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Abstract 

 

Working Mothers and Gender Inequality in Germany 

 

Caitlyn McKenzie Collins, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

Supervisor:  Christine L. Williams 

 

 

I investigate how women in Germany balance their professional and familial 

commitments given the generous welfare state support for work-family reconciliation. 

Drawing on interviews with 21 German mothers in white-collar occupations, I examine 

the cultural perceptions of working mothers, the impact of “family-friendly” policies, and 

women’s workplace experiences with their supervisors and colleagues. I argue that 

working mothers struggle to balance their work and home lives because gender inequality 

is still widespread in Germany, despite – and in some cases because of – this welfare 

state support. Women are frequently denigrated and stigmatized for being employed 

outside the home while raising children, and for their family status at work. Their 

identities as both mother and worker violate traditional understandings of femininity in 

Germany. Consequently, the women I interviewed feel like inadequate mothers and 

incompetent workers as a result of the gendered messages they receive from the state, 

businesses, and dominant culture. Until the responsibility for raising children and earning 

a living are shared equally between women and men, and the government and society 

support them in this endeavor, gender inequality will continue to be a central feature of 

our social world. 



  vii 

Table of Contents 

List of Tables ...........................................................................................................x!

List of Figures ........................................................................................................ xi!

Chapter 1: Introduction ........................................................................................1!

The Opt-Out Phenomenon ..............................................................................4!

Why Germany and the United States? ............................................................7!

Differences in welfare regimes ..............................................................8!

Differences in family policies................................................................9!

German Policy Context.................................................................................11!

The centrality of the family and the legacy of World War II ..............11!

Low fertility and pronatalism ..............................................................12!

Immigration policy and the need for skilled labor...............................13!

United States Policy Context ........................................................................15!

Devaluation and the racialized displacement of carework ..................16!

Male primacy and the “ideal worker”..................................................17!

Racism against poor minority women .................................................18!

My Research .................................................................................................20!

Organization of the Thesis ............................................................................22!

Chapter 2. Research Methods.............................................................................24!

Conducting Interviews..................................................................................24!

Recruiting Participants..................................................................................25!

Snowball sampling...............................................................................25!

Using an online social networking website .........................................28!

Developing a working relationship with a research institute...............29!

Interview participants ..........................................................................31!

Access and My Positionality as Researcher .................................................37!

Conducting Interviews in English.................................................................39!

Data Analysis ................................................................................................42!



  viii 

Chapter 3: Raven Mothers (Rabenmütter) and Cultural Perceptions of Working 

Mothers ........................................................................................................45!

Raven Mother Messages and Their Sources.................................................46!

What raven mother means ...................................................................46!

How the raven mother narrative works................................................48!

Who does the policing?........................................................................50!

Internalizing the Raven Mother Narrative ....................................................54!

Criticism of “weekend parents” ..................................................57!

Skepticism of childcare...............................................................59!

Ambivalence about Being a Working Mom .................................................61!

Rejecting the Narrative and Redefining “Good Mothering” ........................62!

Conclusion ....................................................................................................66!

Chapter 4: The Impact of Family-Friendly Policies on Women’s Work and 

Home Lives ..................................................................................................68!

The Value of Work for Women....................................................................69!

The Impact of Family-Friendly Policies .......................................................74!

Parental leave and job protection.........................................................75!

Childcare provision..............................................................................80!

Possibility of part-time work ...............................................................81!

Flexible schedules................................................................................84!

Telecommuting and home offices........................................................86!

Vacation and sick days ........................................................................88!

Cash allowances to parents ..................................................................89!

Conclusion ....................................................................................................91!

Chapter 5: The Influence of Supervisors and Colleagues on Women at Work  
......................................................................................................................93!

Supportive Supervisors and Colleagues .......................................................94!

Hostile Supervisors and Colleagues .............................................................99!

Bias against working mothers............................................................100!

Covert hostility ..................................................................................101!

Open confrontation ............................................................................103!



  ix 

Ignorance about workplace support for mothers ...............................106!

Resisting discrimination ....................................................................107!

Conclusion ..................................................................................................110!

Chapter 6: Conclusion.......................................................................................111!

Appendix..............................................................................................................122!

References............................................................................................................124!



  x 

List of Tables 

Table 1:! Study Participants .................................................................................32!



  xi 

List of Figures 

Figure 1:! Women’s Reactions to Raven Mother Narrative ................................46!

Figure 2:! The Double Bind for Working Mothers ............................................115



1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Birgit Mezger is a 35-year-old German mother of two and works as a government 

adviser. She and her husband Max, an engineer, have been married for six years and live 

in a spacious flat in a charming residential pocket of downtown Stuttgart, a city in 

southwestern Germany. Birgit took eight months’ maternity leave when her daughter was 

born at 65% pay. After she returned to work, Max took paid paternity leave until their 

daughter started attending a government-subsidized childcare when she was 15 months 

old. Both parents then dropped down to part-time, working 20 to 30 hours per week. 

Birgit works a flexible schedule, and has a home office where she works from 

occasionally. She enjoys the security of a lifetime job contract with the ministry.  

When her daughter was two years old, Birgit gave birth to a son and is currently 

on maternity leave again. She plans to go back to work when her son is 11 months old, 

when he will likely attend the same childcare facility as her daughter. She took six weeks 

of mandatory, fully paid leave preceding the birth of each of her children.  

Birgit and Max are adamant about having an egalitarian partnership, and they 

divide childcare responsibilities and household chores evenly between them. They rotate 

who picks up and drops off their daughter from the daycare that is a 20-minute walk from 

their flat. On Max’s days, he rides his bicycle and brings their daughter home in a seat 

attached to the back. Birgit does the household cleaning, while Max takes care of the 

laundry, ironing, and grocery shopping. They split the cooking and childcare tasks like 

bathing, feeding, and bedtime story reading equally.  

Max and Birgit are each entitled to between 20 and 30 fully paid vacation days 

per year, depending on whether they work part- or full-time. They receive an unlimited 

number of fully paid sick days, provided that they have a note from their doctor. They get 
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10 paid days off work annually if their children are sick at 70% pay. They receive a check 

from the government for ! 368 (" $480) every month to help defray the costs of 

childrearing, and will continue to get this money until their children are 25 years old. One 

day, their children will attend university at no cost. 

To an outsider, it certainly looks like Birgit “has it all” – the German government 

provides her with the time and money she needs to take care of her children, her boss 

allows her to work a flexible schedule in a secure job that she loves, and she has a kind, 

respectful partner who shares equally in caring for their family and home. 

The United Nations ranks Germany as the 7th most gender egalitarian nation in the 

world, and 5th for women’s economic opportunities. On the other hand, the United States 

ranks 37th and 15th respectively, and has the most family-hostile public policy of any 

country in the developed world (Williams 2010). Given these statistics, I interviewed 

Birgit and 20 other German mothers in white-collar occupations during the summer of 

2011 about how they balance their work and family lives. It seems as if they are much 

better supported in their professional and maternal roles than women in the U.S. are, 

especially if Birgit’s story is in any way typical. So: do working moms in Europe “have it 

better” than working moms in the United States? This question motivates my thesis. 

Women’s relationships to work and family have changed dramatically over the 

past century throughout much of the Western world. While they have always been 

responsible for the childcare and housework done at home, women moved in large 

numbers beyond the domestic realm and into paid work as it became both more culturally 

accepted and economically necessary (Glass and Estes 1997; Goldin 1990; Thistle 2006). 

Women’s entrance into the paid labor force during the past several decades is seen as one 

of the most momentous shifts of our time (Bianchi 2000; Goldin 1990; Thistle 2006). 
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Today, roughly 60 percent of women over the age of 16 in the United States are 

employed, or 72 million women (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011).  

Although these gains seem momentous, and they are, women’s participation in 

the realm of both paid work in the market and unpaid work at home has never been equal 

to that of men’s. While both have jobs, women also work a “second shift” at home 

(Hochschild 2003). They do the majority of the caring work necessary for their families 

to survive and thrive, which constrains their ability to work in the labor force – a 

consequence that men do not face. Women continue to be primarily responsible for 

childrearing in all industrialized countries (Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001), and 

the socially prescribed family roles for each gender have an impact on the sorts of jobs 

they have, and how much money they make (Blau and Ferber 1986). This is a source of 

profound inequality between women and men (Williams 2000).  

Women today in the United States face the very difficult question of how to 

balance their work and home lives when they are needed – but rarely valued or supported 

– in both realms. They receive little to no assistance in managing these dual obligations 

(Thistle 2006), and businesses are not designed to accommodate workers who are 

responsible for dependent children (Glass and Riley 1998). The jobs available to women 

today have not been reshaped from the male-centric model of decades (and indeed, 

centuries) past to accommodate working women who are often mothers (Hochschild 

2003). The majority of jobs do not offer the sorts of benefits, leave time, and flexible 

schedules, among other issues, that would allow women to more effectively balance their 

personal and professional lives (Williams 2000; Williams 2010).  

Gornick and Meyers (2003:1, 6) have termed this “the conflict between earning 

and caring” which leaves “women with a disproportionate share of paid and unpaid care 

work.” Government response has been meager with its support for working mothers in 
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the U.S., and “the resulting mismatch between parents’ needs and society’s response 

strains family life, disadvantages mothers, and leaves many children with inadequate 

care” (Gornick and Meyers 2003:7). As a result, professional class mothers struggle to 

decide whether to work outside the home full-time, part-time, or not at all considering the 

work needed to sustain their families (Stone 2007).  

Despite abundant research documenting this struggle between wage work and 

unpaid care work (e.g. Gerson 2010; Hochschild 1989), popular media suggests that 

women today are free to “choose” whether they work or stay at home to raise a family, or 

engage in both breadwinning and caretaking. Some claim that the feminist movement of 

the 1970s accomplished the “gender revolution” that it spurred: women can now be 

breadwinners, just like men, as well as caretakers. Finally, women can “have it all.” They 

cite women’s high rates of labor force participation, the decrease in the wage gap, and the 

inroads made into a wide variety of careers previously unavailable to past generations of 

women to justify this argument (Stone 2007).  

 

THE OPT-OUT PHENOMENON 

Can women really have it all? In the face of what some see as this new gender 

equality made available to women through free choice, the U.S. media has paid 

considerable attention to a recent phenomenon: that of highly educated middle- and 

upper-class women who apparently choose to leave successful careers to become stay-at-

home moms. One in four white, married, college-educated professional women with 

children stay at home in the United States today (Stone 2007). In a notorious New York 

Times Magazine piece, columnist Lisa Belkin (2003) called this the “opt-out revolution:” 

[The article] distilled recurring themes in the media depiction: women, 
especially high-achieving, college-educated women, are choosing 
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motherhood over careers, ‘rejecting the workplace’ and the feminist vision 
of having it all, rading aspirations to professional success for the values 
and comforts of home and family, their actions representing not a passive 
acquiescence to traditional gender expectations but rather a proactive ‘opt-
out revolution.’ (Stone 2007:4) 

The article asked, “Why don’t women run the world?” Its answer: “Maybe it’s because 

they don’t want to.” Given the agency afforded to modern women, the article argued, 

women are increasingly choosing “home and hearth” over their high-flying careers. This 

article sparked a flurry of debate, and sociologist Pamela Stone (2007) conducted a study 

to investigate this “opting out” trend among elite educated women. She interviewed 

women who were bankers, lawyers, doctors, and more about their decisions to leave their 

careers in order to stay at home and care for their families, pursuing a model of “intensive 

mothering” (Hays 1998) that receives much praise among the middle class today. She 

was curious whether these women could be adhering to a “new or neo-traditionalism” 

that harkens back to traditional gender roles, or whether there were other factors at play 

encouraging these women to “go home” after investing considerable time and resources 

in their careers.  

Stone’s research debunked the myth that women “choose” to leave their jobs – 

she argues that they are actually pushed out of the workplace as a result of inflexible 

policies, institutional barriers, and a system that punishes rather than rewards women for 

trying to balance their work and home lives. She found that these women quit their jobs 

only as a last resort after (a) having been unsuccessful in finding “family friendly” 

workplace accommodations that would allow them to more easily balance their dual 

roles, or (b) being stigmatized and marginalized when they tried to use the policies that 

were technically available to them. The media coverage of this “opt-out revolution” was 

steeped with the rhetoric of choice (as typified in Belkin’s article), so it is no wonder that 

these powerful women adopted this language to make sense of their decisions to leave 
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their careers, and as a means of coping with the very real, alarming cultural and 

institutional constraints that shaped their decisions. The majority of Stone’s respondents 

framed their decision like this: 
 
I think today it’s all about choices, and the choices we want to make. And 
I think that’s great. I think it just depends where you want to spend your 
time. (105)  

On the other hand, only a few women acknowledged the larger pressures that shaped 

their decisions: 
 
There are a number of women, I think, who are home because they’re 
caught between a rock and a hard place… there’s not enough blame, if you 
will, being laid at the feet of the culture, the jobs, the society. (105, 111) 

This choice rhetoric deployed by so many of the women Stone spoke with is problematic 

because it places the blame on women themselves, making it seem as if they are simply 

unable or unwilling to balance work and family, and diverts attention and critique from 

the lack of support provided by the workplace, the family, and the state. 

Stone argues that these women’s stories are not an indicator of a renewed turn to 

traditionalism on the part of women, but rather a sign of deeply entrenched traditionalism 

in the workplace that ignores the reality of many working women’s lives and resists their 

efforts to change it to suit their needs. She likens this exit of highly talented women to 

“the miners’ canary – a frontline indication that something is seriously amiss in too many 

workplaces… we see in these women’s experiences – by virtue of their leaving and 

telling the tale – the full costs of these workplaces and the nature of the costs, which are 

personal and professional and, ultimately, societal and economic” (19-20). This persistent 

inequality explains why scholars still discuss “feminism’s uneven success” (Folbre 2011) 

and the need to finish the “unfinished revolution” begun by the feminist movements of 

the 1970s (Gerson 2010; Gornick and Meyers 2003). Stone proposes that workplaces 
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adjust to the real and immediate needs of women and their families by instituting policies 

that help their employees accommodate their work and family lives better.  

The difficulties that women undergo when trying to grapple with the need to care 

for their families and work in a labor force that does not adequately support these dual 

commitments has been the subject of much research in the United States (Blair-Loy 

2003; Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Gerson 1985; Swiss and Walker 1993; Williams 2010). 

Popular discourse and women’s rights advocates often point to various European 

countries as progressive models of how women really can “have it all” without their 

personal or professional lives suffering, much as the second wave feminist movement 

promised. It is true that many European countries have far more generous policies in 

place to support working mothers. Logically, we could speculate that professional women 

in parts of Europe are “experts” at balancing work and family. What are their experiences 

like, then, in comparison to women in the U.S.? Do working moms like Birgit “have it 

better” than working moms in the United States? Given that there is greater institutional 

support, does the discourse of “opting out” exist in a European context? In short, how do 

cultural and political contexts affect the ways women navigate their maternal and 

professional roles?  
 

WHY GERMANY AND THE UNITED STATES? 

A comparison between Germany and the United States is apt because they share 

some important similarities, while differing in other notable ways that makes it fruitful 

for sociological research. First, Germany and the United States are both economically 

developed, post-industrial western countries. The United States has the world’s largest 

economy, while Germany’s is the fourth largest (Stones 2012). The history of women’s 

labor force participation has been relatively similar in the past two centuries, with both 
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countries espousing a “separate spheres” model with regard to the gender division of 

labor between the home and workplace throughout much of their past (Mason 1976; 

Rupp 1977; Thistle 2006). The centrality of homemaking to women’s identity 

traditionally in the United States is echoed in Germany, as evidenced by popular mid-20th 

century phrases like “Kinder, Kirche, Küche” – “Children, Church, Kitchen” (Slotkin 

2008). White women were pulled into paid work roughly around the same times in each 

country by urbanization, industrialization, World War II, and feminist movements in the 

1970s, among other forces.  

The context of women’s market activity differs between the two countries. Like 

other scholars of cross-national work and family issues (Gornick and Meyers 2003; Stier, 

Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001), I draw on the framework developed by Esping-

Andersen (1990) to explain how these two countries differ with regard to welfare regimes 

and the prevalence of family-supportive policies, both of which greatly impact women’s 

employment throughout the life course. To put it simply, Germany offers far greater 

institutional support for mothers than the U.S. does – “historically, the United States has 

often been considered a laggard of welfare state development, and this also applies with 

respect to family policy” (Gangl and Ziefle 2011:345). 

