment insurance on the one hand, where benefits are dependent on 

duration of cover, contributions and age, and tax-financed, means-tested social assistance 

schemes on the other. Both countries are affected by increasing duality between insurance 

and tax-based systems (Häusermann/Schwander 2009).  

                                                        
46 See Zarnowska (2004) for a critical discussion.  
47 The notice period is two weeks during the probationary period (six months, §622 Abs. 2 BGB) and four weeks 

for employment relationships of up to two years (§622 Abs. 3 BGB) (ILO 2012).  
48 LLL is seen as an indicator referring to internal functional flexibility. 
49 This refers to the financing principle. With regard to entitlement, Barbier/Knuth (2011a) state that both 

countries had in fact a three-tier system until the beginning of the new century, when Germany merged the 
second and the third tier in its Hartz legislation. 
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Figure 6: Flexicurity Profiles of France and Germany 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Standardised Values of Flexicurity Indicators 
  EPL 2003 UB 2003  ALMP 2003  LLL 2006  
DE 0.42 0.25 0.13 0.08 
FR 0.48 0.18 0.11 0.08 
DK 0.3 0.34 0.31 0.29 

 

EPL Employment protection legislation indicator, data: OECD (2012). 
UB Unemployment benefits as share of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) divided by the standardised 

rate of unemployment, data: (Furåker 2009, p. 28).  
ALMP Active labour market policy as share of GDP divided by the rate of unemployment, data: 

(Furåker 2009, p. 28).50 

LLL Share of persons aged 25-64 taking part in lifelong learning activities; data: EU-LFS (2012). 
 

Source: Own compilation, adopted from Madsen( 2010). 

 
Although French and German expenditure for ALMPs are close to each other, rationale and 

institutional design differ crucially: while Germany mainly focuses on fixed-term, target-

group specific qualification measures, the main objective of the “republican activation” 

(Barbier/Knuth 2011b, p. 2; Barbier/Théret 2001) is focused on occupation as “social inser-

tion” by means of job subsidies and public employment (Bonoli 2010, pp. 19-20): “With un-

deniable originality in comparison to others, the French system did not focus its reform on 

compulsory labour, but rather on the goal of integrating everyone in society” (Barbier/Knuth 

2011b, p. 2). In contrast, the German route of activation can be described as catching up 

with the liberal model. Implemented in the early 2000s, the four Hartz laws – as part of the 

so called Agenda 2010 – aimed at tackling the increasing level of core unemployment 

through means-tested benefits and workfare. Since the presidency of Sarkozy, and with the 

                                                        
50 These data are based on OECD Employment Outlook; there are slightly different results with Eurostat data. 
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introduction of the “Revenu de Solidarieté active” (RSA), labour market policy in France be-

came closer to the German model. In contrast to Germany, however, where the integration 

of the unemployment and social assistance scheme within the Hartz legislation has been a 

radical shift towards work orientation and conditionality of social assistance, the French sys-

tem remains fragmented but in decisive features still more oriented towards integration and 

security, and the political leverage of the recent reforms is considered to be much lower 

(Barbier/Knuth 2011a, p. 22). 

 
Box 1: Basic Income Support Schemes for Persons Capable of Work: 

Germany: 
Grundsicherung für Arbeitsuchende, i.e. Arbeitslosengeld II (ALG II): ALG II was imple-
mented with the Fourth Law for Modern Services in the Labour Market (“Hartz IV”) on 1 
January 2005, merging the former income-related unemployment assistance with the gen-
eral social assistance scheme. It guarantees benefits at the minimum subsistence level for 
registered job seekers, who are not or no longer entitled to unemployment insurance bene-
fits. ALG II benefits are conditional on the fulfilment of active job seeking obligations. In-
fringements against the personal work integration agreement are subject to legal sanctions, 
with sanctions being especially strict for young people. Under this scheme, every job is rea-
sonable, regardless of skill level and wage. 

France:  
Revenu de Solidarité Active (RSA): The RSA has been implemented as part of the TEPA-
legislation, approved under François Fillon in 2007 to increase employment and economic 
activity. It merged two minimum income benefits, the revenu minimum d’insertion and the 
basic social security for lone parents, allocation de parent isolé. The objective is to increase 
the incentive to work by way of an income supplementation program. Looking for a job is a 
condition for receiving RSA benefits, and there are possibilities for imposing sanctions, but 
de facto enforcement remains low. 

Revenu de Solidarité Active (RSA jeune): Minimum income benefit for the under 25s: young 
people under the age of 25 had been excluded from the French social assistance scheme 
(RMI) and thereby relied on family assistance. Since September 2010, they have been enti-
tled to benefits from the RSA if they have worked for a minimum of two years over the last 
three years, have children or are expecting a child. However, the conditions concerning la-
bour market participation mean that the eligible group of young workers is small (Bar-
bier/Knuth 2011a; Ministère des Affaires Sociales et de la Sante 2012). 

 
Activation measures have been introduced over the last 10 to 15 years throughout the EU. 

Comparative research on the continental Bismarckian welfare states reveals that – despite 
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national characteristics51 – labour market activation policies have been applied in similar 

ways in those countries (Clegg 2007; Palier 2010b). 

Predominantly targeted at social assistance recipients who are able to work, these activation 

measures nevertheless have intensified feelings of uncertainty throughout the workforce52 

for two main reasons: firstly, an increasing fear among employees of falling below the pov-

erty line as a result of reduced duration and level of unemployment benefits. Secondly, 

growing demands on the unemployed for self-organisation and individual competitiveness53 

in searching for jobs in tight labour markets. 

The rationale of insurance based Bismarckian welfare states is built on stable, full-time 

(male) employment relations to compensate for social risks. As a consequence, employees 

enjoy relatively high levels of protection and social security, as long as they belong to the 

insiders of the employment system (i.e. being a member of the core workforce and entitled 

to unemployment insurance), while social groups who are not entitled to social insurance 

benefits or out of the labour market for longer spells rely on private or reduced entitlements 

(in Germany, for instance, through marriage) or means-tested social assistance schemes. The 

main challenges of continental welfare states are the close relation of social security funding 

and ancillary wage costs (Barbier 2004, p. 244) in an open economy, demographic dynamics 

contesting pay-as-you-go financed schemes and the integration of new forms of employ-

ment into social security schemes (Klammer 2005). Table 3 summarises social security inte-

gration of nonstandard employment relations. 

The schematic illustration shows that the main employment forms, usually linked to the 

“non-standard” notion, are generally integrated into the standard social insurance schemes. 

As far as the entitlement and the level of benefits are concerned, unemployment and pen-

sion-related payments rely on the course of the employment biography: low wages and em-

ployment interruptions may leave “scars” on the coverage level of social security.  

  

                                                        
51 These national characteristics include the more integrative approach in the French case. 
52 For the German employment system, this is demonstrated by Knuth (2011); for a French-German comparison 

see Barbier/Knuth (2011a). 
53 These demands are combined under the label of employability. 
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Table 3: Non-standard Employment and Social Insurance Systems 

  Unemployment  
insurance Pension scheme Health insurance 

Part-
time 

 marginal 
part-time54 

other part-
time 

marginal 
part-time 

other part-
time 

marginal 
part-time 

other part-
time 

DE 

No integra-
tion.  

Proportional 
contribu-
tions and 
benefits. 

Voluntary 
contribu-
tions. Risk of 
low-level 
benefits. 

Proportional 
contribu-
tions and 
benefits. Risk 
of low-level 
benefits. 

Voluntary 
contribution, 
full integra-
tion. 

Proportional 
contribu-
tions, full 
integration. 

FR Proportional contributions 
and benefits. 

Proportional contributions 
and benefits. 

Proportional contributions, 
full integration. 

Fixed- 
term 

DE 

Entitlement after 12 months 
of employment (within the 
last 2 years). 

Complete integration; dis-
continuous working bio-
graphies can lead to low-
level benefits. 

Proportional contribution, 
full integration.  

FR 

Entitlement after 6 months 
of employment. 

Complete integration; dis-
continuous working bio-
graphies can lead to low-
level benefits. 

Proportional contribution, 
full integration. 

TAW 

DE 

Entitlement after 12 months 
of employment (within the 
last 2 years). 

Complete integration; dis-
continuous working bio-
graphies can lead to low-
level benefits. 

Proportional contribution, 
full integration. 

FR 

Entitlement after 6 months 
of employment. 

Complete integration; dis-
continuous working bio-
graphies can lead to low-
level benefits. 

Proportional contribution, 
full integration. 

Source: Kroos (2008, pp. 142; 168; 192); European Commission (2011). 

 
The French compulsory unemployment insurance is an independent social scheme under the 

jurisdiction of the Ministry of Labour, which is managed by the social partners and imple-

mented as part of the collective agreements (Schmid 2010). The German system is centrally 

administrated by the Federal Employment Agency and compulsory for employment con-

tracts which are subject to social insurance contributions. Benefits are wage-related, while 

entitlement is generally based on a minimum employment of 12 months in the last two 

years in Germany. In Germany, the transition rate from employment into the social assis-

tance scheme has increased in the last few years due to the increase in precarious and low-

wage jobs. In 2011, one in four of the newly unemployed failed to qualify for the insurance-

based unemployment scheme due to short-term tenure and employment interruptions or 

                                                        
54 Marginal part-time employment is defined here by the German concept of “geringfügige Beschäftigung”, 

which is capped at a certain income level (400 euro) instead of maximum working hours. 
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received additional benefits from the social assistance scheme as a consequence of low 

wages (DGB 2012).55  

The institutional context in Germany still creates strong incentives for unequal distribution 

of paid work and reproduction work (care and housework). Re-traditionalisation of family 

arrangements over time is often the consequence. De-facto polarisation does not necessarily 

show individual preferences, however, and may rather be a result of institutionally filtered 

decisions of interdependent individuals (BMFSFJ 2011, p. 179). 

Within the traditional model of the male breadwinner, life courses are closely interrelated 

and based on stability over the life span. As accepted role models have become more di-

verse, bargaining processes between household members are becoming increasingly impor-

tant. Although gender relations are crucial, family arrangements are shaped by institutional 

conditions, which make some arrangements more practicable than others. Derived social 

security entitlements for non-working or marginally employed spouses56 and the joint taxa-

tion of married couples57 still provide strong disincentives for egalitarian gender arrange-

ments. 

 

                                                        
55 Temporary agency workers are hit particularly hard. 
56 It refers to those who are covered by the statutory health insurance. 
57 The greater the difference between the earned incomes, the higher the tax benefits. 



33 
 

4. Labour Market Uncertainties of Young People in Focus 

The following section reveals central aspects of so-called atypical work, which potentially 

goes hand in hand with precarity, insecurities and uncertainties about future developments. 

The overview is focused on the situation of young workers in Germany and France. The data 

mainly refer to the pre-crisis year of 2007, to avoid relying on strong cyclical effects. The ef-

fects of the economic crisis on the integration of the young into the labour market will be 

analysed separately at a later stage. Moreover, self-employed people without employees are 

excluded here, because of the very low share of self-employed among the young in the ref-

erence countries. Initial analysis of the effects of the economic crisis shows that the demand 

for atypical work reacted very promptly to the economic downturn: fixed-term and part-

time work are classical measures of external and internal numerical flexibility used to buffer 

fluctuations in demand. While fixed-term contracts were not renewed and temporary 

agency workers were dismissed, the amount of part-time work has increased. Young workers 

who have not yet established themselves in the labour market have shown to be especially 

vulnerable to macroeconomic dynamics. While atypical employment is often seen as a step-

ping stone to working experience and permanent employment, this is not necessarily the 

case. In countries with highly standardised education systems and centralised vocational 

education certificates, like Germany, barriers to entering the labour market are very high for 

those without vocational education. The vast majority of early school leavers have very little 

chances of finding an apprenticeship (Anbuhl 2012).  

 

4.1. Labour Market Participation  

4.1.1. Activity Rates and Unemployment 

Participation in education and training means that activity rates in the age group 15-24 are 

low in comparison to other age groups. Only a minority – about one third on average – of 

those aged 15-24 is active within the labour market. Educational effects on labour market 

activity are more clear-cut for the group aged 25-29, which we refer to in the following over-

view on European activity rates (See Table 4).  
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Labour market activity of young people is – with few exceptions58 – positively correlated 

with the level of education once the education is accomplished. Gender differences are 

higher for low educational levels and vary significantly between the countries. While the 

gender gap for low educational level is close to the European average in France (28.3 %), it is 

the highest in Europe for Germany (42.1 %) (Eurostat 2009, p. 106). The very low activity 

rates of low-skilled women, and the wide gender gap, point to the fact that opting out of the 

labour market is a strategy especially used by women who do not expect much from the 

German labour market, which is known for its limited permeability. Activity rates are not 

merely linked to individual preferences, but closely related to what is to be expected within 

the labour market: the sharp drop in young people’s activity rates all over Europe since the 

beginning of the economic crisis (see Chapter 4.3) has impressively shown that people exit 

the labour market in order to reduce uncertainty, although this is linked to insecurity and 

precariousness. 