Differences in welfare regimes   

Through various policies and regulations, the state affects the ways in which labor 

markets operate. The United States has a liberal welfare regime that provides limited 

social insurance for its citizens, with social programs directed mostly at the working class 

and the poor. The market predominates, with the underlying ideology that free operation 

of the market leads to the greatest economic wellbeing. The hegemonic belief in the U.S. 

is that the state should intervene in the U.S. only when the market fails. Labor force 
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participation rates tend to be high for women in countries with liberal welfare regimes 

because the state does not ample provide support for them to care for their families.  

On the other hand, Germany has a conservative welfare regime in which social 

principles prevail, but services are awarded based on various social statuses such as class, 

family, and religion. Here, the market, the state, and other institutions like the family and 

church are all considered responsible for the welfare of German citizens. Women’s rates 

of labor force participation tend to be lower than in the U.S. because they have financial 

support if they decide to stay home and not work, and they tend to have higher rates of 

part-time employment, work interruptions, and long-term withdrawal from market work 

(Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001). The number of women working in both 

countries is relatively similar: in 2010, 52% of women worked in Germany compared to 

59% of women in the United States. However, in that year, 38% of those German women 

worked part-time (less than 30 hours per week), while only 19% of women in the U.S. 

did (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011). Also, it is much more common for German 

women than for American women to leave work altogether when they have preschool 

and school age children. Over one-third of women with pre-school age children continue 

to work full-time in the U.S., whereas less than 20% of German mothers do (Stier, 

Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001). 

Differences in family policies  

These two countries also differ significantly with regard to the family-supportive 

policies they offer. The United States has very little institutionalized support for women’s 

employment, whereas Germany has an intermediate level (as compared to states like 

Sweden that are highly supportive) (Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001). The U.S. 

spends 1% of its GDP on family benefits, while Germany spends approximately 3% 

(OECD 2011a). Family-friendly policies available in the German workplace tend to 
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support a traditional division of labor between men and women because women are 

expected to give a higher priority to their maternal role than their professional role. This 

is a dominant belief in the United States as well. Germany has state-sponsored childcare 

for all children over age three, paid parental leave, paid sick leave for oneself and one’s 

child, substantial paid vacation, and children’s and parents’ cash allowances. Many 

businesses offer policies regarding schedule flexibility, part-time work, job sharing, and 

home offices. I detail all of these policies in Chapter 4. 

Some companies in the U.S. also offer these policies, but employers are allowed 

to vary in the extent to which they accommodate workers’ family responsibilities (Glass 

and Estes 1997), meaning that the provision and use of these policies is uneven and often 

ends up disadvantaging women at work (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Briscoe and 

Kellogg 2011; Budig and England 2001; Meyersson Milgrom and Petersen 2006). Glass 

and Estes (1997) write, 
 

Neither government nor employers in the free market has institutionalized 
policies or procedures for dealing with the influx of workers with 
caregiving responsibilities into the labor force. No new model has 
emerged of a relationship between labor, management, and the state that 
would loosen managerial control over the hours and scheduling of work, 
allow time for childbearing, and guarantee adequate substitute care for 
young children. (291-292) 

The United States is the only industrialized country in the world without a national law 

that mandates paid parental leave. The only other countries without these laws are 

Swaziland, Liberia, and Papua New Guinea (Fass 2009). As a result of the differences in 

welfare regimes and family policies, American women return more quickly to work after 

childbirth, at more hours per week, than women in Germany.  
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My thesis will demonstrate how these different cultural and political contexts in 

each country help us understand women’s choices as they navigate motherhood and their 

career. Below I explore the explanation given for these different contexts. 
 

GERMAN POLICY CONTEXT 

German culture places a high value on the carework mothers perform at home, yet 

they are increasingly in need of more skilled workers in the market. The policies enacted 

to address this tension have sought to make it easier for women to both care for their 

families and work outside the home. Several events and trends are noteworthy in shaping 

institutional support for working mothers: the centrality of the family and the legacy of 

World War II; Germany’s low levels of fertility and pronatalist stance; and their strict 

immigration laws and labor supply shortages. Some policymakers have identified women 

as one key to resolving these dilemmas: with 13.2 average years of schooling (OECD 

2011b), they are often qualified for skilled jobs, and they could also rectify the low 

fertility rate by having more babies. 

The centrality of the family and the legacy of World War II 

Aryan leaders of the Third Reich encouraged mothers to serve the state by bearing 

children, while men served by fighting. They insisted that their natural place was in the 

home. Brutality and violence were inflicted upon those who spoke out against this 

misogynistic view (Rossy 2011). Hitler declared in a 1935 speech that a woman’s role as 

mother “is her greatest honor. There is nothing nobler for a woman than to be the mother 

of the sons and daughters of the people” (Rupp 1977:364). This “cult of motherhood” 

became fully institutionalized with state decorations such as the Mutterehrenkreuz 

(Mother’s Cross of Honor) – awards for “exceptional merit” given to German women 

who conceived and raised at least four children. As a result, being a “good” German 
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woman and citizen came to be defined through childbearing and childrearing. Similar 

honors were awarded to women in France and the Soviet Union. 

Manufacturing patriotism, sacrifice, and loyalty to the Third Reich was a central 

task of Nazi leaders. During the war, schools, churches, and youth clubs all became 

arenas through which this ideology was spread to children (Pine 1996). In the years 

following World War II, Germans sought to reconstruct the primacy of the family unit 

(Moeller 1989). The importance of the family, and especially the mother, in being the 

primary source of socialization for her children became central to German culture. 

Protecting children from outside sources of influence became a mother’s primary task, 

which helps explain, perhaps, the reluctance of many working women even today to 

entrust their children to nannies or au pairs, or even to daycares. 

After the war, mothers were encouraged to stay at home the first several years of 

children’s lives, and to work only limited hours throughout their adolescence. 

Unfortunately, these same laws that were created in post-World War II Germany that 

sought to protect the family “ultimately protected and preserved much else – patriarchal 

authority; women’s economic dependence on men; the ideological elevation of 

motherhood; [and] pronatalist sentiments” (Moeller 1989:139). The “family-friendly” 

laws in place today serve to encourage both fertility and women’s labor force 

participation. 

Low fertility and pronatalism 

The state suffers from a low fertility rate of 1.4 births per woman of childbearing 

age, which is far below the replacement rate of 2.1 needed to sustain a country’s 

population. The German government promotes larger families and more childbearing, 

while they are reticent to make outright pronatalist claims that could bring to mind Aryan 

supremacist ideologies of the Second World War. The government is concerned because 
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this low fertility rate does not bode well for the country’s economic viability or the 

provisions of its social welfare safety net. For example, the state has a generous pension 

system, and 30% of the country’s population will be over age 60 in the year 2020 

(Hundley 2006). This leaves too few people paying into the system while too many are 

withdrawing from it. Demographers anticipate that the German labor force will shrink by 

15% by 2035 (Börsch-Supan 2003).  

Immigration policy and the need for skilled labor  

Germany has strict laws regarding immigration. Germany has largely been a 

closed country for poor and unskilled workers, though guest workers from Eastern 

Europe were recruited in the 1960s to fill positions in the manufacturing sector (Constant 

and Tien 2011). These blue-collar jobs are no longer in high supply today, but in 2004, 

Germany has passed legislation to try and attract highly skilled professionals such as 

scientists to counter labor shortages in skilled technical occupations.  

Some of the explanations put forth by scholars to explain anti-immigrant attitudes 

in Germany revolve around economic self-interest and fears of wage repression or job 

displacement (Dempsey 2011), conservative values, ethnocentrism (the belief in the 

superiority of one’s own ethnic group), and racism (Clark and Legge 1997; Fetzer 2000). 

Because Germany does not seem eager to change their immigration laws in the near 

future, researchers have investigated other ways that the country can fill these labor 

supply shortages and increase its fertility rate.  

Peter McDonald (1997:13) has offered an alternative theory for low fertility rates: 
 

[I]f women are provided with opportunities near to equivalent to those of 
men in education and the labour market, but these opportunities are 
severely curtailed by having children, then on average, women will restrict 
the number of children that they have to an extent which leaves fertility at 
a precariously low long-term level.  
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McDonald argues that a combination of two factors is “fatal to childbearing” (30): a 

liberal economic agenda that does not support those who have children and a traditional, 

male-dominated family organization. His theory suggests that governments can increase 

fertility by giving money and services to families with children and by encouraging a 

model of gender equity in the family. Similarly, sociologists and economists argue that as 

“organized, center-based childcare becomes more available, affordable, and acceptable 

the antinatilist effects of contemporary work opportunities” decrease (Rindfuss 2007:47). 

Research in Norway has confirmed this hypothesis: women living in municipalities with 

a greater availability of daycare start having babies at younger ages, and also have more 

children (Rindfuss et al. 2010).  

In short, much research in this vein suggests that fertility will increase if a state 

resolves the incompatibility between work and family for women. Germany seems to 

have embraced this argument and put it into practice in the past decade with sweeping 

structural reforms. Examples include the creation of places for all children over age 3 in 

daycare facilities, longer maternity leave, and more substantial children’s and parents’ 

allowances, among several others.  

In response to these national reforms to state policy, the debate about women’s 

work and family balance is a popular topic in German newspapers, magazines, radio, and 

talk shows. Weekly, if not daily, the media runs a piece about the role of the state and 

workplaces in supporting women, and they often explicitly refer to the goals of increased 

fertility and women’s labor force participation. Sometimes, the authors critique the 

policies for reinforcing traditional gender roles. The topic has crossed national borders, 

with The Economist and the New York Times regularly publishing articles about Germany 

as well. Here are the titles of just a few articles published in 2011 and 2012 to give the 

reader a sense for the tone of popular discourse on the subject: 



15 

 
“Coalition Tackles Germany’s Falling Birth Rate” (International Herald Tribune) 
“German Family Ministry Welcomes Newborn” (Spiegel) 
“Europe Battles its Baby Bust” (Chicago Tribune) 
“Women Nudged Out of German Workforce” (The New York Times) 
“Country Offers Too Few Daycare Centers” (Spiegel) 
“Working Mothers, Unite!” (The Economist) 
“Why Germany Has No Desire For Children” (Spiegel) 
“Motherhood as a Retreat From Equality” (The New York Times) 
“Germany Agonizes Over 30% Childless Women” (The Guardian) 
“In Germany, a Tradition Falls and Women Rise” (The New York Times) 

These titles highlight a tension about the interaction between culture and policy: 

progressive policies enacted in an environment that stubbornly upholds traditional models 

of the family and antiquated definitions of motherhood, fatherhood, “men’s place,” and 

“women’s place” will have little impact on fertility rates and women’s rates of 

employment. I will show how women who want to – and do – have children and pursue a 

career feel caught between their home and work obligations. A human resources chief for 

a major German telecommunications firm sums this crisis up well: “Germany is good at 

structural reforms, but not at cultural reform” (Bennhold 2011:n.p.). While German 

family policies are touted by the government, and often the media, as policies for gender 

equality, their motivations are pronatalist and anti-immigration in sentiment.  
 

UNITED STATES POLICY CONTEXT 

 

Few policies support women as working mothers in the United States (Gornick 

and Meyers 2003). The U.S. lags far behind other industrialized countries in the provision 

of institutional support for families. In fact, the U.S. has no explicit comprehensive 

national policy for children and families. Here, I explain how the dismantling of support 

for carework, the displacement of familial care onto minority immigrant women, the 

neoliberal model of the “ideal worker” that favors men, and institutionalized racism 
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against poor minority women have created a cultural and political climate unwilling to 

materially support mothers in the workplace and the home.  

Devaluation and the racialized displacement of carework   

Women have been responsible for caring labor throughout United States history. 

Prior to the Industrial Revolution, women’s domestic carework was widely recognized as 

equally crucial to sustain a family as a man’s work outside the home. However, 

urbanization and an expanding industrial economy in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries greatly impacted women’s experiences in the home and market and “place[d] 

new demands on women, thereby hampering their ability to accomplish tasks still 

essential to the survival of their families” (Thistle 2006:33). A series of events during and 

after World War II caused the dismantling of support for women’s caring labor as the 

result of the increasing value placed on their participation in the paid labor force. Women 

could no longer rely on men as their major source of financial support, and it became 

economically necessary for them to work outside the home. Meanwhile, the work women 

continued to do at home was systematically devalued. 

The care provided by a mother often is not understood as labor at all because it is 

considered an outpouring of her most inherent and constitutive abilities as a woman. With 

the dramatic rise of the service sector and the “new economy” in the last several decades, 

this carework that was previously unpaid is now available as a paid job in the labor force 

(Thistle 2006), such as nurses, daycare attendants, and elderly caregivers. Because caring 

labor is considered both ordinary and innate to women, this work goes unnoticed or is 

considered undeserving of ample financial compensation because it is not considered a 

skill (England, Budig, and Folbre 2002). However, the “notion that personal care occurs 

naturally as a free good blocks systematic reasoning and justifies gross inequities” 

(Zelizer 2011:283). 
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Women who work in white-collar professions outside the home often hire 

someone to take over the cooking, cleaning, and childcare left behind in their absence. In 

the United States, this domestic work is predominantly done by minority immigrant 

women, who are rarely accorded the benefits and protections available through formal 

market work. The lack of respect, paltry wages, and demoralizing work completed by 

poor migrant women further entrench race, class, and gender inequality (Hondagneu-

Sotelo 2007). Such a process establishes socially and economically unequal relationships 

between middle/upper class women and their working class domestic servants. This 

dynamic is also present in Germany, where work permits are not granted to immigrant 

childcare workers, resulting in the ineligibility of many foreign-born nannies and au pairs 

for legal residency status (Parreñas 2008).  

Male primacy and the “ideal worker”  

The government’s role and the provision of social safety nets are narrowed when 

people believe that privatization and the free market are most effective at meeting 

people’s needs (Gornick and Meyers 2003). In this neoliberal era, individuals are 

responsible for taking care of themselves and getting their needs met through their own 

productive labor (Cooper 2008). A worthy citizen in this regime is a working citizen, and 

social benefits are awarded based on the ability to work (Collins and Mayer 2010). Men 

are considered “ideal workers” because they are relatively unencumbered by family 

commitments, as women are historically/culturally assumed to be, and therefore better 

able to commit to their jobs and fulfill the demands of their employer. Cultural 

understandings of motherhood exist in tension with this “ideal worker” image, and 

motherhood comes to function as a status characteristic used by employers to 

discriminate against women in the workplace – commonly referred to as the “motherhood 

penalty” (Budig and England 2001; Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007). Glass (2000:133) 
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states: “it is indisputably true that adults are materially and socially rewarded by 

concentrating their energy and efforts on achievement in the labor market rather than 

childbearing and community building.” 

Because of their presumed household responsibilities, women are viewed by 

employers as less competent, less committed to their jobs, and deserving of lower starting 

salaries than non-mothers, while fathers are advantaged over non-fathers and seen as 

more committed and deserving of higher wages because of their presumed “breadwinner” 

status (Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007). In short, “Where family responsibility… has any 

effect on the status or income of employed women, it is negative… For men, on the other 

hand, family responsibilities, if anything, increase their labor supply, status, and 

earnings” (Rosenfeld and Kalleberg 1990:72). For example, it is a well established 

finding that motherhood is associated with lower pay; mothers experiences a seven 

percent wage penalty for each child they have (Budig and England 2001). Even in 

female-dominated occupations like nursing and social work, men still tend to benefit 

from greater prestige, pay, and power (Williams 1995). 

Without any oversight or regulations by the government, employers have little 

incentive to accommodate workers with dependents. Because of the unequal division of 

household labor and the fact that the responsibilities of childrearing have been mostly 

privatized in the U.S., women who are mothers are the most disadvantaged at work and 

disproportionately bear the household responsibilities (Glass 2000). Their only recourse 

to be competitive in the labor market alongside men is to try to conform to the male-

centric “ideal worker” model, which means that children end up suffering the most. 

Racism against poor minority women 

Unlike white women who have been protected from the labor force historically, 

poor minority women, especially African-Americans, have always worked outside the 
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home. The United States’ history of slavery manifests itself today in different types of 

institutionalized racism: neighborhood segregation, inferior wages, lower educational and 

occupational attainment, discrimination in hiring, and higher rates of poverty and 

incarceration for African-Americans and and other minorities, to name several (Collins 

and Mayer 2010; Goldin 1990; Thistle 2006). This inequality has profound affects on 

poor minority women’s abilities to manage their jobs and families.  

U.S. Congress passed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996, which drastically altered the provision of 

welfare in the United States. This neoliberal policy is meant to help families by finding 

jobs for adults who are unemployed. PRWORA ended any statutory entitlements to 

welfare for poor people, and tied benefits to work (Collins and Mayer 2010). Poor 

women, especially mothers, are forced into giving up basic civil rights in exchange for 

government assistance: 
 

By acceptance assistance from the state, poor women are asked to 
relinquish a range of rights and liberties, from the freedom to decide 
whether to stay home with their children and to maintain ties to the fathers 
of their children, to the right to choose when and where to work and at 
what kind of job, to basic labor rights and protections while working at 
that job. (Collins and Mayer 2010:14) 

In addition to the new “workfare” policies poor women are subjected to, one of the most 

popular welfare reform proposals of the 1990s was to control impoverished women’s 

fertility as a solution to their own poverty (Thomas 1998). This follows the legacy of the 

United States’ forced sterilization of poor women throughout the 1900s (Collins and 

Mayer 2010; Trombley 1988). This antinatalism and the legal requirement that recipients 

work to “earn” welfare assistance demonstrates the state’s hostility towards families 

living in poverty. 
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The result of all these factors – this individualistic culture, illegal immigration 

that suppresses wages, the value placed on a strong work ethic, and sexist, racist 

neoliberal social and economic policy – is that women tend to find it difficult to balance 

work and family. While national social policies are in place to protect the elderly, 

disabled, and poor (to a meager extent), families and children have no universal health 

care, no universal social insurance entitlement, and no guaranteed income. Mothers are 

entitled to 12 weeks of unpaid job-protected maternity leave under the Family Medical 

Leave Act (FMLA) if they work at a company with more than 50 employees. Childcare is 

widely available but is mostly privatized and expensive. Vacation days and sick days are 

awarded at the discretion of employers, usually totaling no more than 10 vacation days 

and 8 sick days per year. With these two very different policy contexts laid out – one that 

establishes immense value in and support for family and women’s carework and one that 

does not – I describe my own research project. 
 

MY RESEARCH 

This study is an analysis of work-family balance in Germany. It is based on 

interviews with 21 working mothers in white-collar jobs. I explore how these women 

understand the opportunities available to them, and ask the following questions:  

1. How do women conceptualize their roles as mother, partner, and wage earner?  

2. What role do state and company policies and German culture have on women 

and their decisions to work full-time, part-time, or not at all? 

3. How do a woman’s partner, children, workplace, social networks, and other 

sources of support impact her assessment of work/family balance?  

This thesis is a feminist project. For this reason, I explore the fields of power in which 

these women operate, and the ways in which gender inequality persists to disadvantage 
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working mothers. This is an undertaking not only about women, but for them as well. 

While my analysis here will be framed primarily by gender, I recognize that this is only 

one of many characteristics that influence my respondents’ experiences. Other identity 

features like race, class, sexual orientation, family status, and migration background, 

among others, are salient categories that intersect with gender to shape people’s lives and 

life chances (Collins 2000). Gender cannot be separated from these other features, but it 

is one arena through which subordination functions, and better understanding this 

inequality is an important step toward creating a social world that affords women the 

same rights, power, and resources as men.  

Although this study examines the experiences of primarily white middle-class 

women, I do not mean to suggest that their experiences align with or represent those of 

all women. Different women may experience discrimination in different ways, but as 

members of a marginalized group, they are all subject to the prejudices and biases that 

result from systemic gender inequality. Following Patricia Hill Collins (1986), I am 

attentive to how my respondents’ stories are framed by race and class privilege. My work 

here extends the research of other scholars who have studied middle class women’s 

struggles to balance work and family (Blair-Loy 2003; Gerson 1985; Hochschild 1989, 

1997; Stone 2007; Williams 2000), but in a new context.  

This thesis also sheds new light on work-family issues cross-nationally. Much of 

the previous policy research on this topic has been quantitative (Brinton, Lee, and Parish 

1995; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Mandel and Semyonov 2005; Rosenfeld and Kalleberg 

1990; Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001), including specific analyses of women’s 

labor force participation in Germany and the U.S. (Drobni#, Blossfeld, and Rohwer 1999; 

Gangl and Ziefle 2011). To extend this body of research, I turn to women themselves to 
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understand their perception of the ways that culture and policy influence the opportunities 

and constraints that inform their lives, both at home and at work. 
 

ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS 

Chapter 2 describes the research methods I used to carry out this project. I discuss 

conducting in-depth interviews, participant recruitment, demographic characteristics of 

my sample, access and my positionality as a researcher, conducting interviews in English, 

and data analysis techniques.  

Chapter 3 explores cultural perceptions of working mothers in Germany, and the 

stigma associated with women called raven mothers (Rabenmütter) who “leave their 

children in an empty nest while they fly away to pursue a career” (Landler 2006:n.p.). I 

explain how women respond to this societal critique of their choices to work after having 

children, as well as the guilt they feel and justification they use to counter the judgment 

that they are bad mothers, and, at the bottom of it, improper women.  

Chapter 4 investigates women’s experiences using family-friendly policies. I first 

contextualize why it is important that policies help mothers continue to work after 

childbirth – they say it provides them with confidence, self-esteem, and stimulation that 

they would not receive from being stay-at-home mothers. While these policies help 

reduce the incompatibility between their work and home responsibilities, they also serve 

to disadvantage women by making them feel isolated and facilitating less exposure or 

face time at work. These accommodations also create difficulties for mothers rejoining 

the labor force and at times perpetuate traditional gender roles between women and their 

partners. 

Chapter 5 examines how supervisors and colleagues impact a mother’s work-life 

balance. My respondents said that supportive bosses often advocate for, protect, and 
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encourage them to adapt their work commitments to their family’s needs. On the other 

hand, some women experience hostility and discrimination at work. When women 

believe that their bosses and coworkers are biased against mothers, they feel inadequate 

in the workplace, and reticent about or guilty for using work-family policies. Women 

worry that their careers will be damaged, and consequently feel the need to 

overcompensate because they are mothers. 

I conclude my thesis by assessing whether women in Germany can “have it 

better.” I argue that prejudice and discrimination are widespread in Germany, despite 

idealized notions about how great women in European countries must have it. The 

working mothers I interviewed feel like inadequate mothers and incompetent workers as 

a result of the gendered messages they receive from the state, businesses, family 

members, coworkers, other women, and general public. By uncovering the gendered 

struggles that women face in both their home and work lives, we learn more about the 

workings of power and inequality. Until the responsibility of care giving and 

breadwinning are shared equally between men and women and societies assume 

responsibility for childrearing, gender inequality will persist.  
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Chapter 2. Research Methods 

  

This study investigates how professional women in Germany feel about balancing 

their work and family lives. I conducted in-depth interviews with 21 women who are 

working mothers in June and July 2011. I chose to use interviews because they allow 

respondents to tell their stories in their own words, and enable me to probe for the 

nuances in women’s personal opinions, perspectives, and experiences. It is a helpful 

method because interviewees can clarify what they mean and I can ask them to explain 

something again if I do not follow their narratives, or if I want them to elaborate on a 

relevant point. Using interviews as my research method allowed me to ascertain how 

women themselves perceive the opportunities and constraints available to them in 

balancing their home and work responsibilities. In this regard, I employ interviews not to 

document factual events or accounts, but rather to gain insight into how a woman 

perceives and interprets her social world, and by extension, how many women experience 

larger social phenomena (Luker 2008; Weiss 1994). 
 

CONDUCTING INTERVIEWS 

I conducted interviews in two cities in southwestern Germany: one was Stuttgart, 

which is the capital of the state of Baden-Württemberg and has 600,000 residents. The 

other was Heidelberg, a smaller neighboring city of roughly 120,000 people. Nine 

interviews were held in Stuttgart, and 12 in Heidelberg. I asked women to pick the 

locations for our meetings. As a result, I interviewed nine women in their offices. The 

rest were held in cafés, restaurants, beer gardens, offices, homes, city parks, ice cream 

parlors, and on rooftops, playgrounds, and backyard patios. On five occasions, a 

woman’s infant or toddler was present during the interview. During these interviews, I 
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offered to help mothers with their children if they needed it. I helped hold babies, feed 

them, chase them, corral them, play with them, or prepare food for them alongside their 

mothers.  

Interviews lasted from 40 to 70 minutes, with most being one hour in duration. 

Before beginning an interview, I gave each person a consent form explaining my study in 

both German and English for them to read over and keep for their own records. I asked 

permission to digitally record the interview. The interviews were semi-structured, 

meaning that I used an interview guide (see Appendix) with a list of specific open-ended 

questions that I wanted to cover, but I did not restrict myself to a set order in which to ask 

them, or to only those questions. This allowed the conversation to flow organically 

according to the person’s responses over the course of the interview. The interview 

questions fell into three broad areas: balancing motherhood with a career; dividing family 

care with a partner; and general views on working moms. I also gave each woman an 

opportunity to address issues she felt were important that I may not have covered at the 

end of the interview. I refined and slightly adapted the interview guide throughout the 

project.  
 

RECRUITING PARTICIPANTS 

I recruited participants through several avenues: (1) snowball sampling; (2) 

posting messages via an online social networking website for travelers called 

CouchSurfing; and (3) referrals made by colleagues at a research institute in Stuttgart. I 

discuss each of these methods below. 

Snowball sampling 

Fifteen of the 21 respondents were found through snowball sampling techniques. 

On my first full day in Germany in summer 2011, I went to eat lunch with my boyfriend 
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at his university’s cafeteria. We were joined by two of his classmates, and after talking 

for a bit about how I was also a graduate student back in the U.S., they asked what I 

studied. I explained my research project and one of them told me she had a colleague at 

the school who has a master’s degree in sociology and is also interested in gender, work, 

and family issues. She offered to introduce me, and the three of us had lunch together the 

next day.  

This woman, whom I will call Sarah here, became an integral part of my summer 

research. She worked for a gender equality department that had been created on the 

university’s campus, so she had a professional as well as a personal interest in my 

research project because her job was oriented around creating a more gender-egalitarian 

academic environment for students, faculty, and staff. Sarah dedicated considerable time 

to helping me find women to interview, and got the “snowball” rolling by spreading the 

word amongst her friends and peers. I met with several mothers through these contacts, 

and one of these women introduced me to several more.  

Sarah and I met up weekly over tea or lunch for lively conversations about my 

project, since she told me she had missed talking about sociology since she graduated. 

She helped me work through new ideas as the summer progressed, and we spent many 

hours discussing the general state of affairs for women in Germany and the United States. 

She also helped explain and clarify the German historical and policy context for me, and 

referred me to government publications that spelled out the laws and the measures taken 

by the state to help women balance their work and families. As part of my research, I 

read these publications and many other law and policy documents found online in order 

to frame my own understanding of the legal context that structured my respondents’ lives. 

Aside from the help I got recruiting from Sarah, I found six other women via word-of-
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mouth through a number of acquaintances who knew about my project and asked around 

amongst their networks on my behalf. 

Snowball sampling is a useful technique when a researcher wants to speak with 

people possessing certain characteristics (here, I was looking for women with one or 

more children who were currently working or on maternity leave), but it also has a 

number of issues. For example, because several of the women I talked to know one 

another, there were a few instances where a person said during an interview, “Did you 

interview [this woman] already? If not, you should interview her!” One time a person 

commented on the parenting practices made by another respondent whom she knew. 

There was also an instance where a woman asked me not to tell another interview 

participant about a particular anecdote she had recounted to me: she said, “Don’t tell it to 

[the other woman] please.” I assured her that I never share the information I learned 

during interviews with other respondents, and that all my transcripts and subsequent 

writing would be anonymized.  

This process of anonymization has proven to be difficult because I must change 

key identifying characteristics about women and their stories, but do not want to 

misrepresent them or detract from the integrity of their narratives. Throughout this study, 

I have chosen to be overly cautious in changing identifying features or speaking in 

general terms in order to ensure that “deductive disclosure” (Kaiser 2009) cannot be used 

to identify participants. In this thesis, I use pseudonyms for all women, and have 

occasionally altered women’s ages and occupations, their partners’ occupations, and the 

number and ages of their children. I also altered the location of one of the cities in which 

I conducted interviews to further ensure anonymity. Following standard research 

protocol, each interview was assigned a number, and each respondent a pseudonym, 

which I use in this thesis instead of women’s real names. After I transcribed each 
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interview, I deleted the digital recordings. Despite my assurance of confidentiality, it is 

possible that some respondents’ knowledge of the fact that I was acquainted with people 

they also knew meant that they restricted the information they shared with me, perhaps 

especially anything intimate or embarrassing. However, women shared information with 

me about their struggles with issues such as fertility, miscarriages, and partners’ infidelity 

– this leads me to believe that women were not overly engaged in self-censorship.  

At other times, it was useful for me that a couple of my respondents knew one 

another. Once, one of the first women I interviewed said to me later that she and her 

friend thought I should reword a question in my interview guide because it wasn’t very 

logical in a German context. She also told me that they really liked the questions about 

what advice they would give to other women who are about to become mothers, and 

another about what their workplaces could do to help them more as working moms. Also, 

in two cases, I interviewed more than one person who worked at a certain company, and 

it was insightful to hear multiple perspectives on their experiences working there.  

Using an online social networking website 

The second method I used to recruit participants was through the website of an 

international travel organization I belong to called CouchSurfing (http://www. 

couchsurfing.org), which connects travelers to one another with the goal of intercultural 

exchange. There are currently four million registered users worldwide, and 9.2% of them 

are located in Germany (CouchSurfing.org 2012). I posted messages to two online 

discussion boards – one in the Stuttgart group and one in the Heidelberg group. In these 

messages, I said that I was a PhD student in sociology from the United States, and was in 

Germany for the summer conducting research for my master’s thesis about women who 

are working moms. I asked women to write me if they would be willing to get together to 

talk with me for an hour or so over a drink or a meal about what it’s like to balance a 
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family and a job. I said I could meet them wherever was most convenient for them and 

mentioned that I would use false names so people would be anonymous.  

Two women responded to my posts, and I interviewed them both. Each of them 

asked me how many other women wrote me back, and when I told them only two, they 

both registered a look of surprise and paused for a moment. Both of them said it didn’t 

surprise them that I didn’t get more responses because the majority of people they knew 

who were active in the city CouchSurfing groups and checked the boards regularly were 

younger members without children. I also contacted two women through private 

messages whose profiles listed their occupation and said they had children, both of whom 

met me for interviews.  

Developing a working relationship with a research institute 

While I had lived in Germany twice before, I knew that I would face challenges in 

trying to conduct research there given the barriers that could arise given the differences in 

language and culture. I believed that having contacts with German academics would aid 

my research process, and I looked for research institutes in Germany whose focus 

overlapped with mine. Through a Google search, I found FamilienForschung, the 

Family-Focused Research and Policy Institute located in Stuttgart. They are the only 

governmental research institute devoted specifically to family issues in the country. They 

received their funding from the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs as well as private 

foundations, with their intent being to work to enhance family friendly living conditions 

across the State of Baden-Württemberg.  

I contacted the director of the institute with a proposal for how we could both 

benefit from my affiliation. He welcomed the idea and I became a visiting researcher 

over summer 2011. I agreed to primarily assist one of their researchers who was 

conducting a study from an organizational perspective on a topic complementary to my 
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own research – how businesses can best support dual-earner couples.  They were 

interested in hearing about my project and its results because I was essentially studying 

the same question, but from the viewpoint of the workers – in this case, women 

themselves.  

In addition to giving me a desk, computer, and phone line, the researchers 

distributed my business cards to women they knew, which yielded two interviews. They 

helped me refine my interview guide, suggested relevant readings and reports, helped 

translate documents I wanted to understand, and had many conversations with me 

clarifying my understanding of the historical, political, economic, and cultural context in 

which I was researching. Being part of this academic community allowed me to engage 

with experts familiar specifically with my topic as well as the German context, which 

helped remedy some of the difficulties inherent in studying a culture as an outsider 

(Merton 1972). 

The institute was in the process of writing a handbook to give to companies 

around Germany about best practices for supporting these dual-earner couples, so I had 

conversations with the researchers about the findings of my interviews during the 

summer, and have continued to share my writings with them since. They were also 

interested in what research had been conducted on the topic of dual-career couples in the 

United States, so I gathered and presented information regarding: the history and nature 

of organizational support for dual-career couples; the trends, best practices, and industry 

leaders in this support; guides or books available for companies; and cooperation between 

companies and universities.  

In addition to assisting with this project, I gave my colleagues articles relevant to 

their research interests and had conversations with them about how various trends in the 

United States compare to Germany (e.g., fertility rates for various demographic groups, 
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availability and funding of childcare, structure of educational system). The researchers 

practiced their English with me, and I copy-edited the institute’s writings in English for 

their website and publications. 