 

Table 4: Activity Rates of Young Women and Men, Aged 25-29, by Level of Qualification, 
2007, in % 

  Women Men Gender Gap 

  Low 
Medi-
um High Low  

Medi-
um High Low 

Medi-
um High 

DE 46.4 79.9 90 88.5 83.3 95.3 42.1 3.4 5.3 
FR 62.4 80.6 88.3 90.6 95.9 93.8 28.2 15.3 5.5 
EU15 61.1 79.0 88.6 88.3 89.2 91.1 27.3 10.2 2.5 
Source: Own compilation, data: Eurostat (2009, p. 106). Low: ISCED 0-2; medium: ISCED 3-4; high: ISCED 5-6. 

 
In general, young people face a higher risk of becoming unemployed and have worse 

chances on the labour market than the prime age group (see Figure 7). The analysis of rea-

sons requires a more discerning view: in addition to matching problems and mobility as-

pects, the situation must be seen against the background of the system of vocational educa-

tion and training and the regulation of the labour market.  

Youth unemployment has been a structural problem of the French labour market for dec-

ades. Since the mid 1990s, the situation of young people in the labour market has improved. 

But while highly skilled workers have relatively good chances of entering the labour market, 

school-to-work transitions among the low-skilled remain difficult (Joseph/Lopez/Ryk 2008). 

                                                        
58 These are Spain, Italy, Cyprus, Luxembourg and Portugal. 
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The structure of the vocational education system might be one reason for the better per-

formance of Germany in this respect. Both countries rely on specific skills,59 which are – in 

contrast to general skills – not easy to transfer. The dual system is seen as a relatively well 

functioning pathway into the German labour market, while the French apprenticeship sys-

tem is mostly based on training on the job, which makes it difficult for newcomers to estab-

lish themselves in the labour market (Kerckhoff 1995). 

 

Figure 7: Unemployment Rates by Age Group in Different European Countries, 2007, in % 

  
Source: Own compilation, EU-LFS (2012). 

 
But youth unemployment is by no means a discrete event. It is closely interrelated to the 

labour market situation of other age groups. Furthermore, a breakdown by educational level 

affirms that there is a negative correlation between the individual level of qualification and 

the risk of experiencing spells of unemployment at an early age: low qualifications go hand in 

hand with higher risks of unemployment. This is also true for other age groups. On aggre-

gate, the higher level of unemployment among the young can partly be explained by the 

higher share of people without formal vocational qualifications within this group. This is par-

ticularly the case for Germany60, where young unemployed people are much less qualified 

on average than the unemployed of other age groups. In France, the situation is different: 

among the young, the share of unemployed people without vocational education is nearly 

                                                        
59 France relies on these skills less than Germany (see Chapter 3.1). 
60 To a lesser extent, this is also true for the Northern European countries as well as for the Netherlands, Aus-

tria and Switzerland. 
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the same as it is for the overall workforce (Brenke 2012). It can therefore be concluded that 

qualifications explain the higher youth unemployment in Germany, but not in France.  

Frictional unemployment is a common phenomenon among young workers in transitional 

stages. Longer spells of unemployment, however, leave deep scars in their individual em-

ployment history. A look at the level of long-term unemployment reveals further insights 

into the structure of youth unemployment (Table 5).  

 

Table 5: Long-Term Unemployment by Age, in % 
 15-24 25-49 50-64 Total 
 1998 2007 2011 1998 2007 2011 1998 2007 2011 1998 2007 2011 
EU-15 35.0 22.7 28.9 49.5 41.3 43.5 61.4 60.2 55.6 48.0 40.1 42.3 
DE 29.9 32.7 23.9 50.0 55.2 47.3 65.1 73.6 62.7 52.6 56.6 48.0 
FR 22.8 24.3 28.3 43.5 43.5 41.1 62.5 60.7 57.4 41.7 40.2 41.5 
Source: Own compilation, EU-LFS (2012), [> 12 months as % of total unemployment by age]. 

 
Long-term unemployment of young people increased in Germany and France between 1998 

and 2007, which was in line with the development of long-term unemployment of other age 

groups in Germany, while it went in the opposite direction for prime age and older workers 

in France. The clear decline in long-term unemployment in Germany for all age groups since 

2007 should not only be seen in the light of a more favourable economic situation, but also 

against the background of institutional change: the development of active labour market 

measures, namely increasing conditionality and focus on activation measures. In this con-

text, “cosmetic effects” must be taken into account: people who are participating in labour 

market integration measures do not show up as unemployed in the statistics. Once the 

measure has finished, participants are counted as new unemployment entrants. While this is 

pretty obvious in the German case, it also applies to the situation in France. 

While overall youth unemployment has declined, long-term unemployment for 15-24 year 

olds has increased in Germany and France during the pre-crisis period. The risk of becoming 

unemployed at an early stage is relatively high in Germany and France. In Germany, this is 

mainly a qualification effect. Once unemployed, the chance of finding a new job is relatively 

low and has declined since the late 1990s.  
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4.1.2. Fixed-Term Employment 

Fixed-term employment extends the external numerical flexibility of firms, especially in 

countries with highly regulated labour markets where dismissal is costly. Fixed-term con-

tracts allow employers to bypass dismissal protection and transfer the cost of contract ter-

mination to the employee (Kroos 2008, p. 146).  

Germany has experienced ongoing deregulation of fixed-term employment since the 1980s, 

which has widened the gap between permanent and fixed-term employment. In France, the 

development of fixed-term contracts (contrats à durée déterminée) has been characterised 

by reregulation since the 1990s. Nowadays, employment regulation relating to fixed-term 

employment is more restrictive in France than in Germany. While it is not necessary in Ger-

many to justify employment on a fixed-term basis, it is obligatory in France.  

In general, young workers are much more likely to hold a fixed-term contract. This is true for 

all European countries. One reason for this is that fixed-term contracts are often used as a 

prolongation of the probation period. But while this kind of contract is a transitory phase for 

some groups of people, it is more stable among other groups: it is especially common and 

attractive for sectors characterised by project-based work.61 

 

Figure 8: Share of Fixed-term Contracts in European Countries by Age Group, 2007, in % 
 

 
Source: Own compilation, EU-LFS (2012), [% of all employees by age]. Note: DE, FR and EU-15 are coloured in green to highlight the values. 

 
The high share of young workers holding a fixed-term contract in Germany can partly be ex-

plained by the German system of vocational education. Apprentices of the dual system are 

                                                        
61 The creative industry and the research sector are examples. 
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employed on a fixed-term basis. Around 60 % of the apprentices get a permanent contract 

for the same job thereafter (BIBB 2010). The vast majority (83 %) of this age group (15-24) 

therefore report holding fixed-term contracts for educational reasons. The reference share 

in France is only about 30 %. The picture becomes even more clear-cut focusing on those 

who are involuntarily employed on a fixed-term basis: 37 % of young workers in France say 

that they could not find a permanent job, while only 9 % of the German workers state this as 

the reason for holding a fixed-term contract; the reference values for the prime age group 

(25-49) are 66 % and 42 %62 respectively. However, the share of fixed-term employment is 

lower for prime age employees. Moreover, the level of education does play a role in Ger-

many. In general, low-skilled people are more likely to be employed on a fixed-term basis 

than middle and high-skilled. In France, by contrast, the level of education does not make 

much difference as far as the share of fixed-term employment is concerned. What does that 

mean for job insecurity and related uncertainties? Both countries are characterised by a high 

share of young workers employed on fixed-term basis. The majority of the German fixed-

term employees expect to get a permanent job once they have finished their vocational 

education: around 60 % of the apprentices are taken on by the company where they did 

their apprenticeship. But on the other side of the coin, 15 % of those aged 20-29 do not have 

a formal education and chances that they will succeed in gaining permanent employment 

contracts are small (BIBB 2010; Anbuhl 2012). 

The share of fixed-term contracts is relatively high for both countries, but turnover rates into 

permanent employment are low (Eichhorst/Marx/Thode 2010). Fixed-term contracts are 

used by the employer as a measure of external flexibility in order to avoid the costs of dis-

missal. Non-permanent contracts are not precarious by definition, but fixed-term employ-

ment transfers the cost of contract determination as well as entrepreneurial risks to the em-

ployee, i.e. by increasing the pressure to succeed in the job as a precondition for the prolon-

gation of the contract. Moreover, it makes it possible to combine external flexibility and job 

security for core workers, which not only increases segmentation but at the same time in-

creases the willingness to make concessions, i.e. in relation to wages, among the core work-

force. 

                                                        
62 The data refer to EU-LFS data of 2007. 
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Fixed-term contracts in general and short-term contracts in particular increase mobility re-

quirements and thereby spatial and income uncertainty. They might cause involuntary mo-

bility, as employees are forced to look for a new job in consideration of external factors 

rather than individual preferences or career planning. Moreover, prolongation is often an-

nounced at short notice. Family formation, in contrast, is a long term project, bearing nu-

merous risks and uncertainties.  

If fixed-term employment is expected as a prolonged probation period or part of the qualifi-

cation phase, it will be rational to postpone family formation until the transitional period is 

mastered at a later stage. The same is true for those who are involuntarily employed on a 

fixed-term basis, as they might expect to find better employment in the near future. But the 

rationale differs for those who expect that fixed-term or project based work will pose a long 

term situation. 

Uncertainties of fixed-term employment are gendered: in both countries, women are more 

likely to hold a fixed-term contract than men. Nevertheless, job and employment uncer-

tainty of holding a fixed-term contract is higher for women in Germany: employers antici-

pate the possibility of motherhood, which is assumed to be costly in most cases, as rather 

long time-outs for female workers are expected due to the insufficient care infrastructure.  

 

4.1.3. Temporary Agency Work 

TAW is characterised by a triangular relationship between the temporary work agency, 

worker and company. That means that work and employment relationship diverge. In line 

with the EU directive on TAW (Directive/2008/104/EC, 5.12.2008)63, indefinite employment 

contracts are the general form of employment in Germany. But a special arrangement makes 

it possible to side-step regular dismissal: temporary work agencies fire the workers at the 

end of their assignment64, and reemploy them on demand. In 2010, 56 % of all TAW con-

tracts in Germany ended before completion of a three month period (Niehaus 2011, p. 4). In 

comparison, TAW is highly regulated in France. Temporary agency workers are usually em-

ployed on a “mission” basis that means they hold a special fixed-term contract for the term 

of assignment. The maximum duration of TAW contracts is 18 months, but can be 9 or 24 

                                                        
63 This has a clear impact on reregulation of TAW (Vanselow/Weinkopf 2009, p. 8). 
64 They do so by dismissal-compelling operational reasons. 
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months in exceptional cases, while the waiting period for reemployment is 1/3 of the con-

tract duration (Ministère de Travail 2012). Premature dismissal is regulated more strictly 

than dismissal under permanent employment contracts and is only possible in cases of seri-

ous misconduct by the temporary agency worker (Vanselow/Weinkopf 2009, p. 18). TAW 

regulations in France commit agencies to contribute to training funds for temporary agency 

workers and to pay a “precarity bonus” of 10 % of the gross wage to compensate for higher 

job insecurity (L'administration Française 2012). 

Besides Japan, USA and the United Kingdom, Germany and France had by far the biggest 

growth rates of TAW between 1996 and 2007 (ILO 2011). France already experienced the 

highest increase during the 1990s, whereas TAW in Germany has increased rapidly since 

2004 (see Figure 9) as a consequence of far-reaching deregulation in the scope of the 

“Hartz” legislation. Among other things, the maximum length of assignments has been thor-

oughly deregulated and the prohibition of synchronisation and reemployment has been 

abolished (see Chapter 3.2). The share of temporary agency workers in Germany was 2.5 % 

in 2007 and reached 3 % in 2011, which is close to the reference value in France. 19 % of 

young professionals experience at least one spell of TAW in the first three years of their pro-

fessional life. 

 

Figure 9: Temporary Agency Work, France and Germany Compared, FTE in 1000 

 
Source: Eurociett 2012. 
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The share of TAW is much higher among the young workers than among the overall working 

population, and men are more often employed by a temporary work agency than women. 

The share of temporary agency workers below the age of 30 was 47 %, a share of 7.1 % of 

the employees. In both countries, around two thirds of temporary agency workers are men 

(Giesecke/Wotschak 2009).  

 
Box 2: Effects of Flexible Employment and Job Insecurity on Fertility Decisions: The Case of 
German Temporary Agency Workers. 

Contributing to the GUSTO project, Niehaus (2011) examined working conditions and the 
economic insecurity of German Temporary Agency Workers on the basis of the results of 
qualitative problem-centred interviews in east Germany65, in order to answer the question 
of how it influences partnership quality and fertility decisions. The sample selection is based 
on maximum variation as far as skill level and economic sector are concerned. The main re-
sults are:  

While the personal evaluation of TAW is ambivalent, negative aspects were predominant in 
all cases. In particular, a high level of job insecurity, economic uncertainty due to very short 
planning intervals and spatial mobility requirements, as well as discrimination and lack of 
recognition at the workplace were mentioned.  

The effects of TAW reflect social inequality. The opinion of high-skilled workers about their 
working situation was more optimistic. While they considered TAW to ease the transition 
from academic education to work (“transitional precariousness”, Pelizzari 2009), low-skilled 
workers fear being fired “from one day to another” (Niehaus 2011, p. 20), which means that 
they have to deal with a very short planning interval. Low wages (absolute and relative to 
permanent workers), job insecurity, and the prospect of being “trapped” in TAW have been 
reported as a burden on relationships.  

Among the interviewees, TAW is in general perceived as being incompatible with starting or 
extending a family. In this context, economic aspects (low wages) and job insecurity (short 
planning interval and mobility requirements) have been mentioned, but family policy issues 
were not on the list. Different aspects of perceived job insecurity between women and men 
are straight forward: women feared dismissal in the event of pregnancy, while the main is-
sue for male interviewees was the risk of losing their job in the event of an economic down-
turn. Moreover, most contracts with temporary work agencies permit assignment to client 
companies elsewhere in Germany. The prospect of a long distance relationship has been 
perceived to be a big strain on partnerships and especially on families. In the sample, family 
formation had taken place before the first TAW episode, while family extension has been 

                                                        
65 The term refers to the territory of the former German Democratic Republic, namely the New Federal States 

Brandenburg, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Sachsen, Sachsen-Anhalt, Thüringen as well as the eastern parts of 
Berlin. Accordingly, west Germany refers to the territory of the former Federal Republic of Germany, namely 
the Old Federal States. 
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observed during employment by a temporary work agency. This is in line with other results 
on income and fertility, indicating that in Germany, low income has a negative effect on the 
birth of the first child, but not on subsequent births (Bernhard/Kurz 2007; Eckhard/Klein 
2006).  

The findings of Niehaus (2011) show the interdependency of working sphere and partner-
ship: while private life is an important area of retreat and helps people to cope with their 
employment situation, job insecurity and economic uncertainties are a strain on private life. 
The impact depends on factors related to the labour market situation of the partner (linked-
lives). 

 
TAW is a classical tool of external numerical flexibility, used to buffer fluctuations in demand. 

Correspondingly, both countries responded promptly to the financial crisis in 2008/2009 

with a sharp decline in TAW, which began to rise again one year later, when employers had 

regained some optimism about economic development but not enough to create permanent 

jobs. 57 % of the rise in German employment in 2010 was due to TAW. 

TAW is often seen as a stepping stone into permanent employment for those loosely linked 

to the labour market. In France, where a standardised transition between school and work is 

still lacking for large parts of society, TAW has become an alternative pathway into the la-

bour market. In Germany, only one in seven temporary agency workers get directly em-

ployed in the client company later on. Among the high-skilled, TAW may ease the transition 

from education to work by reducing the costs of looking for a job search (Niehaus 2011, 

p. 11). Lehmer/Ziegler (2010) find a small inclusive effect of TAW: the chance of being em-

ployed on a regular basis is slightly higher for long-term unemployed who take up TAW 

compared to the reference scenario of remaining unemployed. TAW provides employers 

with maximum flexibility but little de facto security for employees. German regulation of 

TAW is, moreover, a classic example to show that national legislation and actual implemen-

tation may differ crucially66.  

 

4.1.4. Part-time Employment 

Part-time employment is very much linked to the normative and cultural background of the 

welfare state. It is deeply rooted in societal ideas about family and division of labour be-

                                                        
66 Analysis on the mere basis of legal regulation therefore needs to be handled with care. 
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tween men and women and is therefore highly gendered (Morgan 2006).67 But part-time 

work is not only about care work, it also plays a crucial role in stages of education and train-

ing. From the company perspective, part-time employment has become a prominent meas-

ure of internal numerical flexibility, particularly in the service sector.  

In France, part-time employment is not seen as a distinct form of employment but as a varia-

tion on the underlying contract (standard or non-standard).68 In Germany, the notion of part-

time work includes, in fact, very heterogeneous employment contracts: regular part-time 

contracts and temporary reductions of working time (so-called “Kurzarbeit”) on the one 

hand, marginal part-time jobs, which are not subject to social insurance (so-called “400-

euro-Jobs”) and “one-euro jobs” (a highly controversial measure of German ALMP) on the 

other.  

In France, part-time work is objectively and subjectively linked to employment uncertainty 

and income insecurity, whereas in Germany it is seen as an important way of keeping in 

touch with the labour market during times of care provision. At the same time, however, it is 

still associated with similar consequences as employment interruptions: loss of income, ca-

reer breaks and reduced social security claims69. As far as high-skilled jobs are concerned, 

signalling effects of part-time work are especially relevant as employers question the career 

orientation of part-timers. The German model of marginal part-time and one-euro jobs is 

even discussed in terms of dead ends (Hohmeyer/Wolff 2012; Wiedemeyer 2009; Wiede-

meyer/Diemer 2007). Mobility into standard employment is very low. What is more, people 

exclusively holding a marginal part-time contract (salaries up to 400 euro) are excluded from 

social insurance – since 400-euro jobs are not subject to income tax and obligatory social 

insurance contributions – making these contracts precarious from an individual point of view 

as well as from an overall socio-political perspective (BMFSFJ 2011). 

The comparison of patterns and reasons for part-time work in Germany and France suggests 

a different meaning dependent on the institutional and cultural context. While the share of 

part-time work among young workers is quite similar in both countries – in 2007, it was 20 % 

for Germany and 23 % for France –, reasons for part-time employment at the start of work-

                                                        
67 This is especially the case for countries with a strong historical influence by the Catholic Church. 
68 In Germany, the notion of standard employment generally refers to full-time employment on a permanent 

basis only – a historical heritage of the male industrial worker.  
69 This refers to the income-based social insurance systems, namely the unemployment insurance and the old 

age insurance. Risk of old age poverty increases with the duration of periods of part-time employment. 
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ing life differ. In Germany, education is one of the main reasons: 61 % of those aged be-

tween 15 and 24 reported being employed part-time for educational reasons, while this rea-

son is only mentioned by 10 % of their French counterparts. 

In France, part-time work among young people is to a great extent involuntary. 44 % re-

ported that they worked part-time because they could not find a full-time job. In Germany, 

this is the case for around one quarter (27.4 %) of the young part-time workers. Moreover, 

underemployment – as involuntary part-time is referred to – has increased in France since 

the beginning of the crisis in the second half of 2008 (EU-LFS 2012). Reconciliation of work 

and care constitutes another important reason for part-time work, predominantly among 

women. Given that reliable data on the relative importance of care duties are not available 

for the youngest age group (and presumably far less decisive), we refer to a somewhat 

broader age group of women between 15-39 (see Table 6). In France, 28.7 % of all women 

employed within this age group work part-time, whereas in Germany the share is 38.5 %. 

 

Table 6: Main Reason for Part-Time Work Among Women Aged 15-39, 2007, in % 
 

  

Could not 
find a full-
time job 

Own 
illness or 
disability  

Other family 
or personal 
responsibi-
lities Family care 

Education 
and training 

Other 
reasons 

 EU 15 21.5 1.1 11.2 37.5 18.0 10.6 
DE 18.3  -  26.8 30.3 16.1 7.8 
FR 33 1 3.6 43.8 2.7 15.9 

 Source: Own compilation, EU-LFS (2012). 

 
Mothers reduce their participation in gainful employment; in Germany more than two third 

worked part-time in 2010. Compared to 1996, the part-time share of mothers has increased 

in Germany. The reasons for working part-time differ between east and west Germany: gen-

der effects, already visible for the youngest group of workers, become even stronger for 

prime age employees. Within this age group, the German picture is very clear-cut in this re-

spect. Part-time work is a women’s issue. 45 % of prime age women work part-time, while 

the reference share in France is 30 %. See Figure 10 for the gender gap and the development 

of part-time work over time.  
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Figure 10: Part-Time Employment in Germany and France, in % 

 

Source: Own compilation, EU-LFS (2012). 

 
It becomes apparent here that the German increase in female labour market participation 

has been realised by increasing part-time work. Female labour market integration in Ger-

many over the last years has been a process of redistribution of working time, rather than a 

substantive increase in employment volume (BMFSFJ 2011). Moreover, deregulation of mar-

ginal part-time work as part of the “Hartz” legislation70 has set strong incentives: it accounts 

for most of the increase (Voss/Weinkopf 2012).  

In fact, this employment form is often chosen by students, pensioners and female spouses.71 

In the interest of resource maximisation within the household it might be rational for mar-

ried women to hold a marginal part-time job, especially if they have little hope of finding a 

well paid job.72 The German system of joint taxation of married couples makes this arrange-

ment seemingly even more advantageous, as splitting benefit is positively linked to wage 

differences between spouses.73 Moreover, they are covered by free co-insurance of depend-

ents through their spouse and as such eligible for health care benefits. Nevertheless, it does 

not necessarily comply with women’s working time preferences. Recent research shows that 

                                                        
70 As part of the Second Act on Modern Labour Market Services, which was implemented in 2003, marginal 

part-time work has been deregulated. The minor employment threshold of 15 hours per week has been abol-
ished, while the income threshold has been increased from 325 to 400 euro. 

71 This means that the situation of marginally part-time employees is heterogeneous as far as the rationales 
and consequences over the life course are concerned. 

72 The use of 400 euro jobs is negatively related to qualifications and positively linked to employment interrup-
tions (BMFSFJ 2011, p. 113). 

73 This is a consequence of progressive income taxation in Germany. 



46 
 

the majority of marginal part-time workers wish to work more hours (Wanger 2011). Incen-

tives for marginal part-time employment are even stronger if young children live in the 

household. Childcare is scarce and costly and may therefore erode the advantages of the 

additional income. Under the German system of joint taxation, the effect on income is small 

anyway.  

With regard to young workers, marginal part-time work74 is mainly used by students and 

apprentices, who are insured by other means, as summer or student jobs or to improve 

training salaries. But a substantial share of part-time workers is low-qualified, and for want 

of alternatives trapped in discontinuous, precarious employment situations.75 The means-

tested and conditional social assistance scheme in Germany forces them into this situation, 

even if they do not have a spouse (Dingeldey/Sopp/Wagner 2012). 

Marginal part-time work is precarious in multiple respects (BMFSFJ 2011), but there are 

strong incentives to maintain the special regulation of marginal part-time work: it allows 

access to affordable domestic help, it is often the only means of access for married women 

to the labour market, and it is not subject to income tax if it is the only job (Klenner/Schmidt 

2012). Moreover, it is used by employers as a strategy for “maximising heads” in order to 

increase working time flexibility on the side of the employer,76 which is especially attractive 

within the service sector. Within the model of the adult worker, these incentives are clearly 

misdirected. 

In December 2010, 15 % of the employees, or 4.9 million in absolute numbers, were exclu-

sively employed in marginal part-time jobs. Two thirds of them were women. The differ-

ences between east and west Germany are quite remarkable, however: 21.9 % of female 

employees in west Germany and 12.7 % in east Germany belonged to this group. With re-

gard to men, there is no significant difference between east and west (9.8 % and 10 % re-

spectively). 

To sum up: while the share of part-time work among young people is quite similar in Ger-

many and France, the meaning in early working life differs crucially. Part-time work is more 

likely to be an involuntary stage in France, while it is mainly linked to education in Germany. 

                                                        
74 It can also be used as short-term employment under certain conditions (less than 52 working days per year).  
75 This is especially true for east Germany. 
76 In spite of the fact that employers pay flat rate contributions (10 % statutory pension insurance, 13 % statu-

tory health insurance) and taxes (2 %), which are above the employers´ contributions for standard employ-
ment. 
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Gender effects are lower among young workers, but become clear-cut for prime age women 

especially in Germany. The increase in female labour market participation has to a major 

extent been a redistribution of work. Looking at the objectives, part-time work is mainly 

used to combine work and care duties in both countries, but the share of female part-time 

employment is much lower in France, while the average working hours are higher. 

 

4.1.5. Low Income Work 

One of the main risks of employment uncertainty is the inability to earn a living. Low earn-

ings can be regarded as a specific type of precarious employment as well as a consequence 

of atypical employment. In the following, we refer to both aspects.  

The German low wage sector has sharply increased since the mid 1990s (Bosch 2009). Ac-

cording to recent figures from the German “Structure of Earnings Survey”, about 20.6 % of 

employees earn hourly wages below 2/3 of the median wage. According to other data, the 

share has even reached almost one quarter of the employees (Kalina/Weinkopf 2012). The 

dynamic is characterised overall by the increase of atypical employment relations (Kel-

ler/Seifert 2011). In many cases, young workers, newcomers in the labour market, are espe-

cially affected (see Figure 11).  

 
Figure 11: Share of Low Wage Workers in Germany by Age 2010, in % 

 

Source: DESTATIS (2012b); data: Structure of Earnings Survey 2010. 
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It becomes quite clear that young people are at higher risk than other age groups of earning 

low wages. But whereas for part-time and fixed-term employment, seniority effects can be 

expected to some extent for older age groups, the situation is different for TAW and mar-

ginal part-time workers: the risk of low wage work remains at a high and relatively stable 

level for all age groups. Compared with 2006, the data show that the share of low wage 

workers holding a permanent full-time contract (so-called “Normalarbeiter”) remained sta-

ble at 11 %. The share is considerably higher (30 %) among employees who are employed in 

a company which is not bound by collective agreement. Among atypical workers, about one 

half earn a low wage. The risk of low income is highest for temporary agency workers and 

those in marginal part-time employment (mini-job). The highest increase has been recorded 

among marginal part-time workers. About 84 % are paid a wage that is below two thirds of 

the median.  