Interview participants 

See Table 1 on the following pages for a list of demographic information about 

my respondents. The women I interviewed ranged in age from 29 to 52, and the average 

age was 40. Sixteen women were married, one divorced, one single, and three were 

cohabiting with partners. They have been with their partners/spouses an average of 9 

years, ranging from 3 to 25 years of partnership/marriage. All of their companions work 

in white-collar professions. Ten women had one child, ten had two children, and one had 

three children. Of these children, 16 were age five or younger, nine were between the 

ages of six and ten, and eight were 11 or older. The average age at first birth for German 

mothers is 30 (OECD 2011c), and most have only one or two children. Seventeen women 

considered their migration background to be German (Caucasian), while two were born 

in Germany but had parents from other countries. One woman was British, and another 

was from the United States – both were married to German men (one later divorced) and 

they birthed and raised their children in Germany. 

These women were highly educated: one had a high school degree, seven had 

bachelor’s degrees, eight had master’s degrees, and five held a Ph.D. They worked in a  
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Table 1. Study Participants 

------------------------------------------- Respondent ------------------------------------------ 

 

---------------- Partner ---------------- Children  

                  

Name 

 

Age 

 

Migration 

Background 

 

Degree 

 

Occupation 

 

Hours 

worked/ 

week 

 

Annual 

Income 
(1000s !) 

 

Marital 

Status 

 

Partner’s 

Degree 

 

Partner’s 

Occupation 

 

Partner’s 

Income 
(1000s !) 

 

Age of 

Children 

 

Sonia 

 

42 

 

German 

 

 

PhD 

 

Journalist 

 

20 

 

20-29 

 

Married 

 

PhD 

 

Consultant 

 

60-69 

 

9, 13 yrs 

 

Julia 

 

34 

 

! German 

! American 

 

2 MAs 

Teacher, 

Music 

Promoter 

 

70 

 

30-39 

 

Cohabiting 

 

MA 

 

Actor 

 

10-19 

 

8, 10 yrs 

 

Eva 

 

 

37 

 

German 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Engineer 

 

27 

 

10-19 

 

Married 

 

Master’s 

 

Consultant 

 

50-59 

 

2 yrs 

 

Angela 

 

50 

 

British 

 

MS 

 

Psychologist 

 

25 

 

30-49 

 

Divorced 

 

NA 

 

NA 

 

NA 

 

19, 21 yrs 

 

Stefanie 

 

32 

 

German 

 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Accountant 

 

18 

 

30-39 

 

Married 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Environmental 

Scientist 

 

80-89 

 

3 yrsc 

 

Barbara 

 

51 

 

German 

 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Tour operator 

 

20 

 

No 

response 

 

Married 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Business 

controller 

 

No 

response 

 

13 yrs 

 

Adelheid 

 

40 

 

German 

 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Consultant 

 

20-40 

 

20-39 

 

Married 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Engineer 

 

70-79 

 

2 yrs 

 

Nadine 

 

 

38 

 

German 

 

PhD 

 

Professor  

 

45 

 

40-49 

 

Cohabiting 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Consultant 

 

100+ 

 

2, 3 yrs 

 

Tanja 

 

45 

 

German 

 

High 

School 

 

Singer On leave 
 

10-19 

 

Married 

 

Diploma  

 

Entrepreneur 

 

60-69 

 

1, 4, 8 yrs 
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------------------------------------------- Respondent ------------------------------------------ 

 

---------------- Partner ---------------- Children  

                  

Name 

 

Age 

 

Migration 

Background 

 

Degree 

 

Occupation 

 

Hours 

worked/ 

week 

 

Annual 

Income 
(1000s !) 

 

Marital 

Status 

 

Partner’s 

Degree 

 

Partner’s 

Occupation 

 

Partner’s 

Income 
(1000s !) 

 

Age of 

Children 

 

Annette 

 

42 

 

German 

 

 

PhD 

 

Professor  

 

45 

 

No 

response 

 

Married 

 

PhD 

 

Computer 

scientist 

 

No 

response 

 

5, 8 yrs 

 

Birgit 

 

36 

 

German 

 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Gov. adviser 

 

On leave 

 

30-39 

 

Married 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Engineer 

 

40-49 

 

6 months, 

2 yrs 

 

Erika 

 

40 

 

! Indonesian 

! Italian 

 

MS 

 

High school 

Teacher 

 

25 

 

20-29 

 

Single 

 

NA 

 

NA 

 

NA 

 

14 yrs 

 

Sandra 

 

38 

 

German 

 

 

Master’s 

 

Education 

admin. 

 

40 

 

40-49 

 

Married 

 

PhD 

 

Change 

Management 

 

80-89 

 

8, 10 yrs 

 

Anja 

 

29 

 

German 

 

Master’s 

 

Anthropologist 

 

On leave 

 

0 

 

Married 

 

Diploma  

 

Logistics 

manager 

 

50-59 

 

2, 5 yrs 

 

Katja 

 

 

34 

 

German 

 

 

Master’s 

 

Researcher 

 

20 

 

20-29 

 

Married 

 

Master’s 

 

Analyst 

 

50-59 

 

6 months 

 

Heidi 

 

36 

 

German 

 

 

High 

school 

 

Fitness trainer 

 

7 

 

0-9 

 

Married 

 

High 

school 

 

Entrepreneur 

 

100+ 

 

1 yrc 

 

Ilona 

 

 

43 

 

German 

 

 

PhD 

 

Professor  

 

 

40 

 

60-69 

 

Married 

 

PhD 

 

Engineer 

 

100+ 

 

7, 11 yrs 

 

Simone 

 

 

39 

 

German 

 

 

Master’s 

 

Economist 

 

41 

 

40-49 

 

Cohabiting 

 

Master’s 

 

Entrepreneur 

 

70-79 

 

3 yrs 

Table 1 (continued) 
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------------------------------------------- Respondent ------------------------------------------ 

 

---------------- Partner ---------------- Children  

                  

Name 

 

Age 

 

Migration 

Background 

 

Degree 

 

Occupation 

 

Hours 

worked/ 

week 

 

Annual 

Income 
(1000s !) 

 

Marital 

Status 

 

Partner’s 

Degree 

 

Partner’s 

Occupation 

 

Partner’s 

Income 
(1000s !) 

 

Age of 

Children 

 

Andrea 

 

52 

 

American 

 

Bachelor’s 

 

Translator 

 

70 

 

50-59 

 

Married 

 

Technikerb 

 

 

Engineer 

 

Retired 

 

19, 25 yrs 

 

Edith 

 

34 

 

German 

 

 

Master’s 

 

Education 

admin. 

 

20 

 

10-19 

 

Married 

 

MD 

 

Doctor 

 

70-79 

 

6 yrs 

 

Silvia 

 

 

43 

 

German 

 

 

PhD 

 

Professor  

 

50 

 

70-79 

 

Married 

 

PhD 

 

Business 

owner 

 

100+ 

 

3 yrs 

a A “diplom” is a degree between a bachelor’s and a master’s degree in Germany 
b A “techniker” is a degree from a technical university 
c Pregnant with 2nd child  

Table 1 (continued) 
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wide variety of occupations – from singer to architect, journalist to anthropologist, 

Waldorf teacher to computer science professor. The education sector is overrepresented 

in my sample, with six women working as teachers or professors, and three others 

working in the field of education. This is a result of my snowball sampling technique. 

Teaching has long been viewed as a feminine occupation (Williams 1995), and one often 

considered well suited to women who have family responsibilities to accommodate. 

Combined with their partners’ prestigious occupations, this sample of individuals thus 

represents a relatively affluent group with little variation in socioeconomic status.   

Because the state requires all women to take eight weeks of maternity leave after 

childbirth and offers paid leave for up to one year, all women took off two or more 

months of work when their children were born. With the exception of Angela, a British 

woman who left the workforce for 10 years to raise her two sons, these mothers took an 

average maternity leave of eight months. In addition, two out of three women changed 

their jobs or working hours after returning to work. Fifteen of the 21 women worked 

flexible hours or had some flexibility in their work schedule. Six mothers used a home 

office or “flex location” for at least some of their work. Notably, 8 of the 21 mothers 

were the first mothers to ever work in their department, and sometimes in their entire 

institution (these jobs were as: a music promoter, government adviser, accountant, 

translator, educational administrator, and three college professors).  

All of the women I interviewed considered occupations significant for their sense 

of identity, confidence, and self-esteem. They welcomed the challenge and the 

stimulation that they felt they would not receive if they were stay-at-home mothers. They 

also valued many of the policies such as flexible schedules that made it easier for them to 

balance work and family. However, equality has yet to be achieved in Germany. I explore 

these views in more detail throughout the coming chapters. 
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While my respondents are disadvantaged by their gender, they are privileged by 

their race, class, and level of education. The majority of the women I interviewed have 

the resources that make work/family balance easier to achieve than for poorer women: 

they almost all had a live-in partner, owned a car, and had stable white-collar jobs that 

paid living wages. Their social networks possess greater social and cultural capital – a 

feature lacking among the networks of the poor (Bourgois 1995; Desmond 2012; 

Scheper-Hughes 1993; Venkatesh 2009). This study does not capture the breadth of 

experiences for poor women, or women of color, though we know that gender as a social 

category is complicated by class, race and ethnicity, sexuality, and other differences 

between women (Collins 2000; Davis 1981; hooks 1984).  

This lack of heterogeneity in my sample is a limitation of this research, making it 

situated and partial (Blee and Currier 2011; Haraway 1988; Mohanty 2003). However, 

because German laws and policies apply to all women, the experiences of my 

respondents are not atypical accounts of how mothers perceive their work-family balance, 

and are therefore likely to resonate with other German women across race and class lines. 

Additionally, the analytical lessons learned from my study have relevance for women in 

the United States and other countries. I argue that hegemonic discourses about gender 

expectations impact the ways women make decisions about their jobs and families, and 

often leave women feeling like inadequate mothers and incompetent workers. These 

discourses perpetuate gender inequality, which impacts all women across cultures, races, 

and classes. Future research should be attentive to the ways in which these categories 

intersect to shape the ways different groups of women perceive the constraints and 

opportunities available to them as they balance their work and home commitments. 

It is important to note that the experiences I document of women in southwestern 

Germany may differ from other regions because cultural attitudes about women’s 
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employment tend to vary. It is generally understood that the south tends to be more 

socially conservative than the north, as are rural areas in comparison to large urban 

centers like Berlin. As a result, more traditional views of women are more common in the 

region where I conducted interviews. In contrast, people in the former East Germany 

have particularly egalitarian views about women’s and men’s work and family 

responsibilities than the rest of the country because it is highly influenced by the 41-year 

period in which it operated as a socialist satellite state of the Soviet Union, from 1949 to 

1990. Two decades after reunification between East and West Germany, studies 

demonstrate that East German women today place higher value on work than West 

German women, and have more progressive attitudes towards work-family issues (Adler 

and Brayfield 1997). The former East Germany also has lower rates of marriage and 

fertility, and later age at first birth than in the West (Adler 1997; Adler 2004). Future 

qualitative research should evaluate the experiences of women in different regions given 

these different cultural attitudes. 

 

ACCESS AND MY POSITIONALITY AS RESEARCHER 

Like other feminist scholars (e.g., Collins 1998; Luker 2008; Naples 2003; 

Sjoberg et al. 1991; Williams and Heikes 1993), I recognize that the researcher herself 

has an influence on the type of people she gains access to, the information they tell her, 

and what she learns. Accordingly, it is important for me to be reflexive and explain how 

my ideological commitments and social location influence this project and the way in 

which I write about it (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Burawoy 1998; Naples 2003). My 

research is rooted in the assumption that gender inequality is embedded in the social 

world in which individuals live and work, and I approach this project with an interest in 

exploring systems of power and disadvantage for the benefit of the dominated rather than 
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dominating (Bourdieu 1998). My alliance, therefore, lies on the side of my respondents 

instead of with the stakeholders who benefit from women’s disadvantage. This meant that 

during interviews, I had an increased sensitivity and awareness to narratives I heard that 

seemed to illustrate the ways in which working mothers are disadvantaged. As a result, I 

probed more deeply into these topics than others might have, while I likely left other 

“markers” (Weiss 1994) unexplored because I was less attuned to them. 

I share many of the same characteristics with my respondents, being an upper-

middle class, white, well-educated woman. It is possible that the women I interviewed 

felt more comfortable talking with me as a result. Respondents’ knowledge that the 

interview was part of my master’s thesis project may have lent me some credibility and 

authority since almost all the women I interviewed had advanced degrees. However, 

because a number of the women I interviewed were teachers and university professors, 

they may have viewed me as a student rather than a researcher. It is possible that they 

were less willing to share information with me that would deviate from the conversations 

teachers normally have with their students. As I mentioned above, though, respondents 

frequently volunteered information about intimate topics, which leads me to believe that 

my position as a student did not greatly impact what respondents said and chose not to 

say. 

Researchers have demonstrated that the gendered dynamic of an interview 

influences the interview itself (Williams and Heikes 1993). Respondents may have 

assumed that we shared some similar experiences as women. For example, when a 

respondent named Tanja said to me, “it’s a hard time for women nowadays,” she may 

have expected a shared understanding for the ways in which women’s lives are difficult 

today. It was important for me, in instances like this, to probe respondents further. I 

responded to Tanja by asking, “What ways do you think are harder than before?” so that 
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this assumption of shared understanding did not leave things unsaid. This dynamic likely 

would have been different if I was male because respondents would not have presumed 

commonality as it relates to gendered experiences. 

I also physically resemble many German women, and am often mistaken for one 

in public, which perhaps made my interviewees feel more comfortable speaking with me. 

I also speculate that the age difference of a few years to a few decades between my 

respondents and myself may have meant that older women viewed me in a maternal 

manner. Coupled with the fact that I am unmarried and not a mother myself, it is possible 

that women, especially those with children similar to my age, may have been less willing 

to share personal details with me that one does not share with their children.  
 

CONDUCTING INTERVIEWS IN ENGLISH 

The linguistic and cultural differences between myself and my respondents are 

also notable. I conducted my interviews in English. I have only rudimentary knowledge 

of German. While the foreign language requirements vary from state to state, all Germans 

are required to take English in secondary school, and most take it in primary school as 

well because it is the primary foreign language of the state. As a result, many Germans 

possess high proficiency in English (Hilgendorf 2007), especially those with more 

education or those working in white-collar occupations where English is sometimes used 

to conduct business. In a recent survey about language proficiency, 56% of Germans 

surveyed by the European Commission (2006) said they spoke English well enough to 

have a conversation.  

Recruiting participants who were comfortable speaking English with me was not 

difficult, though many seemed somewhat shy talking in English before interviews began. 

For instance, several women introduced themselves to me when we met for their 
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interview and then immediately apologized for their poor English skills, and said they 

hoped I would be able to understand them and they could adequately answer my 

questions. I assured them that their English was great and that I would ask for any 

clarifications I might need.  

Another indication of their initial hesitance with the language difference is the 

fact that several women asked me to share the interview questions with them in advance 

so they could reflect on them and think about how to answer them in English. One 

respondent whose family has an unusual medical condition brought a piece of paper with 

her on which she had written the English translation of the condition. She showed it to 

me during the interview when she talked about how these health problems impacted her 

decisions about work. 

My position as a linguistic and cultural outsider was advantageous in some ways 

and problematic in others (Merton 1972). The fact that I understand only basic German 

and that I was from the United States rather than Germany meant that interviewees could 

rarely use German to clarify something for me. Because I use interviews to help capture 

the “mental maps” (Luker 2008:167) people employ to understand their realities, I 

wanted respondents to tell their narratives using their own vocabulary. Women 

sometimes got flustered during interviews when they couldn’t think of a word and had to 

pause, think, and then speak again. This exchange with Edith is a good example of a 

scenario in which I chose not to interject and offer words in English to clarify: 
 

Caitlyn: What does it mean to be a good mother to you? 

Edith: [laughs]. That’s a really big question. It means that I have the time and 
that I want to listen. … And that I… [pauses, averts her gaze, turns to 
computer, and looks up English word in dictionary]… That I’m 
balanced. I’m balanced and I’m… [turns to computer again, looks up 
another word]… That I’m happy. That I’m happy. Because when I 
stayed at home for two years, in the end, I was very unhappy. And if 
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you are unhappy, you can’t listen to the children. You don’t want to 
play with them. 

Because the words Edith was having difficulty finding were central to her understanding 

of what makes someone a good mother, I did not find it appropriate to speak up.   