The problem of the “working poor“, well known in liberal countries like the United States, 

has arrived in Germany. “In-work poverty” is defined by taking the household income (based 

on needs-adjusted equivalence scales) as a reference. Income risks and related poverty risk 

will decrease if household income is taken as a reference: the in-work poverty risk of Ger-

man employees is about 7 % (in 2007), but in contrast to most other European countries, it 

has significantly increased over the last years. The share for France is only slightly lower: 6 % 

of the workforce, which is mainly caused by discontinuous employment, as the definition 

refers to all people working at least six months per year. Especially young workers are often 

affected by contracts of short duration or spells of TAW, leading to employment interrup-

tions and spells of non-employment. Not surprisingly, the risk of in-work poverty is highest 

among households with atypically employed sole earners (Keller/Seifert 2011, pp. 28-29). 

This is true for both countries. 

Empirical evidence proves that countries with mandatory minimum wage systems (like 

France and the United Kingdom) achieve better results with respect to the bridging function 

into standard employment than Germany with marginal part-time jobs (Herzog-

Stein/Sesselmeier 2012). Moreover, while statutory minimum wages do not necessarily re-

duce income inequality, they restrict the “race to the bottom” of wages. 
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Box 3: The French Statutory Minimum Wage: Salaire Minimum Interprofessionnel de 
Croissance (SMIC) 

The French minimum wage is a heritage of the post war period. Since 1970, it has been de-
fined as the minimum hourly wage, which is adjusted every year, according to the develop-
ment of the consumer price index (INSEE 2012). There are certain exceptions for small en-
terprises and a reduction of 20 % for young people without employment experience. The 
SMIC is based on the idea of a public win-win scenario: while employees receive a minimum 
wage, employers profit from reduced social security contributions. In 2011, the SMIC was 
9.19 euro gross per hour.  

 
In European comparison, the French statutory minimum wage is the highest. It is about 60 % 

of the median and hence close to the national low wage threshold (Bosch/Weinkopf 2012). 

Moreover, it is indexed to inflation rate and average wage developments, which guarantees 

dynamic adjustment over time. Low wage work in France is mainly a phenomenon of part-

time and short-term temporary employment. With reference to the most recent data of 

2006, the share of low wage work is twice as high for young workers as it is for those aged 

30 to 45. The central factor here is temporary employment of short duration. Within the 

group of those below 30, 60 % worked less than one year in 2006, while the share is only one 

third for older age groups. Low wages are more frequent among women (33 %) than among 

men (23 %), which is in part caused by the higher shares of part-time work among females. 

The highest share of female low wage work can be found in public administration, in the 

retail sector as well as in the health and social service sector. Among men, low wage work 

can be particularly found in administrative work, in the building industry and operational 

services (INSEE 2009). 

The second aspect refers to wage discrimination rather than low wages as such. With regard 

to atypical employment, European legislation, namely Article 157 TEUV in combination with 

Directive 2000/78/EC on equal treatment, Directive 97/81/EC on part-time employment, and 

Directive 2008/104/EC on TAW, transposed into national legislation de jure guarantees equal 

treatment for those employed in these forms of employment compared to those employed 

on a permanent basis. But de facto enterprises use exit options to by-pass employment 

regulation in order to reduce labour costs. 

With regard to part-time work, wage discrimination is more widespread in France than in 

Germany. One reason is that part-time work is not usually subject to collective negotiations 

on firm level. Income levels are comparable, but the average working hours are higher for 
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France, where part-time work is in fact defined as long part-time employment. In 

2002/2003, almost half of the part-time employees in both countries received incomes of 

below 700 euro (Kroos 2008, pp. 123-145). Among German part-time workers, the risk of 

low pay is especially high for marginal part-time workers (Bosch 2009, p. 341). According to 

the German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP), the vast majority of 88 % is receiving low pay. 

Looking at sideline jobs, 58 % of the employees who earn less than five Euros gross per hour 

are marginal part-time workers.77 While employment legislation and collective bargaining 

agreements do not differ de jure, marginal part-time employment provides an exit-option 

for employers, de facto undermining the principle of equal treatment: employers can avoid 

direct wage discrimination and still take a financial advantage from marginal part-time em-

ployment: as marginal part-time jobs are not subject to income tax and social security con-

tributions, employers set gross wages on the level of hourly net income of full-time workers. 

Although employers pay a flat rate social security contribution of 30 %, which is higher than 

for standard employees, they can thereby reduce their labour costs and increase internal 

flexibility (Voss/Weinkopf 2012). As a consequence, marginal part-time workers sacrifice 

personal social security entitlements and do not get any award for the burden of higher in-

security in their present situation due to low wages, secondary social security and long-term 

disadvantages with regard to pension claims and high poverty risk. 

As far as fixed-time work is concerned, various studies confirm wage differences between 

permanent and fixed-term employees (McGinnity/Mertens/Gundert September 2005). The 

share of low incomes is higher for France than for Germany. The main explanatory factors 

are the different sectoral distributions of fixed-term employment, the role of internal mar-

kets in France, and the strong link between the length of service and income (Kroos 2008, 

p. 166). 

German wages paid to temporary agency workers are generally lower than in the reference 

branch. The intermediation of a third party might be one reason. Moreover, temporary 

agency workers are expected to accept lower wages in order to gain access to the labour 

market. While legal regulation demands equal pay, this regulation will not apply if there is a 

collective agreement between the employers’ association and the trade union (Niehaus 

2011, p. 4).  

                                                        
77 Calculations are based on the GSOEP. Differences cannot be explained by sector and qualifications. 
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From a social security point of view, the time span during which employees are affected by 

low pay is crucial. Whereas short periods of work in a low pay job in combination with a high 

probability of upward mobility are not critical, low pay in combination with low upward mo-

bility is more severe. Data on earnings mobility show relatively high wage mobility for inter-

mediate and high-skilled workers in France, whereas in Germany upward mobility is much 

lower. Low-paid workers run the risk of entering a vicious circle between low-paid jobs and 

unemployment (Bosch 2009). 

As far as wage policy is concerned, France and Germany differ crucially in two respects: on 

the one hand, the general binding character of the SMIC reduces uncertainty on the part of 

the employee, as wages have a reliable downward limit, as well as on the part of employers 

by means of subsidised social security contributions. On the other hand, atypical employ-

ment relations in France are subject to stricter regulation as far as payment of premiums for 

higher insecurity is concerned. Both aspects, together with the dynamic character of the 

SMIC on a relatively high level, reduce income insecurities and are expected to reduce un-

certainty especially among the young, who are in fact often employed in atypical forms of 

employment. The main employment insecurity for young French workers is employment 

disruptions due to the short duration of contracts, which increase the risk of in-work pov-

erty. 

 

4.2. Gender Aspects of Employment Insecurity 

The policy strategy of flexicurity has, so far, paid little attention to specific measures for 

gender equality. Focusing on wage security, the implicit assumption is that rising female em-

ployment rates will lead to increasing gender equality. Lewis/Plomien (2009) argue that sup-

ply-side measures are not enough, however. 

Women shoulder a large part of insecurities in Germany, especially through part-time and 

marginal part-time employment, and in particular through the high gender pay gap and their 

overrepresentation in low-wage jobs. In France, where the general statutory minimum wage 

provides a bottom line and a downward limit, the conditions are somewhat better. For Ger-

many, the following trends can be identified: the Lisbon strategy’s indicator concerning the 

female labour market participation rate (60 %) has already been fulfilled in Germany since 

1995, but it has mainly been realised by even more women taking up part-time jobs. While 
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female labour market participation has been constantly rising, full-time equivalents have not 

increased. As a consequence, average working hours of women decreased due to the strong 

increase in marginal part-time work (BMFSFJ 2011).  

Looking at fixed-term employment, the share of women is higher than that of men, but this 

applies to France more than to Germany (2009: 9 % versus 8.2 % in Germany, 11 % versus 

7.7 % in France, for employees aged 25-64) (DESTATIS 2010, pp. 38-39). Family-related work 

interruptions and part-time work have long-term negative effects, above all on statutory old 

age insurance claims. Those negative effects, which women are increasingly becoming aware 

of at young ages, might influence decisions like family formation, taken in earlier stages of 

the life course. This can be illustrated taking the German statutory old age insurance as an 

example:  

As far as old age insurance in Germany is concerned, coverage is consistently around 83 % 

(84 % for men and 83 % for women), not including civil servants’ pensions (about 5 %). How-

ever, coverage does not say anything about the level of benefits. Periods of unemployment 

or inactivity as well as low contributions due to part-time or low-wage employment increase 

the risk of poverty in old age, with women particularly at risk in this context. Difficulties in 

reconciling work and family life, e.g. due to limited childcare provision and the still wide-

spread half-day schools, mean that children still severely restrict mothers’ career opportuni-

ties in Germany. At the same time, men’s income prospects have decreased, and many have 

no chance of assuming the role of male breadwinner in a single-earner family. Insufficient 

income on the part of the male partner is seen as a major obstacle to realising fertility inten-

tions in Germany.  

De-facto polarisation does not necessarily reflect individual preferences, however, and may 

rather be a result of institutionally filtered decisions of interdependent individuals (BMFSFJ 

2011, p. 179). Research on desired working hours in Germany shows that preferences of 

men and women are converging: mothers wish to work more, while fathers would like to 

work fewer hours (Klenner/Pfahl 2008, p. 273). 

Gender effects of employment and wage (in)security are stronger in Germany than in 

France. To illustrate further insights on the consequences of the inconsistent governance of 

German labour market and social policies and its effects on gender-specific insecurities, we 

refer to recent empirical research conducted by our department (see Box “Female Bread-
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winners”). On the one hand, the German welfare state still promotes the classic breadwin-

ner model: derived social security entitlements for non-working or marginal employed 

spouses78 and joint taxation of married couples79 still provide strong disincentives for egali-

tarian gender arrangements. On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge the ongoing 

“revision of the German male breadwinner model from below” (Knuth 2006, p. 164, transla-

tion by the authors). In other family phases of life (e. g. separation, divorce and unemploy-

ment), policy reforms which have been introduced in recent years are reflecting the norm of 

the adult worker model. Security claims are increasingly based on individual employment 

participation, while derived entitlements being eroded. This poses new challenges – in par-

ticular for women with a discontinuous employment biography – and often leads to very 

precarious life situations. 

The example of female breadwinner families shows that institutional arrangements might 

contribute to insecure and precarious economic situations of families and mothers in par-

ticular. It could be argued that this might contribute to a decision against parenthood. This 

argument, however, remains rather speculative and requires further research. 

 
Box 4: Female Breadwinners in Germany80 

If single mothers are considered, women are the main or even the sole earner in about 18 % 
of German multiperson households with income. The group of female breadwinners is a 
heterogeneous one consisting of women who are solely responsible for earning a living for 
themselves, their children and their partners if applicable. Nevertheless, the female bread-
winner is predominately not the counterpart of the male breadwinner “from a different an-
gle”. A small group of female breadwinners has evolved who, due to their high skill level and 
a corresponding labour market position, live in new, hitherto unusual, gender arrangements, 
by agreement with their partner, who is intentionally less active in employment. However, 
households with female breadwinners are predominantly difficult and fragile arrangements. 
Women do not “feed” the family under the same terms as men. They gain this status mostly 
unintentionally and provide for their families under precarious conditions to some extent. In 
2007, 31 % of female (but only 4 % of male) breadwinners earned up to 900 Euros per month 
(Klammer/Neukirch/Weßler-Poßberg 2012). Women as breadwinners are often affected by 
an accumulation of strain, because they often bear the double burden of work and care du-
ties (Klenner/Klammer 2009). One may conclude that compared to the (male or female) 
breadwinner model, egalitarian income constellations of couples offer significant advan-

                                                        
78 In statutory health insurance. 
79 The greater the difference between the earned incomes, the higher the tax benefits. 
80 See Klammer/Neukirch/Weßler-Poßberg (2012); BMFSFJ (2011, pp. 117-118). 
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tages. They provide opportunities for participation and fulfilment for both partners and are 
associated with a higher income and enhanced satisfaction values, as the data of the GSOEP 
show. 

 
Within the traditional model of the male breadwinner, life courses are closely interrelated 

and based on stability over the life span. As accepted role models have become more di-

verse, however, bargaining processes between household members become increasingly 

important. Although gender relations are crucial, family arrangements are shaped by institu-

tional conditions which make some arrangements more practicable than others.  

To sum up, the institutional framework – in addition to different role models – can be as-

sumed to affect not only the different labour market patterns, but also men’s and women’s 

perception of (in)security and (un)certainty and ultimately their private decisions. The last 

chapter of this section addresses the aspect of perceived employment uncertainty in greater 

detail (see Chapter 4.4). 

 

4.3. The Impact of the Economic and Financial Crisis 

Young people are especially vulnerable to economic downturns (Bell/Blanchflower 2010). 

The less established situation of young workers within the labour market makes their em-

ployment situation more volatile in relation to the business cycle – positively as well as nega-

tively. Two effects account for the special sensitivity of youth employment towards the busi-

ness cycle: 1) the prime entre effect, meaning that the situation of young people on the la-

bour market is constantly influenced by new entrants who are searching for their first job, 2) 

the precarity effect, standing for the higher risk to young workers of losing their jobs in times 

of crisis compared to people who have been working in a company for several years, due to 

seniority (OECD 2009, p. 60). What is more, young people are more often employed on a 

fixed-term basis, and fixed-term contracts are very likely not to be renewed in economic 

downturns. This is confirmed by the present situation: in relative terms, the rise of unem-

ployment within the OECD has been twice as high among the young as for the prime age 

group (OECD 2009, p. 62). The picture looks different if one refers to absolute numbers, 

which indicate only an average increase compared to other age groups. There are two main 

explanatory factors. The first and external one refers to the overall demographic dynamic in 
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Europe. The second and internal factor refers to the development of labour force participa-

tion. In order to avoid stigmatising effects of unemployment spells, one way to disappear 

from the labour market in times of crisis is to prolong periods of education or even to return 

to the education system. This dynamic becomes apparent from the labour force participa-

tion rate of this age group, which has severely decreased since 2009 (Brenke 2012). 

As shown in Chapter 1, Germany is performing rather differently compared to other Euro-

pean countries, including France, in the actual downturn. Against the general trend, overall 

unemployment and youth unemployment have decreased. Even though Germany had a 

strong recession in 2008/2009, the effect on the labour market was rather moderate. In the 

post-recession period, Germany quickly returned to a robust growth path, which had posi-

tive effects on the labour market. 

Several factors had been crucial in this respect: employers tried to retain their core workers 

by means of internal flexibility measures like working time adjustments and working time 

accounts; they were remarkably reluctant to apply strategies of external flexibility, so em-

ployees were not dismissed as was the case in earlier times of crisis. Knuth (2011) argues 

that as a quid pro quo the willingness of the core workers to make internal concessions in 

order to secure their jobs has increased, ultimately as a consequence of the German activa-

tion strategy. The established corporatist communication channels between the German 

state, employers and trade unions, and compatible interests (in securing specific skills in 

companies on the one hand and avoiding rising unemployment rates in society on the 

other), mean that the scope of external labour market flexibility, which has been created as 

a consequence of ongoing deregulation and activation, has not been extensively used. This 

applies but for one exception: TAW. In Germany, such contracts have been a measure of 

external flexibility to buffer short-term fluctuations in demand. While the number of TAW 

fell sharply during the crisis, it has been constantly on the increase since that time. In spite of 

the relatively smooth and stable economic situation in Germany, economic uncertainty of 

employers has shortened their planning horizon. Internal flexibility was made possible by the 

use of a classical measure of ALMP: publicly funded short-time working. This measure ful-

filled a stabilising function and allowed a quick return to an expanding production path. 

The moderate wage development of the last decade and advantages in unit labour costs 

enhanced the competitive situation of Germany. As an export nation, it has made out-

standing profits from the increasing global demand. This, on the other hand, causes current 



56 
 

account imbalances with other EU-member states, however, which is part of the specific 

problems of the EU crisis. The growing demand for labour first took effect within the rather 

precarious segment of the labour market but subsequently increased regular employment, 

which is subject to social insurance contributions.  

Another aspect of Germany’s specific situation is the demographic dynamic: during the last 

three decades, the German labour market has been characterised by a constantly growing 

labour force, but the landscape is now changing. As a consequence of a rapidly aging society, 

the potential labour force is shrinking and relieving pressure on the demand side of the la-

bour market. The other side of the coin is that Germany will be confronted with an increas-

ing shortage of skilled workers in future. 

There is hardly any other country in which the precarious sector of the employment system 

has been growing as much as in Germany. This is causally linked to the deregulation of mar-

ginal employment and the lack of a statutory minimum wage. This also means a redistribu-

tion of working time, which becomes visible in the quantitative expansion of part-time and 

marginal employment. Finally, the use of labour market policy measures has a cosmetic ef-

fect at the bottom line of the labour market. Participants in labour market measures are not 

counted as unemployed and therefore do not turn up in the statistics.  

The latter also accounts for larger numbers of young people who participate in different 

kinds of labour market and school-based programmes. They are not viewed as being unem-

ployed, despite the fact that their prospects of entering regular employment are bleak. 

In France, the situation of young workers is much worse: unemployment among the 15-29 

year olds reached 17 % in 2010. Moreover, the duration of unemployment increased, while 

the duration of employment decreased after the beginning of the crisis in the second half of 

2008 (Danzin/Simonnet/Trancart 2011). In previous crises, the situation of French young 

women was more vulnerable than the situation of men in the same age group. This effect 

has turned reversed in the current downturn. Two main explanatory factors account for this 

change. First, the educational level of women: in 2008, 37 % of men and 51 % of young 

women had graduated (l’enseignement supérieur) by the beginning of their labour market 

career, whereas the proportion of those without a school-leaving qualification was 19 % for 

men and 12 % for women respectively (Mainguené/Martinelli 2010). Secondly, women pre-

dominantly work in the third sector, which is less prone to cyclical developments. In 2008, a 
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share of 87 % of women worked in the third sector, while the share was 64 % for men. It was 

1 % against 9 % within the industrial sector and 12 % and 20 % respectively in the construc-

tion sector (Danzin/Simonnet/Trancart 2011, pp. 7-8). Moreover, the crisis has led to a sig-

nificant increase in part-time work in France, mainly among the female workforce. The share 

of young female part-time workers increased while decreasing among men.  

Times of crisis are in general deeply linked to uncertainties: future developments are per-

ceived as threatening and opaque. Crises lead either to protest or to a retreat of citizens into 

the private sphere. This might not be seen as the right moment to build a family (as we will 

discuss later on; see Chapter 5.3). 

 

4.4. The Role of Perceived Employment Uncertainty 

Unlike insecurity, which is closely linked to risk and evokes political associations of state ac-

tivity and social security, uncertainty has a more diverse and far-reaching connotation (see 

Chapter 2.1). As Crouch states, uncertainty encompasses a strong subjective dimension, 

which is dependent on individual perception. At the same time, it is shaped by external fac-

tors, which can be ascertained by some external observer but the individual is not necessar-

ily aware of (Crouch 2010, p. 1). Barbier emphasises, "The perception (individual or collective 

representation of individuals) about uncertainty, and especially economic uncertainty, is 

shaped, determined by the political and societal context (`institutions´)" (Barbier 2010, p. 1).  

The perception of uncertainty is embedded in institutional structures and influenced by so-

cial norms as well as personal resources. Comparative data show that even in countries with 

low de jure employment security - in other words, low levels of individual protection against 

dismissal - and high employment mobility, people do not necessarily feel insecure. Denmark 

provides the most striking example, where low levels of EPL are combined with low levels of 

perceived uncertainty (Schmid 2011b). Perceived employment uncertainty is closely linked 

to individual welfare and expectations about future developments. It is one of the crucial 

factors for individual well-being of the employee (Geishecker 2010). 

Decisions are not merely shaped by preferences and objective circumstances. They are influ-

enced by subjective appraisal of the current situation and expectations about future devel-

opments. This accounts in particular for far-reaching decisions like the challenging endeav-



58 
 

our of family formation. Whereas in former times childbearing was perceived as a fate im-

posed upon families, nowadays it is most often the result of a conscious decision for which 

anxieties and ambivalent feelings have to be overcome. Whereas culture and social norms 

formerly worked in favour of fertility, this no longer applies to postmodern societies with 

increasingly flexible employment systems. 

Culture used to be seen as a way to reduce complexity and uncertainty, as it sets social 

norms and defines what is considered “normal” in society (Kaufmann 2003). It is argued that 

social norms and family bonds provided security and orientation about central stages of in-

dividual biography. As a consequence of those social norms losing their binding character  

– given the growing importance of individual values – structural stability decreases so that, 

with increasing freedom, certainty about one’s own life course decisions diminishes 

Furthermore, flexible labour markets demand a new type of “jobholder”. Lifelong job secu-

rity has been replaced by the challenging and uncertain necessity of a continuous self-

governing of one’s own employment biography. 

Burkart (2007) argues that the culture of individualisation is a source of doubt and uncer-

tainty. Subjectivation and concentration on the self by self-monitoring (Selbstbeobachtung), 

self-disclosure (Selbstoffenbarung) and biographic problematisation require reflectivity as a 

central competence of the modern self. In such an ambivalent setting, the perception of an 

individual’s employment biography prospects becomes a central issue. One may assume that 

a culture of uncertainty does not support childlessness per se, but it does have this effect 

under certain historical circumstances (Burkart 2007, pp. 415-416). 

Empirical evidence on self-evaluated employment insecurity reveals interesting differences 

between Germany and France: in Germany, job insecurity is stated the most important fac-

tor for the decision not to have a child (Höhn/Ette/Ruckdeschel 2006), while this aspect does 

not play a decisive role in France (Letablier/Salles 2011). 

The analysis of Letablier/Salles (2011), conducted for our project within GUSTO, examines 

determinants of different fertility patterns in France and west Germany based on qualitative 

interviews in both countries. The analysis shows that differences in the perception of insecu-

rity and uncertainty, as well as in social norms and values, frame decisions concerning family 

formation. The main results of the analysis are: 
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 More than objective economic security, it is the perception of uncertainty that matters 

for far-reaching decisions structuring future life. 

 The perception of economic insecurity and its reported impact on family decisions is 

higher for respondents from west Germany than for French interviewees. 

 The perception of the direct and indirect costs (opportunity costs as a consequence of 

reduced degrees of freedom and for expected loss of income) of family formation differs: 

the anticipated costs are higher in west Germany than in France. 

 The perception of labour market uncertainties differs according to gender relations and 

patterns of division of labour in society. Gender implications are higher in west Germany, 

where the male breadwinner model is still present. Male labour market insecurities are 

still perceived as more important as far as the perception of general economic uncer-

tainty of the household is concerned. 

 Gender relations are shaped by social norms and institutional context: policies which 

create a family-friendly environment and reduce tensions between work and care reduce 

the cost of having children.  

 Policies influence perceived uncertainties and may therefore be crucial for life course 

decisions of young people, but outcomes differ according to the trust young people have 

in political institutions.  

The results of the qualitative interviews indicate that an insecure occupational and financial 

situation only has a limited impact on fertility intentions and realisations in France, while 

these reasons are often given by the German respondents to justify a small family size.  

It is one of the key findings that not only objective insecurities but also the perception of 

uncertainty decisively influence life course decisions like family formation. Objectively inse-

cure employment situations are not necessarily perceived as such, while insecurity is not a 

necessary precondition of uncertainty. There is no simple scale of uncertainty. It must be 

seen in the nexus of people’s life (linked-lives perspective), against the backdrop of social 

norms, and against the institutional setting as a manifestation of a social relationship within 

society. This can be explained by institutional factors in their broader sense, with “rules in 

use” referring to social norms as well as formalised institutions.  
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5. Uncertainty and Family Formation  

5.1 What is Puzzling about Family Patterns in France and Germany? 

While fertility rates in most European countries are below replacement, cross-country dif-

ferences are considerable.81 The following section gives an overview of trends in family for-

mation and fertility in Germany and France.82 The French fertility rate is relatively high with 

two children per woman on average in 2009, while Germany with 1.4 children on average is 

at the bottom end of the low fertility group in Europe (EU-LFS 2012).  

 

Figure 12: Fertility Trends in Germany and France 1950-2010 
 

 
Source: Toulemon (2010) as cited by Letablier/Salles (2011, p. 16) Note: average number of children per woman. 

 
But while the total fertility rate is biased by postponement effects,83 cohort or total fertility 

gives a more reliable picture of overall fertility trends (see Figure 13). 

                                                        
81 See Schoenmaeckers/Lodewijckx (1999) for an overview and the publications of the GGS for more recent 

data. 
82 Section 5.1 is in parts based on the GUSTO WP 3 working paper by Marie-Therese Letablier and Anne Salles, 

see Letablier/Salles (2011). 
83 Due to economic trends, changes in the education system etc. 
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Figure 13: Completed Fertility by Cohort: Germany and France Compared 

 
Notes: *Since 2001 without west Berlin,** Since 2001 without east Berlin, no reliable data available for the 1930-1936 cohorts. 

Source: Own compilation, data: FR: INSEE (2011); DE: Statistisches Bundesamt (2011), Mikrozensus.  

 
For the 1960 cohort, the completed fertility was 1.8 in east Germany, while it reached 1.6 in 

west Germany. A further decrease for the younger cohorts is expected, as the mean number 

of children until the age of 34 decreased by 13 % in West and 28 % in east Germany respec-

tively, taking the mean of the 1960-1975 cohort as a reference. A catch-up effect until the 

age of 49 (assumed age of completed fertility) is very unlikely. The French total fertility rate 

decreased too, but it has risen since the mid 1990s and is, at this stage, one of the highest in 

Europe (Pla/Beaumel 2011).  

Looking to education, the increase has been strongest among the lowest educated group, 

while fertility has slightly decreased for the intermediate group (Davis/Mazuy 2010, p. 425). 

The gap between Germany and France has become wider over the past fifteen years (Letab-

lier/Salles 2011, p. 15).  