However, when I thought it would not impinge on the substantive content of their 

explanation, I sometimes offered women suggestions when they struggled for words in 

English and it seemed clear what word or phrase they sought. This happened with Heidi, 

a fitness trainer:   
 

Heidi: But I feel that I need… [pause] to work. I need… [pause, shifts her 
child from one hip to the other] it’s difficult to say. I’m born in August, 
and I’m a lion, and lion loves to be in the middle… [pause] 

Caitlyn: In the spotlight? 

Heidi: Yeah! And I need this because of my job – to be in front of a lot of 
persons. And I am often in business conventions and standing in front of 
150 persons and holding gyms or workouts. And I need this.  

Heidi was referring to the astrological traits associated with Leos, and I tried to clarify 

what she meant by “lion loves to be in the middle.” In other cases, my basic German was 

useful when respondents needed a basic vocabulary word translated from German to 

English. For example, in describing the household division of labor with her husband, 

Simone said: 

 
Simone: I think it’s not completely gender-typical but there are some elements 

that divide quite according to gender clichés. For example, I do the 
laundry but I don’t… was heisst bugeln [how do you say ironing?] 

Caitlyn: Ironing? 

Simone: Iron, yes. I don’t iron. He does the ironing. He cleans the apartment.  

My suggestion of the word “ironing” did not alter the substance of Simone’s narrative in 

the same way that my suggestion of a word for Edith, above, would have done. 
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Women also realized that they could not rely on my having native knowledge of 

German popular culture, history, infrastructure, or current state policies. Women would 

ask, “Have you heard of [this phrase]?” or “Do you know about [this policy]?” and I 

would encourage them to explain these to me. For example, Sonia said: 
 

Sonia: I don’t know, in German there exists the word “Rabenmütter,” like the 
mother of a raven. I think it doesn’t exist in English. 

Caitlyn: We don’t have that term in the U.S. What does it mean here? 

Sonia: Very bad mother. Like the ravens, they don’t care for their children so 
it’s like, yeah, the birds [laughs]. The mother’s a bad mother. 

Because we lacked a shared understanding of the term Rabenmütter that other Germans 

would likely possess, Sonia took care to define it for me in her own words. This lends 

crucial insight into how she perceives cultural messages about good mothering. As I 

explain in the next chapter, this term is often used by other German women to make 

working mothers feel bad about themselves. It is possible that my foreigner status made 

them feel more comfortable in expressing their own views about work and motherhood 

because I had not been exposed to the hegemonic discourse in Germany that a working 

mother is a bad mother, and am therefore less likely to espouse these views myself.   
  

DATA ANALYSIS 

After transcribing the interviews, I did two rounds of coding of the transcripts 

following the “open coding” and then “focused coding” approach outlined by Kristin 

Luker (2008). The first was by hand on hard copies of the transcripts. I highlighted and 

wrote notes of interesting points, notable quotes, and any features that stood out to me as 

a potential pattern or trend (Luker 2008:199). This thematic approach to data analysis is 

standard protocol (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Stone 2007). After this first round, I made a 

list of all the codes that seemed relevant to the stories of my interviewees, taking into 
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account both points that seemed to come up time and again for respondents, and also 

points that, as a sociologist, I was interested in. For example, every woman I interviewed 

mentioned the difficulty of finding adequate childcare; this became a code titled 

“Childcare”. I was interested in whether women expressed deference to their husbands’ 

careers, so I created a code for this as well called “Deference to husbands’ careers.”  

After amassing a code list, I turned to my second round of coding, referred to as 

“focused coding,” for which I used a qualitative data analysis software program called 

ATLAS.ti. This program enables me to open a transcript, read through it, highlight a 

passage, and tag it with any number of codes that I find suited to the story. For example, 

a respondent explained to me the boredom she feels being at home all day while on 

maternity leave, and her eagerness to get back to her job as a consultant. She described 

the negotiations with her boss about her new work schedule. I could tag this anecdote 

with the codes: “Maternity leave,” “Boredom with homemaking,” “Value of work,” 

“Supervisor,” and “Decisions about full-time vs. part-time work.” Some passages were 

labeled with one code, others with several codes, and some with none. I coded each 

interview using my coding list. For the purposes of this thesis, I had the program generate 

text files with all of the quotes from respondents that pertained to each code. For 

example, I had the program generate a word document with every single quote that had 

been coded with the tag “Unsupportive supervisor.”  

The utility of this program is its ability to generate documents with all quotations 

that are cross listed under multiple codes. For example, I could have the program 

generate a list of all the quotes from all respondents that were tagged with both 

“Unsupportive supervisor” and “Home office/telecommuting.” This would enable me to 

read through all the stories my respondents told me about their confrontations with 

unsupportive supervisors when trying to get/use a home office or to telecommute. 
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Conversely, I could direct the program to generate a list of every quote from an 

interviewee that was labeled “Supportive supervisor” and “Home office/telecommuting.” 

If I hadn’t used this program, I would have to (a) read through every single hard copy of 

my transcripts to identify which respondents had this particular scenario arise for them, or 

(b) I could run a word search through the transcript files on my computer to find 

respondents who used the phrase “supportive supervisor,” but if they said “helpful boss” 

instead, this search wouldn’t identify this passage to me. The analytical potential based 

on the ability to organize data so quickly and easily makes this computerized method of 

data analysis quite useful for a researcher, especially those with large amounts of data. 

Other scholars have expressed hesitation with using computer programs for 

coding, or the process of coding itself. Kristin Luker (2008), for example, says that she 

feels farther away from her data. Einwohner (2011) believes that the slicing of 

respondents’ stories into labeled fragments can detract from the humanity of an 

individual, particularly with respondents experiencing trauma and war. While I appreciate 

these critiques, I find that this program better enabled me to keep respondents’ anecdotes 

and stories “whole,” that I am much better equipped to find the interrelations between 

concepts and themes labeled as codes, and that I can visualize the phenomena more 

clearly. I used only the most basic features of the program; its power is much greater than 

the relatively simple tasks for which I used it.  

The following three chapters investigate the experiences of the 21 working 

mothers with whom I spent time. Chapter 3 explores cultural understandings in Germany 

of working mothers, specifically the use of the term “raven mother” (Rabenmutter) often 

used to identify “shameful” or “bad women” who choose to work while they raise 

children. I show how women confront, react to, and resist this stigma.     
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Chapter 3: 

Raven Mothers (Rabenmütter) and Cultural Perceptions of  

Working Mothers 

 
Anja: Women are asked to work, to have a career. But if they have children 

and they work, it’s – I don’t know if in any other language there is a word 
like that – they are Rabenmütter. 

Caity: How do you define that word? 

Anja: That they are neglecting their children, that they are no good mothers.  
 

Despite the rise in maternal employment and generous policies meant to help 

German women balance their work and family, the women I interviewed sense a great 

deal of hostility directed towards them as working mothers. This chapter dispels the myth 

prevalent in the United States that women in European countries like Germany “have it 

better” across the board than working mothers in the U.S. It is assumed that the provision 

of generous work/family policies means that it is easier to be a working mom. However, 

the picture is more complicated than that. In Germany, 56% of all individuals surveyed in 

a 2002 study agreed with the statement: “A pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her 

mother works” (Borck 2010). Women who work outside the home while their children 

are young are considered neglectful, and Germans refer to them disparagingly as a “raven 

mother” (Rabenmutter) – they “leave their children in an empty nest while they fly away 

to pursue a career” (Landler 2006). Translated differently, Rabenmutter1 also means 

“unnatural mother,” “cruel mother,” and “uncaring mother” (Slotkin 2008).  

The women I spoke with brought up the term frequently. They expressed to me 

their dismay, anger, and guilt at being called a raven mother to their faces. But they also 

                                                
1 The singular version of the phrase is Rabenmutter, while the plural version is Rabenmütter. 
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described pride, defiance, and value in being a working mother in a culture that considers 

it a violation of their femininity. This leaves women feeling conflicted about balancing 

their work and family. This chapter is divided into two sections. In Part 1, I explain: (a) 

what it means to be a raven mother, (b) how this epithet is used to police women’s 

femininity, drawing on CJ Pascoe’s (2007) study of how the epithet “fag” is used to 

police high school boys’ masculinity and sexuality; and (c) how other women and older 

generations employ the term to censure and interrogate working mothers. In Part 2, I 

discuss women’s varying reactions to the guilt induced by the raven mother discourse. 

These reactions cover a spectrum ranging from unconscious agreement, ambivalence, and 

a conscious rejection and attempt to redefine “good mothering” for themselves in the 

context of their own families. The extent to which they internalize this message impacts 

how much women decide to work, how long a maternity leave to take, and whether they 

decide to use childcare. I depict this continuum visually below, and give examples of 

each response in the second half of this chapter. 
  
 
Figure 1. Women’s Reactions to Raven Mother Narrative  

 
 
 
 
 

RAVEN MOTHER MESSAGES AND THEIR SOURCES 

What raven mother means 

Rabenmutter is used commonly both in everyday language and in popular culture 

to identify a bad mother.2 The roots of this term are unclear, especially because female 

                                                
2 A German colleague mentioned to me that feminists in Germany have periodically sought to reclaim the 
word Rabenmutter.  

 
Agreement   Ambivalence       Rejection 
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ravens are actually dutiful caretakers of their hatchlings (Landler 2006). Cultural 

perceptions of “good mothering” clash with the image of a mother who works outside the 

home. This thinking stems from the centrality of the family in German culture currently 

and historically, particularly the mother’s role as homemaker and caregiver within that 

sphere. Similar to the United States, there is no comparable term for a man or father in 

the German language that makes clear what “good fathering” or “bad fathering” entail. 

A good German mother is considered one who (a) stops work when her child is 

born; (b) stays at home for the first three years of her child’s life; and (c) works part-time, 

if that, until her son or daughter leaves the home for school or work. Women who do not 

take the full three years of subsidized maternity leave, and who work more than part-time 

after that, are chastised for being raven mothers – uncaring and neglectful. The 

hegemonic discourse in Germany is that children are developmentally, psychologically, 

and emotionally harmed when their mothers are absent and working outside the home, 

because a mother is the only person who can properly raise a child, especially when he or 

she is young. 

The raven mother narrative is about gender and what it means to be a proper 

woman. The discourse in Germany is that mothers provide a unique kind of love and care 

to a child that cannot be filled by a father or any other source. Men and women are taught 

that they have “different, though complementary, interests, abilities, and emotional 

landscapes” (Schilt 2010:4), which upholds the deep-seated belief of many that “boys and 

girls, men and women, [are] naturally ‘hard-wired’ to be different” (Messner 2009:141). 

Historically speaking, men’s and women’s roles at home were divided sharply: “Men 

were judged by their work ethic, women by the quality of their domesticity” (Coontz 

1988:169). Being a good woman came to be defined as being a good mother and wife; 

they are considered most capable of providing care and fulfilling the emotional needs of 
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their children through their “natural” gifts like patience and empathy. Mothers’ caring 

labor is thought to be an act of love in that it is an outpouring of a woman’s inherent 

maternal instincts to nurture, protect, and soothe those for which she is responsible 

(England, Budig, and Folbre 2002).  

One of the ways women “do” gender is by mothering (West and Zimmerman 

1987). This gender essentialist discourse is problematic because if people consider 

motherhood the prototypical feminine role, women who choose to pursue careers in 

addition to parenting are considered not only uncaring and selfish, but improper women. 

They are stigmatized and marginalized for not embodying appropriate femininity. 

How the raven mother narrative works 

Individuals employ the term raven mother as a disciplinary mechanism to police 

women’s femininity. By calling a woman a raven mother, a person tries to shame and 

embarrass her into conforming to the culturally accepted definition of a good mom. CJ 

Pascoe (2007) demonstrates that an epithet like the word “fag” shapes behavior because it 

is widely identifiable and pejorative. Adolescent boys fear the term becoming 

permanently attached to them, and therefore strive to avoid it by adopting certain 

behavior seen as contrasting. In her study, high school boys policed each other by using 

this epithet, but young men also policed themselves by trying to act hypermasculine and 

heterosexual to prove that they weren’t a “fag.” Similarly for the German women I 

interviewed, raven mother is a powerful term because it is such a well-known and 

negative trope. Because all the women I spoke with worked, evidently the raven mother 

narrative was not influential enough to keep them from pursuing careers. Later in this 

chapter, I explain how women work to distance themselves from the raven mother label 

by redefining what “good mothering” means to them, and describing for me how their 

care giving meets that definition. This discourse has a profound effect on how the women 
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I spoke with viewed themselves, felt about their jobs, and made decisions about their 

work and family. 

The raven mother messages are sometimes covert, with gossip whispered on 

playgrounds or overheard around children’s schools. Other times, though, a woman is 

confronted and told outright that she is a raven mother. I include Ilona’s story here to 

demonstrate how this policing functions. She has a PhD in Psychology and is a university 

professor, and her husband is an engineer. They have two boys, ages 7 and 11, and Ilona 

has frequently been the victim of raven mother accusations: 
 

Ilona: I experienced really really many problems with other mothers. … 
Expressions like, “Do you really have to work?” “Do you think this is 
good for your children?” “Do you think that it’s OK that they have to be 
in childcare for that long? Don’t you see that they are not developed 
correctly?” “You are too competitive.” But this is normal for all of us 
who are working full-time. There is a sense of misunderstanding in other 
mothers who are not working. Most German mothers don’t work full-
time. Only 10% I think do. And 50% are part-time. The others stay 
home. So for them, it’s a huge problem when there are women who 
work. And for example, one of my boys, he had problems in school. And 
even the teachers told me, “Yeah, you should stay more with your 
children. Work more with them.” 

Caitlyn: And did you hear any of the same conversation from men or fathers? 
Or was this mostly women doing this to other women? 

Ilona: Mostly women… It’s an open conflict. ... Something happened two 
months or so ago. I was talking to another mother from school about my 
son’s school problems, and then she told me, “Yes, you know, I really 
had this feeling that your son is with your babysitter alone on the 
playground. And he can’t go home to do his homework. Yes Ilona, this 
is a problem. This is the problem of your son’s weakness in school.” … 

Caitlyn: What was your response to her? 

Ilona: I am always speechless. I am ALWAYS speechless. I am always 
speechless. Then I cry for an hour at home and I have this feeling, “Yes, 
you are an awful mother.” And one hour later it’s OK, and then I can 
laugh. But yeah, it hurts. … They are very open. It’s culturally 
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completely accepted that it’s better to stay home as a mom, and it’s 
completely culturally not accepted to go away [and work outside the 
home].  

Other women suggest to Ilona that she is not acting like a proper woman by working full-

time. She is asked, “Do you really have to work?”, which implies that as a woman and 

the wife of a professor, she should not work unless she is financially compelled to do so. 

The pointed comment: “Don’t you see that they are not developed correctly?” indicates 

that her children are somehow damaged by her working. She is accused of being “too 

competitive,” a stereotypically masculine trait. The other mother Ilona spoke with told 

her that her son would not be struggling in school if she would spend more time with him 

at home. As a result, Ilona feels guilt and shame about being identified as a raven mother 

– she is speechless, cries, and at times feels she is an “awful mother.” This “gender 

policing” is effective because Ilona gets the message that having a career while raising 

children is defying her prescribed gender role.  

Who does the policing? 

Working mothers say they are criticized primarily by two sources: other women 

who are usually stay-at-home mothers, and people from older generations, often their 

own mothers or mothers-in-law. Julia, a mother of two who works up to 70 hours a week 

as a music promoter and Waldorf instructor, laments that these messages come from 

women who have chosen to stay at home. She says they criticize her, perhaps, in order to 

make themselves feel better about their own decisions. She was even called a “career 

whore” for putting her kids in childcare while she worked:  
 

Caitlyn: Did you have any other concerns about the work and family balance 
other than the childcare issue? 

Julia: Yeah, lots of them, because in Germany it’s quite different because, you 
know, people always think if you put your child in a daycare facility… 
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They think of you as a bad mother. A mother has to stay home with their 
kids until they are like 3 or 4 years old and go to the kindergarten. And if 
they don’t, and spend a lot of time at work, in Germany, they are called 
Rabenmütter. … You always have to justify yourself against other 
mothers. It’s mostly women who are addressing you with, “You cannot 
do this, you are selfish, you are a career whore”, they say in Germany. … 

Caitlyn: So this idea of the rabenmütter – where did you say you heard this 
from? From other mothers, or from other people in your life? 

Julia: Mostly from other women, which is very interesting. 

Caitlyn: Did they make comments to you? 