Most so-called “lowest-low countries” empirically share three trends (OECD 2011, pp. 90-

91): (1) significant postponement of motherhood, (2) decrease in the number of large fami-

lies and (3) increasing childlessness.84  

                                                        
84 While childlessness remains low in Japan and Korea (BMFSFJ 2011; OECD 2011, p. 90). 
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With regard to the first aspect, this is true for both countries: there has been a common con-

tinuous trend of postponing family formation, in other words, an increase in the age of the 

mother at the first birth, since the mid 1970s (Dorbritz 2008). It has now reached 30 on av-

erage in France and 29.3 years in Germany (Letablier/Salles 2011, p. 16). Letablier/Salles 

(2011) show that the postponement effect differs according to the level of education: in 

France, highly educated women have their first child almost five years later than the refer-

ence group without a school-leaving qualification. In addition, the introduction of modern 

contraceptive practices and the expansion of education especially among women have been 

crucial factors for this development. With regard to the overall average age, Figure 14 shows 

that the postponement of childbirth is a general trend in European countries, while the 

strength of the effect differs.  

 

Figure 14: Average Age of Mothers at Birth in Different European Countries 2000 and 2008 

 
Source: Own compilation, data: EU-LFS (2012). 

 
In contrast to Germany, however, French mothers catch up in subsequent births. Especially 

the group of highly educated women concentrate their reproductive life on a short interval, 

compared to low-educated women who have more children over a longer period of time 

(Letablier/Salles 2011; Davis/Mazuy 2010). While in east Germany the share of mothers with 

only one child is increasing, the share of mothers having three and more children has de-

creased in east and west Germany. Moreover, the gap between the birth of the first and the 
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second child has broadened in Germany: it is about four years on average in west Germany 

and five years in east Germany (DESTATIS 2011).  

The second dynamic is true for Germany, where many families have only one child, but to a 

lesser extent for France, where families with three and more children are much more com-

mon (See Table 7).  

 

Table 7: Average Number of Children per Woman (1960 birth cohort), France and Ger-
many, in % 

Number of children 
(average) 

FR DE-W DE-E 

0 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Total 

10 

18 

40 

22 

10 

100 

19 

20 

36 

12 

5 

92 

7 

28 

43 

11 

4 

93 
 

 

Note: the gap to 100% refers to people who did not answer the question. 

Sources: Letablier/Salles (2011, p. 20); data: Toulemon/Pailhé/Rossier (2008) for FR; DESTATIS (2009) for DE. 

 
The third aspect shows the most disturbing pattern in the German-French comparison: Ger-

many – more precisely: west Germany – has the highest share of childlessness in Europe 

(Eurostat 2011). France, in contrast, is among the countries with the lowest rate of women 

remaining childless. The overall rate of women remaining childless in France is about 12 % 

for the 1950-1954 cohort and 11 % for the 1945-1949 cohort, while the reference values for 

Germany are 18 % respectively 14 % for west and 8 % respectively 7 % for east Germany 

(González/Jurado-Guerrero 2006; Köppen/Mazuy/Toulemon 2007). In both countries, child-

lessness among women varies according to the educational level: highly-qualified women 

are more likely to remain childless (Köppen/Mazuy/Toulemon 2007). But while the effect is 

rather moderate in France, the level of education is a strong predictor of childlessness in 

west Germany, though the patterns differ for east Germany (see Table 8).85  

East Germany is characterised by low levels of childlessness among the high-skilled and 

rather high levels among those with a low educational level. These contrasting patterns of 

                                                        
85 However, childlessness and notably the effect of the qualification level has been overestimated in the past 

due to the quality of the “Mikrozensus” data, which only allowed assessment of the number of children living 
in the same household. See Scharein (2011) for further discussion. 
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childlessness in east and west Germany are one of the most remarkable characteristics of 

German fertility behaviour. Both structural and cultural aspects are expected to play a role in 

this context: the better availability of childcare services goes hand in hand with a higher 

share of young families who do not expect public childcare to have a negative effect on their 

children (Dorbritz 2011). 

 

Table 8: Childlessness in Germany by Level of Qualification (ISCED 97), in % 
 DE-W DE-E 
cohort low middle high low  middle high 
1964-1968  14.5 21.7 30.9 26.1 9.3 11.2 
1959-1963  15.1 17.6 27.2 21.4 5.6 7.8 
1954-1958  12.5 16.7 24.8 - 6.8 6.7 
1949-1953 10.8 15.3 22.0 - 6.4 7.2 
Source: DESTATIS (2009, p. 29).  

 
Dorbritz (2011) shows interaction effects between the level of education, income and level 

of childlessness: in west Germany, childlessness among highly-qualified women is low, if 

they are not in employment, while it is high for those with a low net equivalent income who 

are working on a full-time basis. 

 

5.2 Employment Insecurity in Demographic Research 

Three main strands of theories on fertility decisions can be distinguished: approaches based 

on ideational aspects like preferences (Hakim 2000) and values (van de Kaa 1987; Lest-

haeghe/Moors 2000) and rational-choice based economic theories of fertility (Becker 1960) 

(see Table 9). They share a general focus on mothers, as they assume that they will take on 

the caring role (Schröder/Pforr 2009, p. 220), which is an oversimplification given that men’s 

preferences as well as the overall household situation might play a critical role (linked-lives). 

The decision to start a family is one of the most far reaching over the life course and requires 

a certain degree of stability or certainty in order to acquire enough resources to keep the 

family and to rear the children. Traditionally, strong social values and family bonds have pro-

vided security and orientation. Entering the bond of matrimony has been the classic way of 

reaching that stage. Given the growing importance of individual values, the “societal kit” 

provided by common social norms is expected to be weaker nowadays. This is affirmed by 
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changing role models and growing variety and acceptance of life concepts, including family 

life. Family patterns have become more diverse and dynamic. 

Economic theory of fertility focuses on the costs and benefits of childbearing. Based on hu-

man capital theory, opportunity costs of children increase with the level of education. In-

creasing levels of education, employment and career prospects of women have therefore 

been identified as playing a crucial role in the postponement of family formation and the 

decline of fertility in industrialised countries. From this point of view, fertility is a decision 

problem: couples optimize their time use between domestic work and employment accord-

ing to their preferences. Concepts based on preference theory assume preference heteroge-

neity among women as a work-family dichotomy. 

 

Table 9: Theoretical Concepts of Fertility Decisions 
 Independent variable Proponents  

Economic theory of fertility  direct and indirect costs and benefits of 
children  

(Becker 1991; Beck-
er/Barro 1986; Björklund 
2007) 

Preference theory  female preferences for work and/or family  (Hakim 2000; Vitali et al. 
2009) 

Value orientations second demographic transition: reorienta-
tion of values, individual, post-materialist 
values  

(Lesthaeghe/Moors 2000; 
van de Kaa 1987; 2001; 
Surkyn/Lesthaeghe 2004) 

Source: Own compilation. 

 
Research on the impact of employment uncertainties on family formation and fertility rates 

is implicitly or explicitly based on rational choice. With regard to employment and job inse-

curity, unstable employment relations and experience of unemployment are seen as factors 

taking effect on opportunity costs of children. Moreover, young people might reject long-

term decisions like marriage and family formation as a consequence of economic and tem-

poral uncertainty (Mills/Blossfeld 2005). As a consequence, precarious employment might 

lead to postponement or even rejection of family formation. The argument that family for-

mation might be an exit option for those who do not expect stable inclusion into the labour 

market has received little theoretical and empirical attention so far. Retreating into the pri-

vate sphere provides an alternative option for reducing uncertainty and receiving personal 

recognition. 

The following table (see Table 10) summarizes key findings of recent empirical research.
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Table 10: Demographic Research Related to Employment Insecurity 

Author Variables Results Data & Sample 
Adsera (2011) iv: economic uncertainty of women; dv: 

second birth 
Unemployment leads to postponement of first and second births.  ECHP; analysis based on 

13 countries 
Bernardi/Klärner/von 
der Lippe (2008)  

iv: stable employment; dv: intention to have 
a child 
H: cultural factors moderates individual 
reaction to job insecurity. 

Different patterns of family formation related to different attitudes towards 
job security: in west Germany, positive effect of permanent employment but 
only weak effect in east Germany. 

semi-structured inter-
views, east and west 
Germany 

Brose (2008) Influence of income and economic uncer-
tainty on family formation and extension. 

Level of income and income security of the partner is positively correlated 
with readiness to become a mother.  

GSOEP, west Germany 

Dribe/Stanfors (2010) H1: no negative effect of dual careers on 
fertility after the 1st child due to good fami-
ly-work compatibility, positive effect due to 
more gender equality, positive effect on 
union stability. 
H2: power couples in which at least one 
partner is employed in the public sector can 
be expected to be more likely to have either 
a second or higher order birth. 
H3: authors expect to find a positive effect 
of educational homogamy on having second 
and higher order births.  
iv: dual-career couples, union stability, gen-
der equality; dv: continued childbearing 

Power couples are more likely to continue childbearing and are less likely to 
separate than other couples. Despite higher opportunity costs of childbear-
ing and the small gains to specialisation, power couples in Sweden are able 
to combine career and continued childbearing. 
H1: linear positive relationship between educational power and fertility in all 
intervals.  
H2: supported for third and fourth births, no strong gender effect.  
H3: higher degree of union stability among power couples. Power couples 
are more likely to continue childbearing. 

longitudinal data on 
couples from population 
registers in Sweden, 
1991-2005, multivariate 
longitudinal analysis 
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Author Variables Results Data & Sample 
Gebel/Giesecke 
(2009) 

iv: unemployment, fixed-term contract 
dv: fertility 

The effect of women’s unemployment on timing of the first birth differs: while 
it is positive in west Germany, the author finds a weak significant negative 
effect in east Germany. No interaction effect of education and job specific 
characteristics. Fixed-term contracts do not change fertility behaviour in a 
substantial way, but transitions from unemployment to permanent employ-
ment lead to catch-up effects, while transitions to fixed-term employment do 
not.  
The differences between east and west Germany suggest an important role for 
social norms in family formation.  

east and west Germany, 
GSOEP 

Kreyenfeld (2010) Stable female employment is a prerequisite 
for having children. Periods of employment 
uncertainty are expected to postpone moth-
erhood especially for high-skilled women. 
Uncertainties are expected to be more im-
portant in east Germany, where mothers are 
expected to work after childbirth. 
iv: unemployment (objective measure), per-
ceived job and income insecurity (subjective 
measure); dv: first birth.  

West Germany: no evidence on postponement of motherhood due to em-
ployment insecurity. East Germany: weak evidence for the idea that employ-
ment instability has a negative effect on the first birth. No effect of unem-
ployment on the first birth. For east and west Germany, significantly higher 
rates of women entering motherhood among those classifying themselves as 
economically inactive (housewives or others). But this group is very small in 
east Germany. 
Interaction effects of education and measures of economic uncertainty: first-
birth rates are lower during unemployment of highly educated women. Wom-
en without a formal vocational qualification are likely to become mothers 
when they experience economic uncertainty. 

GSOEP, longitudinal 
dataset, event history 
analysis, east and west 
Germany 

Luijkx/Wolbers 
(2009) 

iv: employment precarity; dv: entry into mar-
riage and parenthood; stage at the age of 35 
H1: negative effect of employment precarity 
in early work-life on family formation. 
H2: only moderate effects expected for the 
Netherlands due to the rather generous net 
of social security. 
H3: in conservative welfare regimes, women 
in precarious employment reduce uncertainty 
by opting for marriage and motherhood. 

Negative effect of employment precarity on men on entering marriage; nega-
tive effect of employment insecurity on men being fathers at the age of 35, 
while employment precarity, part-time work and duration of unemployment 
have a positive effect on women entering marriage and becoming mothers.  

life-history surveys: 
households in the Neth-
erlands 1995; Family 
Survey Dutch Population 
2000 
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Author Variables Results Data & Sample 
Pailhé/Solaz (2012); 
Pailhé/Solaz (2011) 

iv: unemployment; dv: arrival of first child. 
H1: employment instability may have oppo-
site effects on fertility, due to different 
strength of income and price effect.  
H2: this impact is expected to be larger 
when men are unemployed than when 
women are. 
H3: this impact is expected to be higher for 
first births. 
H4: the long-term implications of such em-
ployment instability depend on the duration 
of job insecurity. 
H5: the worse the macroeconomic situa-
tion, the longer people wait before having a 
child. 

Employment uncertainty matters in different ways for men and women. 
Unanticipated changes in the economic situation influence timing of the 
first birth. 
Men experiencing unemployment delay the transition to the first child, 
indicating that the income effect prevails (relative to opportunity costs). 
In contrast, childbirth is not affected if partners are prepared for an unsta-
ble employment situation. 
The authors find no effect of women’s unemployment, either on timing or 
on completed fertility. Moreover, no subsequent effect is found after the 
first child is born. 
Employment uncertainty affects timing rather than quantity, though effects 
differ between men and women.  

1st wave Generation and 
Gender Survey (GGS), 
France 

Sobotka (2010) Estimated childlessness: high for highly 
educated women in west Germany but low 
for those in east Germany. 

Postponing parenthood is not the major reason for rising childlessness and 
educational differences. Rising birth rates at advanced reproductive age. 

Birth registry data Den-
mark, census data, 
GSOEP 1965 cohort 

Özcan/Mayer/Luedicke 
(2010) 

iv: unemployment; dv: timing of fertility of 
men and women 
H1: men’s unemployment delays first birth, 
but women’s unemployment does not af-
fect timing. 
H2: negative effect of the duration of un-
employment on fertility. 
H3: positive effect of the duration of unem-
ployment on the timing for low and highly 
educated women. 
H4: partner’s skill level may deepen or off-
set the negative effect of unemployment. 