Julia: They do make comments, you know. Especially the moms who are 
really staying at home. They’re like, “Look at her, she’s running late.” 
And if your child is doing something wrong, it’s like, “Oh, it’s because 
she’s not taking enough care. She’s always at her job.” You hear it from 
other women. You hear it in school. Because even in school, some 
teachers think the mothers should stay at home. ,,, I think in these days it 
shouldn’t be a question, but a lot of women, I think, justify their own 
staying at home, or their own problems. Anytime something goes wrong, 
it’s like, “Well, yeah. It’s because she’s working so much.” 

Julia suggests that stay-at-home moms criticize working mothers and try to make them 

doubt their decision to work outside the home. This makes stay-at-home mothers feel 

more righteous about their choosing not to work and focus their attention solely on their 

family. Much like the high school boys who policed each other’s masculinity and 

sexuality in Pascoe’s (2007) study, women have a vested interest in identifying other 

women as bad mothers because it positions them in a better light – they come to represent 

“proper” femininity and “good” mothering. The threat of the raven mother regulates 

women’s attitudes towards themselves, even Julia, who loves her work. She told me, “It 

never actually occurred to me to leave the job because I liked it too much.” Yet she still 

feels the need to justify to other women why she works outside the home. The messages 

women are getting from the government that they can and should work and raise a family 
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is disconnected from the culture in Germany that tells women that working outside the 

home makes them a bad mother.  

Women are also told by people of older generations that a woman’s proper place 

is at home with her children, adhering to the traditional adage “Children, Kitchen, 

Church” (Kinder, Küche, Kirche). They put pressure on women like Sandra to stop 

working:  
 

The older people in my neighborhood, they say, “You can’t work so 
much! Why don’t you stay by your children?” And so it’s a question of a 
generation, I think. Yeah, the older generation can’t imagine that it is 
positive also for the family that the mothers go working.  

Similarly, Andrea is an American married to a German man. Their two children are 

grown, but she experienced tension throughout their childhood from her in-laws for 

working full-time, and could rarely confide in them:  
 

Well, I couldn’t actually share my experience because they’d say, “Well 
that’s your fault. If you’re so stressed out, then, you know, don’t do that. 
Just quit.” So, I was rather isolated with that. … That’s why I never 
complained. 

The message Andrea receives is that she is to blame for any difficulty she experiences in 

balancing work and family because she elected to lead this incompatible lifestyle. This 

point echoes Pamela Stone’s (2007) finding that professional women who decide to leave 

the workplace and become stay-at-home moms frame their decision as one of their own 

choosing – they “opted out.” This is exactly what Andrea’s in-laws encouraged her to do, 

while in reality, they pressure her to exit the workforce. Despite their influence, she has 

continued to work full-time, now up to 70 hours a week, and operates her own thriving 

translation business. 
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Other women were influenced by their own mothers’ feelings of “raven mother 

guilt” induced by having to work. I asked Sonia, a journalist and mother of two, about 

whether her mom worked when she was young: 
 

Sonia: She stayed at home. But then my parents divorced. And after that, she 
started to work when I was 10 years old. But she was the only mother 
working – there were no other mothers working. 

Caity: Did she want to work or did she have to work? 

Sonja: She had to. … She didn’t want to work. She HAD to work to earn 
money. And I was the only child with a working mother, and so she had 
bad feelings. She had no time with me, and I was alone in the afternoon. 
And so it was very difficult for her to manage it because she always 
thought that she’s a bad mother, you know. I don’t know, in German 
there exists the word “Rabenmutter”, like the mother of a raven. I think 
it doesn’t exist in English? 

Caity: We don’t have that term in the U.S. What does it mean here? 

Sonia: Very bad mother. Like the ravens, they don’t care for their children. So 
it’s like, yeah, the birds [laughs]. The mother’s a bad mother. … And so 
she felt like a Rabenmutter.  

Caity: How did that shape your views? 

Sonia: Yeah, if I did not have to work, I would prefer to stay at home because 
it’s better for the children. And so it was my opinion. 

Sonia does not say here that she experienced any sadness or frustration toward her 

mother, or any negative consequences as a child because her mother was forced to work 

and leave her “alone” after getting divorced. Rather, her mom “felt like a Rabenmutter,” 

and when Sonia was an adult and had children of her own, she too feels like she does her 

own children a disservice by working outside the home. Perhaps the guilt is even worse 

for Sonia than it was for her mother because she chose to work, whereas Sonia’s mother’s 

work outside the home was economically necessary. This account demonstrates the way 
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in which the raven mother trope induces a burden of guilt: this remorse influences 

working mothers’ beliefs and actions.  

In the next sections, I explain three ways that women respond to this discourse: 

(1) internalizing and agreeing (at least in part); (2) being ambivalent about their 

work/family balance; and (3) rejecting it and redefining what “good mothering” means to 

them. 
 

INTERNALIZING THE RAVEN MOTHER NARRATIVE 

Women occasionally expressed contradictory opinions to me about being a 

working mother, and their views of other working mothers. Even though they worked 

outside the home – and enjoyed it – they sometimes espoused raven mother ideology. 

Some, like Edith, think that mothers who try to reach the highest rungs in their career 

must not care about their children, or be good parents. Edith has two children, a master’s 

in civil engineering, and works as an educational administrator part-time. She is careful 

to note here, though, that she thinks neither women nor men can do a good job at home if 

they are striving for high levels of success at work:  
 

Caity: Do you think it’s possible for women who are mothers to get to the 
very top in their career? 

Edith: Yes, I think it is possible. But in this case I think you are not really 
present in family as a mother. Such as men who are in the top positions, 
they are not really present in the family. When I ask my boss, “Where 
are you going for holiday?” And he says, “I don’t know, my woman 
organized it.” He has no time to do it, and it’s normal. For men in top 
positions, they don’t know what’s going on in family. And for mothers 
to come to the top positions, I think it’s possible, but they need someone 
who cares about the family because they won’t. … They could do it, but 
they are not present as mother in the family. 

Caity: So do you think you can be a successful mother and a successful 
worker at the top of your field if you are a woman? 
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Edith: No. I don’t think so. And also, I also think you can’t be a successful 
man and a successful dad. Because to be a successful mother or dad, you 
need time. You also need some time. You need, I don’t know how to tell 
in English. Your brain – it has to be also in the family, you can’t stay at 
home during dinner and talking to the children and, at the same time, 
you are thinking about your job. The children will notice it. 

Edith thinks it is possible for mothers to achieve high positions, but they won’t be good 

mothers if they do so. She has internalized and reinterpreted the raven mother discourse: 

she thinks that both women and men are poor parents if they “leave the nest” to seek high 

levels of career success, especially those who work full-time, because it is impossible for 

a parent to have enough time at home or be present with their family. This definition of a 

raven mother, for Edith, does not implicate her because she works only 20 hours per 

week and is not working in a position comparable to her level of education. She has 

appropriately sacrificed for the good of her family. If Edith thinks it is impossible to be 

both a good mother and a good worker at the top of her field, this likely has an impact on 

her own career aspirations, especially because it is clear that she wants to be a good 

mother herself. 

Speaking about high school boys who use the “fag” epithet to police each other’s 

masculinity, Pascoe (2007:61) says: “Boys consistently tried to force others into the fag 

position by lobbing the fag epithet at each other… In this way the fag became a hot 

potato that no boy wanted to be left holding. One of the best ways to move out of the fag 

position was to thrust another boy into that position.” The women I interviewed never 

referred to anyone else as a raven mother, but they did pass judgment on other working 

mothers using raven mother logic.  

They thought those who worked too much or strove for a position too high up the 

career ladder must not care about or love their children enough. While most women do 

not aspire to top positions, their judgment that mothers who do have high-flying career 

goals cannot be good mothers continues to influence a discourse in Germany that mothers 
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should not strive for the top of their careers. Women like Edith who are working mothers 

escape the raven mother position by pointing to other women they believe align more 

closely with it, like those who aim for top positions,  

Eva, a landscape architect with a young son, expressed another contradictory 

view: one the one hand, she says women should not be remorseful about working and 

should not be pressured into thinking their children are harmed by being in daycare. On 

the other hand, she thinks it is detrimental for some children to be away from their 

mothers.  
 

Caity: Do you think a woman can be a successful mother and a successful 
worker at the top of her field? 

Eva: Yes, she can. First of all, she has to be clear for herself. If she always has 
the feeling, “I am a bad mother,” I think she’s doing herself wrong. And 
then it’s very hard for her. She must have a feeling, “It’s OK, the child is 
not suffering.” 

Caity: Do you think that that’s something women here maybe feel? If they 
work too much, then the child is suffering? 

Eva: Yes, they feel the child is suffering. It depends on the child very much. 
In our childcare, there is a child that’s very shy and the mother is 
working full-time. And sometimes the aunt is coming to pick him up, 
and he’s crying that his mother is not there. And I think for this child, it 
would be better if the mother would work less. So I think it really 
depends on both sides. There are children who are happy in their 
childcare and don’t mind. Maybe the father is doing more, and maybe 
other children really need this relationship to the mother. 

Caity: It’s a problem if the mother works all the time in a situation like that? 

Eva: Yes. 

Eva has internalized the message that children receive a unique, necessary type of care 

from a mother, and that some children suffer if they do not have access to this care. She 

worked full-time before her son was born, and took 15 months of maternity leave – twice 

as long as the average for women in my study. After she returned to work, she changed 

her schedule:   
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Eva: I know that I would stop working for a while, for maybe one year, and 

then try to find somewhere like a childcare. And then would start again, 
but not full-time, not 100%, but less. … Maybe 15 to 20 hours because I 
knew I couldn’t – it would be too much for me to work 100% then. 

Caity: Why would it be too much for you? 

Eva: Because I wanted to spend time with my child and I know it’s hard to 
have both a child and a job. … I think full-time would be too much 
because I don’t want to come home at half past 6 and see my son that 
late. I think maybe when he’s very older, so maybe [when] he’s like a 
teenager. Then I could start to work more again. 

 

Eva demonstrates a keen awareness of this cultural ideal: women should constrict their 

work schedule to part-time while their children are young, and then may work more 

hours when their children are older and less dependent on them. Going back full-time 

when she came back from maternity leave seemed to be out of the question. Because 

Germany is a conservative welfare state, the government provides job protection and 

financial support for women’s maternity leave for up to three years, which disincentivizes 

women from returning to work quickly after childbirth. However, women with higher 

education and better paying jobs return to work faster than lower-paid women in 

Germany (Kuhlenkasper and Kauermann 2010).  
 

Criticism of “weekend parents” 

Seven women demonstrated their internalization of and agreement with the raven 

mother narrative by their criticism of what I call “weekend parents” – those who see their 

children only in the evenings and on weekends. Some respondents believed that women 

should not have children in the first place if they spent so little time with them. Tanja, an 

actress and mother of three, told me: 
 

Not both parents can do a career. And a single mother can’t do a career. … 
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Because she’s alone with the child. Why do you have the child? Then 
that’s no family life. You have no time for it. … You can’t throw them 
away [laughs].  

I asked Edith how she decided to work a 50% work schedule. She explained: 

Less hours was not possible. It’s not really possible. And full-time, I also 
want to have some time for my children. If I bring the children to the 
childcare in the morning and pick them up in the evening and I’m just 
having dinner and bring them to bed, I don’t need children [laughs].  

The suggestion in Tanja’s and Edith’s comments is that it is impossible to dedicate 

oneself to both a career and one’s children. If a mother does choose to pursue a career, 

that implies that she chose it over her own children, making her a bad mother. The 

women laughed when making these comments, perhaps, to soften these harsh judgments 

of other working mothers – judgments that they nonetheless believed to be true. 

Other women also see this balance between work and family as a zero-sum game: 

Nadine said it would be quite difficult for someone to be both a successful mother and a 

successful woman at the top of her career field: 
!

Because [you have kids at] just the time you make a very important step in 
the career, and it’s the way it is. You are not there for around about 3 
months, even if you are willing to work hard. And you are not there the 12 
hours, the 5 or 6 days a week for a longer period of time. Some people do 
that, but that’s something that everybody can make it like she wants, but 
then you don’t need to be a parent. If you really only see the child once a 
month, then yeah. That’s not worth it.  

Stefanie agrees with Nadine. She worked as an au pair when she was younger, 

experiencing the household dynamics of a high-flying dual career couple: 
 

When you work full-time, when do you see your child? I have a friend in 
Switzerland. And in Switzerland, it’s usual or common that moms work 
full-time, and France too. And she has a nanny for 13 hours a day. And I 
thought, “Hm, why does she have two kids? For what?” And I was an au 
pair in France once. And I was the 13th au pair in this family and the mom 
did work from 8 to 8, and the dad from 9 to 7. So I thought, “Why do they 
have three kids? For the weekend? You have a daycare from 7 to 9 every 
day?” Both were very successful, sure, but why did they have three kids? I 
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don’t know. For me, it’s not possible. But it is, sure. … I think you should 
spend some time from Monday to Friday with your kids! [laughs] Not 
only on Saturday and Sunday. 

These women’s decisions about their work schedule and career aspirations are influenced 

by this view; working fewer hours and aiming lower on the career ladder come to help 

define good mothering.  

In contrast, Wei-hsin Yu (2009) investigated women and work in Taiwan, and 

found very little criticism of “weekend parents” who left their children in the care of 

grandparents or nannies for the workweek, bringing their children back home on 

weekends. While only a small number of women follow this model, it is common 

practice for other kin to care for children regularly, and Yu did not find evidence that 

mothers possessed a greater ability to care for children than grandparents, though they 

were more hesitant to employ caregivers unrelated to them. The raven mother discourse 

embedded in German culture makes people critical of women who dedicate too much 

time to pursuing their jobs instead of focusing on their family, even if they too are 

working mothers.  

Skepticism of childcare 

Like the Taiwanese women in Yu’s (2009) study, German women demonstrated 

their internalization of raven mother ideology by being skeptical about putting their child 

in childcare facilities. In Taiwan and especially in Japan, Yu found that culturally defined 

norms stating mothers should be responsible for the direct care of their young children 

influenced mothers’ beliefs about daycares. The women I interviewed thought children 

could not receive adequate care in a daycare center. Angela, a British mother with two 

grown children, says that entrusting her children to their grandparents (her in-laws) made 

her feel much more comfortable than putting them in a childcare:  
 
I think it’s just knowing that you’ve got people there to look after your 
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children, that they’re being well cared for and not just being dumped in 
some place where nobody’s looking after them. I think that plays the 
biggest role as well for me. 

Anja, mother of two- and five-year olds, explains that she does not place them in 

childcare because she loves them: 
  

Anja: I think I will start with halftime, in a halftime job, because I have two 
kids. OK, it’s possible to put them into a kindergarten from 9-5… but I 
have kids. At least at the very beginning, I want to have a halftime job. 

Caity: And why is that? So you can spend time with them or - 

Anja: Yeah, of course. Yeah. I love them. … For me it’s very important that 
they know they have a family and not just someone who puts them into 
bed and in the morning brings them into institutional surroundings. 
Yeah. It’s very important for me. 

Anja implies that women who work full-time do not love their children, and that these 

children might not know they have a loving family if they are placed in an “institutional 

surrounding.” For Anja, it seems that loving them is justification enough for needing to 

work part-time, and keeping them out of childcare.  

Heidi has a one-year-old daughter and is pregnant with another child. She 

believes that it is the mother’s responsibility to properly socialize her children, which 

cannot be done by any other source:  
 
That’s one of the reasons that I don’t want to put her in … childcare, yes. 
Because I want to give her a lot of my way of living, as long as possible. 
When she is three years old, OK, then the others are in her life, but now I 
think I want to give her my and my husband’s way of living. Yeah. I don’t 
know werte [in English] – we say werte [values]. … Only grandma and 
grandpa, OK. But we have no babysitting girl or something like that, or au 
pair, or what else. 

The German government supports and perpetuates this aspect of the raven mother 

narrative. Currently, they provide a place for every German child ages three and six in a 

daycare facility or kindergarten, but not under age three. Coupled with the fact that the 
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state helps support paid maternity leave until a child is three years old, this suggests that 

they, too, think women should be at home raising their kids during this time. This lack of 

childcare space for children under age three is the single largest complaint I heard from 

my respondents. However, with the large outcry from women, and the government’s 

interest in spurring women’s labor force participation and fertility rates, the country 

passed a law stating that daycare slots for every single child up to age six will be 

available by 2013. This means the creation of 750,000 new spaces (Spiegel 2011).  

Some women have internalized the ideology behind the term raven mother, and to 

an extent, agree with and act upon this internalization by working part-time, taking longer 

maternity leave, and being reluctant to put their children in daycares. The next section 

discusses women who acknowledge feeling caught between their love of work and their 

love of their family. 