“`Unemployment´ per se may not be a clear cause of delayed transitions to 
motherhood.” (Özcan/Mayer/Luedicke 2010, p. 839). 
H1: only women in west Germany – in east Germany, substitution effect 
larger than income effect. 
H2: no effect of cumulative number of months in unemployment. 
H3: confirmed for east Germany but negative effect for west Germany, low 
education explains higher costs of childbearing and childrearing, time gain 
less important than loss of income. 
H4: men whose partners are highly educated delay fatherhood when un-
employed. Effects for unemployed women in east and west Germany are 
not significant. 

German Life History 
Study (GLHS), 1971 
cohort, monthly infor-
mation, event history 
analysis,  
two representative and 
retrospective surveys, 
east and west Germany 
in 1996-1998 and 2005 

Source: Own compilation; iv=independent variable, dv=dependent variable, H=hypothesis. 
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Research on the effects of employment and income insecurity often refers to the German 

case. The principal reasons lie in the availability of good longitudinal data86, the strong inter-

est in the determinants of the very low fertility rates in Germany and the differences be-

tween east and west Germany.  

Empirical research on the effects of employment and income insecurity is mostly – implicitly 

or explicitly – based on economic theory of fertility, but it nevertheless lacks theoretical clar-

ity. Employment insecurity is modeled as both increase (Kreyenfeld 2010, p. 352) and de-

crease (Adsera 2011) in opportunity costs. More complex analysis differentiates between 

income, substitution and price effect (with reference to opportunity costs) in order to make 

contrary effects visible.87 While the income effect is identified as being clearly negative, the 

aggregate effect remains unclear, as different forms of job and employment insecurity might 

have different effects. One of the most robust and cross-national results of the empirical 

fertility research is the negative effect of education periods on fertility decisions. 

Altogether, empirical – for the most part quantitative – findings on the relationship between 

employment insecurity and fertility decisions are inconsistent. However, there are indica-

tions of different effects for east and west Germany, as well as for men and women. Gender 

effects have been identified in France as well. There are only few qualitative studies on the 

role of employment insecurity in family formation. The study of Bernardi/Klärner/von der 

Lippe (2008) on east and west Germany concludes that attitudes towards employment secu-

rity are decisive. While there is some evidence that objective aspects of labour market inse-

curity like the experience of unemployment influence individual timing of family formation, 

but do not explain different aggregate fertility patterns, namely family size and childlessness. 

 

5.3 Fertility and Economic Recession 

Times of economic and financial crisis are associated with increasing uncertainty, not only of 

markets but also of individuals: the economic uncertainty of households rises. People may 

fear losing their job or part of their income. Besides increasing job insecurity, financial in-

vestments held as economic securities are put at risk.  

                                                        
86 The GSOEP. 
87 See for example Pailhé/Solaz (2012); Özcan/Mayer/Luedicke (2010). 
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As far as fertility decisions are concerned, expected effects differ according to the theoretical 

viewpoint. With regard to the economic theory of fertility, the opportunity costs of having 

children are lower in times of recession, as unemployment and lower wages are more likely 

at these times and therefore the cost of exiting the labour market are lower. For low earn-

ers, however, this might not be an option, as the direct costs of children might be too high. 

Moreover, job and income insecurity can be expected to lead to the postponement of births, 

as contextual circumstances and resources do not appear attractive to future parents. 

Taking up a sociological point of view, research on the political transitions in Eastern Europe 

shows that far-reaching political reforms or regime changes lead to decreasing fertility, as a 

consequence of uncertainties regarding political development and the consequences for 

personal life (Sobotka 2011). By the same token, if people expect crisis situations to persist, 

withdrawal from the public sphere and greater focus on private issues might be the conse-

quence. Family formation might have a stabilising function in this setting (Fried-

man/Hechter/Kanazawa 1994). To put it in a nutshell: parents want to provide a safe envi-

ronment for their child. Times of war, political transition or substantial economic downturn 

do not fulfil this precondition. As a consequence, substantial postponements of birth can be 

expected, but birth rates are likely to catch up at a later stage.88 

It is still too early to empirically assess the impact of the crisis on family formation and fertil-

ity patterns in Germany and France. Moreover, it is difficult to compare the two countries, as 

France is much worse off, and people experience higher overall levels of insecurity and un-

certainty than in Germany. But some expectations and tendencies can be reported here: 

while French fertility remains stable and even rises slightly unless high unemployment and 

economic uncertainty prevail (Pison 2011)89, the overall fertility rate in Germany still contin-

ues to fall, despite good economic indicators and the prospect of legal entitlement to child-

care for children of 1+ years of age from 2013 onwards90 (DESTATIS 2012a). 

Sobotka/Skirbekk/Philipov (2011) argue that the impact depends on the pattern of reces-

                                                        
88 One example is the baby boomer effect after the Second World War. 
89 While Pison (2011) argues that the rise would probably have been stronger without recession, others see a 

window of opportunity for unemployed women to realise their fertility intentions while avoiding spells of un-
employment.  

90 The Childcare Funding Act “Kinderförderungsgesetz (KiföG)“ of 2008 promotes the expansion of childcare 
facilities for children below three years of age. Legal entitlement to childcare for those above one year of age 
is planned from August 2013 onwards. Childcare infrastructure in Germany makes up part of the concurrent 
legislation, meaning that competences are shared between national level and the federal states (“Länder”). 
Issues of financing and responsibility often remain vague and fragmented. 
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sion: recession as a consequence of the overall economic system is expected to have an im-

pact on the timing of birth, but not on overall fertility. The results show that the relation is 

complex and nonlinear. These first impressions of the effect of the economic crisis on fertili-

ty decisions support our argument that the “choice under restrictions”, as Regnier-

Loilier/Solaz (2010) call the decision to have a child, involves more than economic re-

strictions and is dependent on the interplay between political institutions, which shapes the 

perception of future uncertainty. 
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6. Conclusion 

Many European countries are confronted with the challenge of aging societies. Germany is a 

striking example. Several urgent problems derive from that demographic situation, among 

which the long-term stabilisation of social security systems as well as the labour force are 

the most obvious. Not surprisingly, research on fertility has gained in importance in recent 

years. While most EU member states are characterised by low fertility rates, with Germany 

at the end of the chart, it does not apply to countries like Sweden or France.  

This raises the questions addressed in this paper. We were particularly interested in discuss-

ing the possible correlation between fertility trends and labour market developments. There 

is some evidence that the level of (perceived) uncertainty has increased in European states. 

Reasons for this include the activation agenda which was introduced to reform social secu-

rity systems, particularly labour market policies, and the increasing flexibility of employment 

structures accompanied by unprecedented growth in precarious forms of jobs. 

Our analysis in this paper was focused on two main sets of research questions:  

- What are the institutional aspects of the labour market insecurities and uncertainties 

facing young people in Germany and France? And are there substantial differences in 

job/employment insecurities between these countries? 

- What are the implications of labour market uncertainties among young people on family 

formation? And do they contribute to explaining the divergent fertility patterns in France 

and Germany?  

In addition, we consider the policy implications of our results in the following section: 

- What is the role of family policy with respect to family formation and fertility and the 

obvious differences between France and Germany? 

Before we return to these issues, however, we briefly reflect on our initial observation that 

differences clearly exist between France and Germany concerning attitudes towards family 

formation and fertility trends.  
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What are the most striking differences in fertility and family formation between 

Germany and France?  

The starting point for our study is the observation of crucially different fertility rates in both 

countries. The empirical finding that the desired number of children in Germany is close to 

that in France differs sharply from the actual number of births in both countries: French 

women realise their desire to have children more often than German women.  

First of all, it is worth emphasising that the differences are not only a question of fertility 

level, but also of family patterns. In short, the following differences in fertility patterns be-

tween Germany and France are striking:  

 
Table 11: Differences in Fertility Trends and Family Formation between France and Ger-
many 
  FR DE 
Timing First birth Postponement dependent on 

level of education: high-skilled 
have children later, but post-
ponement effect stronger 
among low-skilled. 

Postponement dependent on 
level of education: high-skilled 
have children later. 

Subsequent 
births 

Catch up effect (timing) after 
the first birth, at least among 
the high-skilled. Spacing de-
pends on skill-level – low-
qualified mothers take their 
time for subsequent births, 
whereas highly-qualified par-
ents try to keep the period of 
reproduction brief. 

Postponement of subsequent 
births. 

Sequencing Childlessness Low, dependent on level of 
education (higher among low-
skilled mothers). 

Very high, dependent on level 
of education (pattern in east 
Germany close to France, in 
west Germany, especially 
highly educated remain child-
less). 

Family size  Relatively high share of fami-
lies with three and more chil-
dren, while the share of one-
child families is significantly 
lower than in Germany. 

Overall decline in large fami-
lies: the share of families with 
more than two children has 
decreased. 

Source: Own compilation (see Chapter 5.1). 

 
Two different effects can be distinguished: a postponement effect and a replacement effect 

of fertility. The first refers to timing, while the second refers to the choice of alternative life 
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preferences as a consequence of life circumstances and expected consequences. Decreasing 

fertility follows from two dynamics: 1) postponement, 2) sequencing of births (determining 

family size). While France and Germany share the first dynamic, they crucially differ in rela-

tion to the second aspect. 

 
Conclusion: differences in fertility and family formation are not only a question of fertility 

level, but a question of family patterns. France and Germany show comparable effects of 

postponement. But sequencing differs crucially, with Germany showing much higher rates of 

childlessness and one-child families. 

 

 

What are the institutional aspects of the labour market insecurities and uncer-

tainties faced by young people in Germany and France? And are there substantial 

differences in job/employment insecurities between Germany and France? 

The number of so-called precarious forms of employment has increased in many EU states. 

This applies especially to the German labour market. In Germany as well as in France, young 

workers and newcomers are affected to a disproportionately large extent by this develop-

ment. In France, however, the increase in so-called atypical non-standard forms of employ-

ment occurred earlier than in Germany; the strongest growth rates could be observed in the 

1990s. Germany has caught up since the turn of the millennium as a consequence of mani-

fold labour market deregulation activities.  

The analysis of precarious employment and its effects is made extremely complex by the fact 

that atypical employment is neither homogeneous nor does it have the same effect on all 

social groups. Atypical forms of employment are not coherent in function and consequences. 

The use of the term “atypical” as an analytical umbrella is therefore often called into ques-

tion. Moreover, as our discussion on TAW regulation has shown, it is often not sufficient to 

look on the formal contract, meaning de jure employment regulation, since de facto applica-

tion may differ.  

It is no exaggeration to argue that precarious employment has become representative of the 

status of young employees in France. In Germany, by contrast, there are relatively standard-

ised pathways for young newcomers to the labour market within many sectors. The transi-
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tion from vocational education to work within the dual apprenticeship system is highly regu-

lated and institutionalised. However, the status of those without a formal qualification is 

more precarious in this regard; their chances of accomplishing some form of stable integra-

tion into the employment system are very low.  

Altogether, the development of atypical employment in France has been characterised by 

re-regulation efforts since the 1990s. This re-regulation on the one hand has reduced the 

regulation gap to standard work and on the other hand limited the precarity potential of 

atypical forms of employment. In contrast to Germany, French levels of regulation concern-

ing permanent and temporary employment show only slight differences. Statutory minimum 

wages plays an important role. Part-time work is a form of employment mainly taken up 

involuntarily by young workers. In prime age, part-time employment is less prevalent than in 

Germany and not a desired or accepted way of combining work and family, especially among 

the highly-qualified.  

In Germany, the deregulation concerning atypical forms of employment has caused a widen-

ing regulation gap towards regular employment. More atypical and precarious jobs have 

been created in return. Easy access and the lack of a statutory minimum wage lead to a 

sharp increase in precarious forms of atypical employment (especially TAW, “marginal" part-

time jobs and low-wage jobs).  

Generally speaking, the French welfare state up until now can be said to be more effectively 

oriented towards social integration arrangements than its German counterpart. The momen-

tum of activation policies has been less far-reaching in France so far. Nevertheless, the ex-

tent of the lock-in effects of the main labour market policy instruments in France cannot yet 

be assessed. 

“Precarity is everywhere” - already in 1998, Bourdieu expressed in his well-known dictum 

that the time and planning horizon of those concerned dramatically shortens as a conse-

quence of increasing precarity experiences (Bourdieu 1998). But sections of society that are 

not directly affected in the first instance are also influenced – and will be drawn into the 

maelstrom of uncertainty. This effect is confirmed by empirical findings from the recent past 

concerning workers with high job security in core segments of the German employment sys-

tem. Young newcomers, for whom atypical employment has almost become the norm for 

entry to the labour market, may even appreciate several aspects of atypical employment and 
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not experience such jobs primarily as a burden. In the end, however, effects on individual 

planning reliability and restrictions concerning longer term commitments seem inevitable.  

 
Conclusion: labour market insecurities have increased in both countries during the last two 

decades. This particularly applies to young employees. Not only people in precarious work-

ing situations but also the “rest of society” is affected. Most remarkable is the high discipli-

nary effect which emanates from the new means-tested social assistance scheme in Ger-

many (Arbeitslosengeld II). The gap in regulation between “atypical” and “regular” employ-

ment is smaller in France. The dynamic of activation policies has been less radical in France 

up until now. 

 

 

What are the implications of labour market insecurities and uncertainties of 

young people for family formation? And do they contribute to explaining the di-

vergent fertility patterns in France and Germany? 

There is no simple scale of uncertainty. Uncertainty must be seen in the nexus of people’s 

lives (linked-lives perspective). Objectively insecure employment situations are not necessar-

ily perceived as such. To start with an example from Germany: while marginal part-time jobs 

can be found mostly in the low-wage sector and are precarious in relation to social security, 

especially in the long run, they are perceived as a stable arrangement for married couples.  

In both countries, employment uncertainties and extended periods of education lead to 

postponement of family formation, namely the birth of the first child. Uncertain and pro-

longed transitions from school to working life, characterised by high job and income insecu-

rity, delay subsequent passages relating to personal autonomy and the transition to adult-

hood and influence couples’ readiness for parenting.91 School-to-work transition has been 

identified empirically as a normative precondition. Difficult school-to-work transitions and 

high youth unemployment among the low-skilled in France can be identified as one reason 

for postponement of first birth, especially among low and middle educational levels. Ger-

                                                        
91 Education and income-related differences in family formation do fit in this explanation. The time lag of the 

first birth is greater on lower educational levels in France, while there are interaction effects between educa-
tion, income and first birth in Germany. 
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many shows a contrasting pattern in this respect; here mean age at first birth and/or child-

lessness increased most among the high-skilled.92  

Empirical findings on the effects of employment insecurity on fertility are theoretically and 

empirically inconsistent. More complex analysis differentiates between different effects 

which do not necessarily point in the same direction: besides opportunity costs, income or 

price effects also play an important role.  

Following economic theory on fertility, the educational effect is explained by the higher op-

portunity costs of children (due to higher loss of income). Moreover, higher education is ex-

pected to postpone family formation due to longer spells of education and training. Educa-

tion is not only identified as relevant for timing, however. Career preferences are also ex-

pected to have a strong influence on future expectations and potential opportunity costs. 

The evidence shows that skill level is more important for family decisions in Germany than in 

France. Moreover, the effects in Germany and France are opposing in relation to timing (see 

Table 1).  

As women are expected to give up career ambitions when they have children, opportunity 

costs of children are very high in Germany: due to difficulties reconciling work and family 

life, children restrict mothers’ career opportunities. Insufficient income on the part of the 

male partner is also a major obstacle to realising fertility intentions in Germany. While dif-

ferent role models in France and Germany may still exist, institutional factors are clear: lim-

ited childcare provision and part-time schooling particularly in west Germany do not allow 

women with high career preferences to combine motherhood and substantial labour market 

participation. 

The role of part-time work differs if pre- and post-parental trajectories are compared: for 

young Germans, part-time work plays a crucial role in stages of education and training and is 

for the majority not linked to job uncertainty. Later on, it is mostly linked to female care du-

ties in Germany, where, in fact, it has been the standard form of employment for prime-age 

women (BMFSFJ 2011).93 Nevertheless, many would like to work more hours. Marginal part-

time work is often the only possible and rational link to the labour market. By contrast, part-

time work is not a preferred option for mothers in France.  

                                                        
92 See Letablier/Salles (2011) for further discussion. 
93 With far-reaching effects for old-age security: low contributions to old age insurance due to long periods of 

part-time employment is one of the main reasons for low pension claims of German women (Heien 2011). 
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Fixed-term contracts and TAW partly transfer the employment risk of parenthood to the 

employee. This is expected to play a crucial role in family planning and reduces career 

chances among women, as future planning becomes limited and uncertainty is high. As far as 

TAW is concerned, a strong postponement effect is expected for both countries. Not surpris-

ingly, in his qualitative analysis for Germany Niehaus (2011) finds negative effects of TAW on 

fertility intentions and decisions due to perceived employment insecurity, low income and 

extreme spatial mobility requirements.  

The influence of economic insecurities differs according to the institutional background. The 

qualitative research by Letablier/Salles (2011) indicates that an insecure occupational and 

financial situation only has a limited impact on fertility intentions and realisations in France, 

while these reasons are often given by the German respondents to justify a small family size. 

This can be explained by institutional factors in its broader understanding. From the per-

spective of social norms, the role of the gendered division of labour is still stronger in Ger-

many. In France, the strong norm of having children prevails. 

While job and employment insecurities help to explain timing, and postponement of the first 

birth, they do not go far in explaining specific differences in family formation and fertility 

patterns. In this context, we argue that the sharp differences between France and Germany 

are not predominantly caused by economic insecurities but rather by the general perception 

of uncertainty. This perception is embedded in institutional structures and influenced by 

social norms as well as personal resources. Not merely objective circumstances shape the 

decisions and behaviour of individuals, they are also influenced by personal assessments of 

present and future developments. Whereas culture and social norms formerly worked in 

favour of fertility, this no longer necessarily applies to post-modern societies with increas-

ingly flexible employment. As the German example demonstrates, high rates of childlessness 

among couples has become a normative pattern over the years, which is difficult to counter 

by social and family policy: whereas in Germany childlessness nowadays is seen as a socially 

accepted choice, strong norms still work in favour of child-bearing in France (Letablier/Salles 

2011).  

 
Conclusion: job and employment insecurities contribute to explain timing and/or postpone-

ment of the first birth. However, they do not help much to explain specific differences of 

family formation and fertility patterns (between France and Germany). Objectively insecure 
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employment situations are not necessarily experienced as such, depending on institutional 

framework and norm structures. A broader analytical concept is therefore needed: “per-

ceived uncertainty” which takes into account the nexus of people’s lives (linked-lives per-

spective) allows a better understanding, but still needs more theoretical and empirical clari-

fication. 

 

 

What is the role of family policy with respect to family formation and fertility, and 

what are the obvious differences between France and Germany? 

Within French family policies, regulations can be found that facilitate transitions between 

different life situations or zones and help to reduce future insecurity. In this respect, Ger-

many is lagging behind. On the other hand, there has been a catch-up development within 

German family policies. By means of parental benefit and extension of the public childcare 

structure, necessary steps have been made or at least initiated. Nevertheless, other fields 

like “tax splitting for married couples” must be reconsidered and reformed. 

Analyses of the fertility dynamic often predominantly focus on the influence of family poli-

cies. Such a single-track view of family formation remains limited, however. On the one 

hand, the subject of family formation also addresses key dimensions of the so-called “rush-

hour” of life, which are influenced by diverse factors. On the other hand, family policy can-

not be seen as an isolated measure; its effects can only be analysed adequately in its inter-

dependency on other fields of political regulation. Comparing France and Germany, the fol-

lowing seems relevant: 

French family policy has traditionally been pronatalist and employment-related. The French 

combination of pronatalistic measures, mainly focusing on timing and parity of birth, as well 

as the employment-oriented leave and care policy, mirror the compromise between the lai-

cal French government and industrial relations. 

In Germany, labour market and family have been perceived as separate spheres for a long 

time: the strong social norm of the housewife guaranteed stability in the family life of indus-

trial Germany. Family policy measures were designed in strict isolation from the labour mar-

ket; they were oriented on out-dated role concepts and based on obsolete general princi-

ples. The consequences for fertility were negative, particularly when individual role concepts 
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were inconsistent with one another; e.g. high-skilled women with career aspirations increas-

ingly remain childless. Nowadays, however, boundaries are blurred. Employment and family 

are increasingly seen as two overlapping spheres of life. The recent readjustment of German 

family policies has taken place under two main objectives: to increase labour market partici-

pation of women, and to increase fertility. 

Family policy and employment and/or social policy are complementary. Therefore, a cross-

cutting policy perspective is needed in order to focus on relevant disruptions and contradic-

tions. On the basis of our analysis, we conclude that family policies alone cannot compen-

sate regulatory deficits on the labour market nor the dismantling of security standards 

(Klammer/Letablier 2007). 

In Germany, recent family policy reforms have been described as a paradigmatic shift in ac-

cordance with the French model. But timing of political reforms matters: since seminal deci-

sions about family policy structure in France were taken in a climate of mature welfare state 

development at the beginning of the 1990s, they are associated with a notion that expansive 

social policies are feasible. That implies more reliable planning for individuals and leads to 

the confidence that social welfare activities contribute to secure livelihoods and have allevi-

ating effects.  

By contrast, German family policy reforms over the last decade have been implemented in a 

climate of welfare state retrenchment, where the focus is on labour force maximisation 

through increasing female employment. The readjustment of family policies is taking place 

during a period of political change, in which significant aspects of mutual solidarity have 

been transferred to individual responsibility by means of activation measures. Confronted 

with increasingly flexible employment structures, growing numbers of precarious jobs, more 

restrictive labour market policies and the new expectations regarding individual self-

governing derived from these things, the family policy adjustments cannot be seen to send 

out a message that reduces uncertainty and convincingly guarantees stability for family 

planning. Assessing the German reforms of family policies might not be adequate at this 

early stage of implementation; for the reasons outlined above, however, it is questionable 

whether the readjustment of German family policy will have profound long-term effects on 

fertility.  
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Conclusion: the effect of family policies must be analysed within the broader context of so-

cial and employment policy regulation. Clearly, family policy by itself cannot buffer new un-

certainties which have arisen from far-reaching labour market transformations within the 

last two decades. The French example illustrates, however, that increased labour market 

uncertainties can to some extent be compensated for with respect to fertility and family 

formation, provided that family policy measures meet reconciliation needs and are in line 

with other regulation. In Germany, by contrast, current readjustments of family policy can-

not keep pace with changing structures on the labour market because of the high deregula-

tion dynamic, but also because of programmatic inconsistencies. 

 

 

Outlook 

Fertility trends in society are influenced by socio-economic events such as economic crisis or 

long-term shifts in societal structures. Looking at these relationships, one is confronted with 

an extremely complex structure which is shaped by many factors, while effects are in part 

contradictory. Research often remains focussed on specific aspects of the overall phenome-

non. The issue of family formation and fertility can only be analysed adequately when con-

sidering the interdependent interaction of cultural settings, norms and values and political-

institutional regulation. 

Looking at France, it becomes obvious that, in contrast to Germany, prompt reform of family 

policies has contributed to stabilising the fertility rate over the last three to four decades at a 

level which is well above that of the EU. French family policy is not solely based on social 

norms which favour family formation and child-bearing, but its specific construction has 

helped to foster those norms. The comparatively “smooth” incorporation of family policy 

measures into the overall system of national social and employment policies reduces uncer-

tainties, and it enables individuals to anticipate uncertainties as less threatening, as less of a 

burden on family life. This may explain why fertility in France has – in contrary to the general 

trend – increased since the 1990s, a period of advancing atypical forms of employment and 

increasing precarity. The French system of family policies together with predominantly fam-

ily-friendly norms and values in society facilitates a more robust attitude among people to-

wards the challenge of family formation. 
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Germany, by contrast, is an illustrative example of how difficult a politically induced change 

of trend is. Recent family policy reforms were introduced under the heading of a new family 

model in order to have an effect on low fertility rates.  

Apart from inconsistencies within German family policy, it becomes clear how established 

but outmoded norms and new patterns of behaviour (childlessness within high-skilled cou-

ples) preclude new models. In addition, family policy cannot compensate for deregulation 

within the labour market, its effects on individuals and their ability to reconcile work and 

private life.  

Germany’s current model of reconciliation policy is dominated by the idea of providing in-

centives and increasing pressure to re-enter the labour market (following the overall Euro-

pean Lisbon Strategy and subsequent European policy approaches). Concerning the recon-

ciliation of job and family, business needs and operational requirements so far prevail over 

the claims to sovereignty of families and individuals. In this deregulated world of work, the 

leeway for families and children decreases: empirical research proves that blurring bounda-

ries culminate in an excessive strain on family systems. Not surprisingly, fertility rates in 

Germany, despite all recent reforms in the area of family policies, remain on a low level. 

Social policy plays a crucial role in the general framework within which fertility is deter-

mined. Since norms and values cannot be influenced “mechanically”, the only access is by 

means of political and institutional regulation. As our discussion has shown, the deregulation 

activities throughout the last two decades, which have affected young people more than 

other age groups, have spread labour market uncertainties and are expected to solidify ex-

isting patterns of family formation and fertility. Although the underlying structures have not 

been revealed fully yet, there is some evidence that “perceived uncertainty” has an effect on 

what couples expect to be the consequences of parenthood. The French-German compari-

son illustrates that the redirection of the former “pre-modern” model of German family poli-

cies does not automatically increase fertility, as was hoped for. This is contrary to the French 

policy mix, where family policy has had a higher priority under the heading of social inclu-

sion: systematically embedded in a broader socio-political infrastructure and assured by 

strong family norms, French family policies have proved to stabilise fertility on a higher level. 

Without some serious effort to re-establish a social standard that conveys more social secu-

rity to people, German fertility figures presumably will not change much. Reliable arrange-

ments of social policies which help to reduce the level of perceived uncertainty within soci-
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ety are required as a precondition for family policy measures unfolding their potential. Re-

duction of uncertainty means making life courses within the family context more predict-

able, facilitating reconciliation of work and family life, and reducing the risk of income pov-

erty in a consistent way. 
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