AMBIVALENCE ABOUT BEING A WORKING MOM 

The vast majority of the women I interviewed vacillated between internalizing 

and rejecting raven mother ideology at different points. They tended towards feelings of 

ambivalence as a result of the mixed messages they receive about how they should 

balance their work and family lives. The state and businesses encourage their labor force 

participation by offering work-family reconciliation policies, which suggests to women 

that it is acceptable to work as a mother. At the same time, mothers also perceived many 

messages from the government, stay-at-home moms, teachers, and people of older 

generations that being a good mom means staying at home, especially when their children 

are young. This dizzying conflict between the messages women receive means that they 

feel drawn in opposite directions – towards their workplace and towards their homes. 

Julia, a mother of two, illustrates this feeling: 
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You are in a bit of emotional conflict because everyone is saying, “That’s 
wrong. You have to stay home with your kids.” Sometimes, it’s like you 
take over these concerns. “I don’t take too much time for my kids – maybe 
I don’t have time.” When I work, I still try to take care of my family, so 
where does it leave you? Do you have any time for yourself? And is it 
good for your kids? That’s mainly the question in Germany. And you take 
this over, you know. If anything goes wrong, you think, “Maybe I should 
have stayed home a little bit more.” “Maybe I should work less.” So you 
are always in kind of a conflict between the thing your culture is trying to 
tell you, and the thing you want to achieve. At the job, it’s like, “Sorry I 
cannot do this job, because, you know, I’m a mom.” And at home, it’s 
like, “Sorry folks, I have to work tomorrow and I cannot come to your 
school concert.” So it’s more the emotional conflict, I guess. 

Julia loves her job and her kids. She feels like she disappoints her children and her 

employer as a result of the other. Julia recognizes that she “takes over these concerns” 

and they influence the way she sees herself as a mother and a worker. 

Ambivalence was embedded in the comments of all 21 mothers I interviewed. It is 

impossible for women to grow up, live in, and raise their families in Germany without 

having been deeply influenced by raven mother ideology. And yet, as I will explore more 

deeply in the next chapter, women mostly love the work they do and are committed to 

their jobs. Some women put considerable effort into denouncing the raven mother 

narrative and its encouragement that they feel guilty for pursuing a career. The last 

section of this chapter addresses these stories. 
 

REJECTING THE NARRATIVE AND REDEFINING “GOOD MOTHERING”  

Some women reject the raven mother ideology that implores women to stay home 

entirely when their children are young because they are the only ones who can properly 

socialize them. Instead, the mothers I interviewed emphasized that (a) it is healthy for 

children to be socialized by a wide variety of people; and (b) good mothering is 

determined by the quality and not the quantity of time spent with children. Birgit’s 

comments summarize these claims well: 
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I think it’s very important to spend quality time with your children. 
Because many people think, “Oh, now that the child is at the kindergarten 
8 hours a day, then you are not a good parent, maybe.” But if the time I 
have then with the children in the evening and the weekends – if I do 
something really nice, that we have nice experiences together, that’s 
important. … I can’t be 100% with them a day but I think that it wouldn’t 
be good for them either, if I look at [my daughter], who learns so much at 
the kindergarten, and she enjoys it so much there. And she has her friends 
there, and she sometimes gets angry when she can’t go there on a Saturday 
morning. So I don’t feel bad about that at all. I think I’d feel bad if I put 
her in front of the television in the evening when she comes home. 

Julia echoes these beliefs, saying that quality time is paramount. She also argues that a 

good mother role models happiness and confidence that come from having a well-

balanced work and home life: 
 

I think it’s not about the quantity of time you spend with your kids, but the 
quality. I can be more of a parent if I am around and I really am around, 
you know. If I take time for my kids, I really take time. I sit down with 
them and it’s like there’s nothing else going on. … Undivided attention. I 
think you are – you can be a good parent if you are happy yourself. And I 
think the worst thing is if a mom is staying at home and is not satisfied 
with the situation, [and] is unhappy and not quite happy with their lives. I 
make the observation that kids can miss you, but it’s also like they want 
you to be happy and with a positive vibration going around. And I think 
it’s the best thing you can do, be happy yourself and be confident about 
what you do. And so you can give them an example of how to be. … I 
think my kids, for example, see that I’m well balanced most of the time. 
That I have my share out of my house, that I have a hobby. That I am quite 
happy with my relationship and stuff like that. That’s the way I think, that 
they can observe it. 

Silvia thinks it would be detrimental for children to have a stay-at-home mother: 

Well I don’t see why women should stop working when they got children, 
you know. And a lot of Germans think that way. I don’t think it’s better 
for little children to be at home with their mother. I don’t think that’s the 
right social environment to develop ideally. How could it be? You know if 
we had large clans or something like that you know, then it makes sense 
for one person to stay at home with all the kids. But one or two little 
children with one woman in a little apartment is just not the ideal 
development environment if you ask me.  
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Silvia points to countries like France that are in agreement with this understanding of 

good mothering: 
 

For example, if you look over to France, they actually have a lot better 
childcare system. … This idea of “children have to be with their mother,” 
they don’t have [that idea]. And that really makes a difference. They have 
the idea that… you’re acting irresponsibly if you don’t give your children 
to childcare because there they get socialized into the society in a proper 
way. You know, which has other problems, but as an idea, that’s a good 
idea, because then that frees your mind to say, “OK, what am I gonna do 
with my life?”  

The German way of life came under critique by the women I spoke with not only 

for its lack of daycare facilities, but also because of the way mothers tend to socialize 

children within the family. Andrea, an American mother of two grown children, reflected 

on the differences between how she chose to parent in comparison to German families 

she knew. She believes that good mothers teach their children to help around the house 

and to be independent, which she says German stay-at-home mothers do not tend to 

instill in their young ones: 
 

 Well [my children] thought it was natural that they do their part. Their 
family part. Yeah. That was never an issue. They would even say, “I’m 
glad that I can cook. I’m glad that I can do this. And I’m not so stupid. 
I’m glad that I can do my own banking. That’s what I taught them – 
that’s what parents are here to do. You’re not here to keep them in your 
house so they don’t leave. But you’re there to teach them how to cope in 
the real world. … Teaching them to be independent, because I think that 
is very important. … I think [German parents] pamper their children too 
much. And doing everything for them, and pampering then, and not 
teaching them to live their life. Not teaching them the skills they need 
for life, but rather keeping them in, yeah? And doing everything for 
them. And then when they’re 18 or 19, then they’re supposed to go? 
[laughs] 

Several women said that their children had no qualms with their mothers working, 

since they grew up with it as their family model. For example, Ilona said her children 

enjoyed going to childcare, and considered it strange for mothers not to work. As part of 
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being a good mother, Ilona also tried to instill in her children a sense of value for the 

work she does outside the home as a college professor: 
 

Ilona: My children never notice something different because I was always 
working, I wasn’t home. They always were raised with babysitters. They 
always went to childcare. They started going to kindergarten with 11 
months [of age] in Cologne. They felt great. 

Caitlyn: They were happy in their childcare? 

Ilona: Yes! It was not that they wanted to stay home – they were crying and 
saying it was more interesting in the kindergarten. … For them it’s 
completely normal that I’m working, they are always talking about other 
moms staying home, and “what do they do all the time?” … They don’t 
know. I mean, they know nothing else. It’s not that they’re glad, I’m just 
working, that’s all. That’s it. That’s how it is. And they take part 
sometimes, they hear me in my lectures and I mean, that’s normal life. 
What I did for example, I [started] doing children’s university classes. 
So I do a couple of classes for children, and this is great for them. So 
that they really see how it is to be a professor. … I do university classes 
for children. And there is an official organization here in Heidelberg, 
and they book me all the time. So once a semester, I have these huge 
classes with 500 children. … And a couple of colleagues do that too, to 
show their children what it is.  

Women worked hard to disprove the raven mother ideology in their own families, and 

redefined what good mothering meant to them. They acknowledged that they were not 

the only people able to socialize their children, and their kids enjoyed this time with other 

peers and grown-ups. Mothers also emphasize that the quality of the time spent with their 

children is more important than the quantity, and that working outside the home does not 

inherently damage children.  

 Sociologists agree: they have found that children are not harmed when their 

mothers head into the labor market, and experience little to no difficulties with cognitive 

ability or behavioral adjustment (Bianchi 2000; Preston 1984). Women’s dramatic shift 

into the labor market in the 20th century has had little effect on children’s wellbeing. 
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Moreover, mothers today do not actually spend less time with their children than before 

their entrance into the paid labor force (Bianchi 2000). Women today find ways to 

maximize time spent with their children by adjusting their work schedules to fit their 

children’s schedules, and by devoting less time to housework, sleep, and their own leisure 

time (Bianchi 2000). My findings suggest that mothers today are cognizant of the 

importance of spending quality time with their children, and they work hard to shape 

their work commitments to carve out time for these relationships. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I explored the German phrase “raven mother,” and how working 

women react to being labeled an uncaring mom. I defined the term, and drew on CJ 

Pascoe’s work (2007) to explain how women say they experience stay-at-home mothers 

and older people using the phrase to police their transgressions of femininity. The term is 

used to box women back into their appropriate gender role. The second half of the 

chapter used the stories of my respondents to demonstrate the variety of responses to the 

guilt induced by the raven mother narrative, ranging from acceptance, to ambivalence, to 

rejection. Of course, women’s beliefs and actions are more complicated than these three 

reactions suggest. The same woman can make statements that could be labeled 

“accepting” of raven mother ideology, and say something moments later that rejects these 

claims. Also, it would be incorrect to argue that women are capable of completely 

rejecting this narrative without internalizing the message of proper motherhood so 

embedded in German culture and family life.  

The raven mother ideology did not prevent my respondents from continuing to 

work outside the home. They trouble traditional gender roles by redefining “good 

mothering” in part as showing their children the value gained by working outside the 
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home, enabling them to be happier, more confident, and fulfilled parents in their lives. 

The women I interviewed believe that having a job they love makes them a better mother.  

In light of the many challenges women face when trying to work outside the home 

while raising a family, the German government and businesses have enacted a number of 

regulations and family-friendly policies that are intended to make it more comfortable 

and manageable for women both as a mother and a worker. Chapter 4 explores the ways 

in which these policies are both beneficial and harmful to working mothers. While 

enabling them to balance their professional and maternal commitments more effectively, 

these policies often unwittingly lead to women feeling isolated, being seen as less 

dedicated at work, having difficulty rejoining the labor force after time away, and tend to 

perpetuate a traditional gender division of labor at home.  
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Chapter 4: The Impact of Family-Friendly Policies on 

Women’s Work and Home Lives 

Germany has instituted a number of family-friendly laws in an attempt to protect 

mothers at work. The Maternity Protection Act of 1968 (Mutterschutzgesetz) safeguards 

mothers against workplace discrimination and ensures paid maternity leave and job 

security. It also includes certain protections while pregnant or nursing. Additionally, it is 

quite common for white-collar workplaces to offer other policies such as flexible 

schedules, part-time positions, and telecommuting that are meant to allow workers to 

adapt their work commitments to suit their families’ needs.  

This chapter investigates the impact of these family-friendly policies on women’s 

work and home lives. The first section contextualizes the importance of policies that 

facilitate mothers’ labor force persistence by exploring why mothers say they work. 

Aside from the money, they say they gain immense value out of their jobs, and genuinely 

love the work they do. Work gives women recognition, stimulation, and confidence they 

believe they would not receive from being a stay-at-home mom.  

The remainder of the chapter investigates the ways in which laws and policies are 

both helpful and harmful to working moms. I explore seven policies in particular: 

parental leave and job protection; childcare provision; the possibility of part-time work; 

flexible schedules; telecommuting and home offices; vacation and sick days; and cash 

allowances for parents. While these benefits enable mothers to balance their work and 

family lives more harmoniously, they can also be detrimental to women. My respondents 

recounted to me four primary ways that they are disadvantaged by these initiatives: (1) 

loneliness and isolation at home; (2) lack of face time at work; (3) difficulty rejoining the 

labor force after time away; and (4) the facilitation of traditional gender roles. Overall, 
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my respondents’ stories demonstrate that women at work are greatly aided by many of 

the available policy and community supports, but gender inequalities are still widespread 

in the workplace.  

 

THE VALUE OF WORK FOR WOMEN 

Despite the messages women receive from the state and their peers that encourage 

them to stay at home, all the women I interviewed persisted in their labor force 

participation, and said they could not imagine leaving the workforce permanently. The 

women in my sample are privileged by their race and class: they are well educated and 

work in professional-level jobs, as do the majority of their partners. Many of them work 

not because they have to, but because they want to. This advantage contrasts with 

workers in the low wage labor market, whose jobs tend to be demoralizing, arduous, and 

exploitative (Collins and Mayer 2010; Ehrenreich 2001; Hays 2004). For mothers in 

blue-collar jobs, work is necessary for their families to survive, and is rarely a source of 

pleasure. The women I spoke with were fortunate to work in rewarding positions that 

made them want to return to the workplace after childbirth even when it may have been 

feasible for them to remain at home. 

Professional-class women said they gained confidence, recognition, 

independence, financial autonomy, self-fulfillment, and intellectual stimulation that they 

felt they would not receive by being a stay-at-home mother. I heard a version of this point 

many times: “It never came to my mind, to become a housewife. NEVER. It would be so 

boring!”, said Ilona, a professor and mother of two. 

Although the hegemonic discourse about “good mothering” embedded in the 

German cultural and political contexts insists that taking care of one’s children is a 
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woman’s most laudable task, this does not ring true for these women. They told me they 

felt unappreciated at home and valued in the workplace: 
 

Erika: I definitely wanted to work. Because as a mother you don’t get a lot of 
appreciation. So I needed that… appreciation through my job. 

Julia: I thought maybe I [was] going to stay [on maternity leave] for two years 
… and after one year, I called up my boss, and said, “I’m back! I need to 
come back as quickly as possible.” I missed working actually. I missed 
doing something for which I was able to take the credits, you know. It’s 
like being respected for something – not like caring for kids or 
something, because nobody respects you for doing that. But I missed the 
things [at work] – I can achieve something you know, you’re a part of 
society. Because when you stay at home with a kid you’re kind of like 
out of it. … Separated from everything. 

These statements echo Arlie Hochschild’s (1997) findings that many workers today find 

the gratification, praise, and support they need at work instead of from their homes. The 

raven mother discourse and institutional support for stay-at-home moms may make 

women feel as if they are being proper women and good mothers by not working, but that 

does not translate into praise and acknowledgement for their care work at home. 

The opposite is sometimes the case for low-income women: low-wage workers do 

not necessarily gain as much value or recognition from their jobs as higher-wage workers 

do. Edin and Kefalas (2005) found that poor women cannot rely heavily on their jobs as a 

source of motivation and respect; instead, they turn to motherhood to “bring validation, 

purpose, companionship, and order to their often chaotic lives” (172). Raising children 

becomes the avenue through which some poor women demonstrate their maturity, 

competence, and self-worth: “motherhood offers young women with limited options a 

valid role and a meaningful set of challenges” (172). However, studies have found that 

working-class women also gain a sense of competence, self-worth, and social 

connectedness from their jobs that they do not get from housework (Hochschild 1997; 

Ferree 1976; Ferree 1980).   
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The women in my study are privileged – they possess the skills and capital 

necessary for them to work in white-collar positions that afford them validation and 

challenges. The value they derive from work and family differs from the low-income 

women Edin and Kefalas (2005) interviewed: while they also feel tremendous love 

towards their children and derive great pleasure from spending time as a family, they gain 

much of their confidence and self-worth from working outside the house.  

My respondents explained a number of personal benefits they gained from having 

a job. Annette emphasizes the value of financial independence: 
 
It’s also important I guess to earn your own money. To know for each and 
every day, “I’m a free person, I can do whatever I feel like doing. I don’t 
have to stay with this partner, for example, for economic reasons. I can 
leave whenever I think it’s time to leave.” And I guess this is very 
valuable. I wouldn’t want to lose that actually.  

Julia echoes this claim, making the case that this autonomy is especially important for 

women: 
 
But you get something ELSE out of your work as a WOMAN. … I get 
some sort of freedom, you know. Being able to pay my own bills, not 
being dependent because I can decide to leave my partner anytime. 
Because I am able to pay my own bills, and for my kids.  

The importance of this self-sufficiency for women is well documented (Blumberg 2008; 

Sayer et al. 2011). Leslie Bennetts (2007) argues that the “feminine mistake” of our era is 

women’s financial reliance on men. She demonstrates that when women forego economic 

independence by leaving their jobs, they become vulnerable to their partners’ 

occupational and financial circumstances. She argues that not only is it possible for 

professional women to balance work and family, but it is also vital for their 

psychological, emotional, and intellectual wellbeing. Although the social safety net for 

German women is much wider than for the American women Bennetts interviewed, my 
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respondents seem to be in agreement with Bennetts about the advantages gained by 

working outside the home. 

Unlike some women whose mothers employed raven mother ideology to pressure 

them to work less or stay at home, some had mothers who demonstrated to their 

daughters that it was normal to work. This was the case for Julia: 
 
Well I kind of admired my mom because … she had her job and when I 
met other women like her friends, like stay-at-home moms, I found them 
kind of boring! So to me it was very usual that women worked, you know. 
And that they also did it not just for making money or something, but also 
to have some sort of self-purpose. 

Birgit, too, inherited this value of work from her mother. She also believes that working 

is good for her relationship with her husband, and enjoys the economic freedom, 

stimulation, and confidence it provides her: 
 

I always think it’s good if you can stand on your own feet. And also for the 
[spousal] relationship, it’s very good if you both work – both have to tell 
something, both have a life outside the family. Yeah, for your self-
confidence it’s good. I saw it on my mother when she worked again and 
came home with her own money – it was really good for her. She came in 
contact with other people and new ideas came in. So for me it was always 
clear that I want to work.  

Annette appreciates working outside the home because it demonstrates to her partner that 

he needs to share in the care giving and household chores, and warns that women may get 

stuck with those tasks if they stay at home:  
 

I guess it’s just important to let him know that that’s the way it’s going to 
be: that you’re going back to work [after childbirth] and that this means he 
has to take some responsibility as well. … Because, I guess, as soon as 
soon as you stay at home, you get all the cleaning and washing and 
cooking and all that stuff. … Because then you force your partner to take 
over part of the responsibility for part of the child. And also [the] 
responsibility for household things.  
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Women voiced the opinion that staying at home would not put their considerable 

education and training to good use. I asked Barbara, who has a degree in tourism 

management, if she ever considered stopping work altogether in the future: 
 

Barbara: No, never. 

Caitlyn: Why is that? 

Barbara: Because I like my job. I studied long, I studied hard. And I don’t 
think I would be happy to stay at home all the time. I would be bored. 
I need social contacts. I need interesting work. … It would be a waste 
also, because I studied for a long time. And I think I want self-
fulfillment maybe a little bit, something like that. 

Stefanie recognized that her kids would not always be around the house, and so 

maintaining work credibility by persisting in the labor force, even part-time, was vital for 

her ability to pick back up with more hours when her children were older: 
 
The kids are not that small forever, so I want to work afterwards and it’s 
good to get in touch with your work again, and to do something else than 
care for your child.  

In sum, women said they derived a great deal of benefits from working outside 

the home, explaining why they continue to work even though doing so runs counter to the 

cultural norm. They enjoyed the stimulation and challenges work provided them, and 

they believed it gave them more financial autonomy, self-purpose, and confidence. They 

felt more valued and respected at work then they did at home, and believed that being 

employed encourages their partner to help out more in the domestic realm. Despite the 

pressure put on women to not work, mothers themselves recognized the value of their 

jobs. Their stories align well with research demonstrating that women who do paid work 

feel less depressed, think better of themselves, and are more satisfied with their lives than 

women who don’t work outside the home (Spitze 1988). Next, I examine how policies 
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that are meant to encourage women to work while raising a family are both beneficial and 

problematic for mothers. 
 

THE IMPACT OF FAMILY-FRIENDLY POLICIES 

Family-responsive policies aimed at easing work-family tension have been 

created because (1) companies want to attract highly qualified female workers, and (2) 

the German government wants to increase women’s fertility and labor force participation. 

When the state and businesses realized that the work environment and working 

conditions influence women’s decisions of whether to stay in or leave the labor force just 

as much as their family structure does, they began instituting “family-friendly policies” 

or “work-family reconciliation policies” to reduce the conflict between women’s home 

and job commitments (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Briscoe and Kellogg 2011).  

Women experience this tension in varying forms: psychological distress, time 

strains, spillover difficulties between the home and workplace, missed family or work 

obligations, lower occupational attainment, exhaustion, interpersonal relationship 

problems, lower productivity, and role tensions, among others (Glass and Riley 1998; 

Kelly, Moen, and Tranby 2011; Yu 2009). Polices often reduce these conflicts, and 

women certainly benefit from their use in important ways. At the same time, research has 

demonstrated that work-family reconciliation policies also disadvantage women by 

perpetuating gender stratification at home and at work. Maternity leave and reduced work 

schedules, for example, increase women’s time at home, thereby likely increasing the 

amount of cleaning, laundry, cooking, and childcare they perform (Bergmann 2008). 

Engagement in these stereotypically female-typed household tasks has a negative effect 

on women’s wages (Noonan 2001). In the rest of this chapter, I examine the helpful and 

harmful aspects of seven work-family policies in Germany for the women I interviewed: 
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parental leave, childcare provision, flexible schedules, telecommuting and home offices, 

the widespread availability of part-time work, generous paid vacation and sick days, and 

cash allowances to parents.  

Parental leave and job protection 

Women are required to leave work six weeks before childbirth, and for eight 

weeks afterward, receiving full pay. They are entitled to a total of 12 months of leave at 

65% of their salary (with a ceiling of !1,800 monthly [" $2,400]) and an additional two 

months are available provided that they are taken by the other parent. Parents are allowed 

to take a total of three years of parental leave, and employers are legally required to keep 

the position open for the parent’s eventual return to work.  

Companies that offer policies with substantial parental leave and the ability to 

avoid required overtime hours following childbirth most effectively prevent turnover of 

their female workers following childbirth (Glass and Riley 1998). My respondents’ 

comments generally confirm this finding: they seemed to value the ability to take 

maternity leave, while knowing their job was secured and waiting for them afterward. 

However, many of them felt pressured to stay at home longer than they wanted, and felt 

that this leave time damaged their standing at work. 

The primary reason women cited as being glad they had paid time off work was to 

spend time with their newborn child. Women knew that they wanted to return to work 

eventually, but the leave time allowed them the flexibility to adapt their return date to 

meet their emotional and practical needs concerning the child. Eva explains this 

convenience, since she originally planned to take one year off, but then decided to stay at 

home longer after her son was born: 
 

There was no doubt [I was going back to work], no. … I thought I would 
go back to work after one year. … When my son was born, I started to 
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worry, “Oh I can’t go back when he’s one year old, it’s too early.” There 
are things you don’t think about when your child is not born yet because 
you don’t know what will happen to you with a small child, all the 
emotions that come up. … So when he was 15 months old, for me it was 
the first time I said, “Now it’s OK for me.”  

Before giving birth, Eva planned to leave work for one year. But after giving birth, she 

decided to stay at home until she felt her son was big enough to be away from her for part 

of the day. The legal availability of up to three years’ of maternity leave meant that Eva 

could decide to remain at home longer and not be punished for this decision at work. 

For other women, the maternity leave was a much-needed break from a hectic 

work schedule. I interviewed Heidi who was pregnant and on maternity leave from her 

job as a fitness instructor with her one-year-old daughter.3 I asked her how her life had 

changed since having a child, and she replied: 
 

I always said it was from 100% to 0! I was always on the run, but it was 
good for me to relax, to come down, to read a book. It was for me like 
holidays. Because [when I was working] I always came home in the 
evening at 11:00, 12:00, and then I had to prepare the next day – listen to 
music, do the choreography or something. … And now I was at home, 
“Hm, OK, have a walk in the park!”  

In addition to enjoying time spent with their young kids, this time off was also helpful to 

women in adapting to a variety of personal circumstances. Paid leave time was crucial for 

Stefanie because she was gravely ill before and after childbirth and took the time to 

recover. Katja and others mentioned that they decided to take maternity leave because 

they knew how difficult it is to find childcare for young children. Eva, for example, used 

part of her time while on leave to visit and submit applications to childcares. She applied 

to 20 places, and it took her six months to be accepted to one. This is not uncommon for 

children under age three. Also, for women who work full-time or more like Nadine, they 

                                                
3 At the time of the interview, Heidi spent the vast majority of her time at home, but was 
working roughly seven hours a week as a fitness instructor with clients she had developed 
relationships with prior to childbirth. 
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took maternity leave so that their infant did not spend 8-10 hours a day in childcare. They 

considered daycare acceptable for babies, but preferably not in the first few months of 

life. 

When I asked Sandra why she took the length of maternity leave she did, her 

explanation was simple: “the reason was it was possible.” Compared to the United States 

where there is no legal provision for paid maternity leave, German mothers have the 

option of taking paid leave if they choose to do so. It is possible that without a mandate 

for paid parental leave, any of the personal circumstances described above would cause a 

woman to exit the labor force entirely for a time. 

Paid maternity leave also has considerable disadvantages for women. While 

mothers like Heidi welcomed the downtime away from work, others like Erika seemed 

desperate to return. She is a single mother and a high school math/physics teacher, and 

took the full allowable maternity leave of three years. She felt disconnected, lonely, and 

unstimulated throughout her time away from work: 
  

I’m not very good with children, I think. I mean, I don’t like playing with 
children – with little children. … Just sitting and watching the children in 
the playground, it’s nice for 10 minutes, but you know, I am not a very 
patient person. I want to, you know, get ahead with things – learn things. 
And to just be forced to do nothing, this was terrible. So I always told my 
sister the first three years was like living in a daze, you are not yourself, 
you don’t have time for yourself. You are just like a machine. … It was 
just so boring and I felt all my brains you know, like not able to think 
anymore.  

Erika did not enjoy her maternity leave, and seemed to resent the necessity that she 

devote all her time and energy toward her child. These feelings spurred her to question 

her abilities as a mother, which is logical in light of the importance placed on early 

childrearing in German culture. 
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Raven mother ideology that encourages women to stay at home the first several 

years of a child’s life may have influenced mothers like Erika to stay home longer than 

they wanted to personally because they thought it was best for their children. Women 

seemed to miss interactions and conversations about things other than kids and 

parenthood. Edith explained that she enjoyed her maternity leave for a time, but found it 

untenable after one year following both pregnancies:  
 

When I stayed at home for two years, in the end, I was very unhappy. And 
if you are unhappy, you can’t listen to the children. You don’t want to play 
with them. … After one year, I want to come out to meet other people, 
don’t talk about children. Talking to grown-ups [laughs]. Not only talking 
to other moms about children, about home.  

Edith seems to believe that she was a worse parent on maternity leave than she is when 

she works. The lack of adult-talk and disproportionate time spent on domestic tasks made 

some women feel stir crazy. Julia returned to work more quickly than she intended to 

because she grew tired of being home: 
 

I was feeling lonely, I missed my job. I didn’t feel like I had something for 
me. It was just like being a mom and that’s all, you know, and then you 
start cleaning your apartment and after two hours everything is spotless 
you know, and you think, “What am I going to do now? Ok, let’s go to the 
playground or something.” I mean, a lot of women like that. I don’t. It’s 
not my personal hobby (laughs). 

Julia recognizes that some other women get satisfaction out of domestic activities, as 

raven mother ideology insists mothers should, but does not count herself among them. 

Each woman’s interpretation of how much time they wanted at home was different – 

Erika and Julia could likely have returned to work quite soon after childbirth and been 

satisfied, while Edith was satisfied at home for one year. The problem for mothers arises 

when they feel obligated to remain at home longer than they would like. 
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Parental leave benefits can facilitate and reinscribe traditional gender roles within 

the family because they are used unevenly by women and men. For example, while the 

12 months’ paid parental leave can theoretically be split up evenly between partners, this 

is rarely the case. Only one of my respondents, Birgit, shared the leave time equally with 

her spouse. The women I interviewed took an average of eight months off work, while 

the five husbands who used paternity leave took off less time (with the exception of 

Birgit’s husband, who took seven months’ leave time). One father took four months, two 

took two months, and one took six weeks away from work. Two of the women whose 

husbands took leave told me it was only coincidental because they happened to be in 

between jobs when the child was born.  

Birgit explains the logic that couples use to justify their unequal division of leave 

time and reduced working hours: 
 

You could also split up like seven months the man, seven months the 
woman. Here in reality, unfortunately, most people split it up 12 months 
the mother, and 2 months the father. And unfortunately, also, many fathers 
don’t even take the 2 months because they say, “Yeah, it’s a really good 
thing [for fathers to take leave] but in MY job, of course, that’s not 
possible that I stay at home because I’m a project leader. I would have to 
give away my project if I do that.”  

Birgit’s comments suggest that deference is paid to husbands’ careers over mothers’, 

which could just as easily be damaged by extended time spent away from the office. 

Simone echoes this point: “I think parental leave extended for too long a period is not 

supportive when you have any career goals you want to achieve.” While men perhaps pay 

lip service to the value of paternity leave, it is not used much in reality: in 2008, 15% of 

German fathers used parental leave (Erler 2009). For women who are legally obligated to 

take 3.5 months off, and for those who take much longer, maternity leave can be both a 

blessing and a curse. More so than any other policies, mothers were critical of Germany’s 
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parental leave because they felt that it delayed women’s career progress, made them feel 

lonely and unstimulated when they stayed at home, and encouraged traditional gender 

roles within their families.  

Childcare provision 

Scholars have found that “the provision of childcare services appears 

unequivocally to promote mothers’ employment” (Lewis et al. 2008:263). When I asked 

women what could be done by the state or their employers to help working mothers 

balance work and family more effectively, childcare provision was by far the most 

frequently cited benefit. It was also the only policy for which women had solely positive 

things to say. Since 1997, there are guaranteed spots for every child ages 3-6 in pre-

schools, but there are few spots available for children between ages 0-3. Another law was 

recently passed that promises a place for every child by 2013. Kindergarten and school 

typically start for children at age six, but the German school day in most places ends at 

noon or 1 pm, with very few childcare opportunities available after this time.  

Women who have high quality all-day care for their children seem to recognize 

their good fortune. Simone works for the government, and childcare is provided as part of 

her employment benefits: 
 

I think, for me personally, I have quite good conditions, I would say, when 
I compare that to the situation of others. Because I was in luck and I got 
this supported place in childcare, and I got this whole-day childcare place 
for my daughter. … Good childcare all day long – that is something that is 
really scarce, that is really scant here. The infrastructure develops but it’s 
not yet large enough to meet the demand that’s actually here. 

Birgit recognizes that having confidence in the quality of her daughter’s childcare enables 

her to work with less guilt while in the office:  
 

Not every childcare is as good as [my daughter’s], we were really lucky 
with that. We are feeling so comfortable with the teachers she has there. If 
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you left here every day with a bad feeling, then maybe you don’t sit as 
concentrated at your work and you think, “Maybe should get her a little 
earlier today, she’s there so long.” For us we know she has it there best! 
So she stays as long as possible! 

Women were vocal and adamant about the need for businesses and the state to 

provide more and better childcare. Angela, a psychologist, explained: 
 

Angela: I think it’s the duty of the government and even of big multinational 
companies to create a working environment where it supports working 
moms, you know. Big multinationals should offer kindergartens and 
childcare, which I think a lot of them do. But I don’t know what it’s like 
statistically. So that kind of thing, moving into an ideal direction.  

Caitlyn: Some situation where women are supported more in their 
professional role? 

Angela: Absolutely! Yeah, yeah, yeah, yes. You don’t have a long way after 
work to pick up your child. It would be brilliant to have a kindergarten at 
a company, or you don’t have a long drive to pick up your child. Yeah. 

Annette, a professor, helped found a childcare at her university for students, staff, and 

faculty as part of a certification program for organizations that want to be recognized as 

family friendly. She lobbied the administration, arguing that the school could use this 

certificate as a marketing strategy to attract students and faculty with children. The school 

and the town in which it is located now provide substantial support for the childcare. 

When women can secure childcare for their children, they feel that it makes their work-

family balance much more manageable.    

Possibility of part-time work 

The most common way for women to create more balance between their job and 

family commitments is to reduce their working hours, which 14 of 21 mothers in my 

sample did after childbirth for some period. Part time work is much more common in 

Germany than in the United States. As I mentioned in the introduction, 38% of German 

women worked part time in 2010, but only 19% of American women did (U.S. Bureau of 
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Labor Statistics, 2011). Also, fewer than 20% of German mothers of pre-school age 

children work full time, compared to over one-third of American mothers (Stier, Lewin-

Epstein, and Braun 2001). Heidi explains the draw of this choice for her, although she 

loves her job and plans to increase her hours down the road again: 
 

Yeah, I worked less. But it was enough for me. I learned to love this kind 
of living, yeah. To have time, and to relax. Because the last 15 years, I was 
always busy on the road. So I thought, “OK, having a baby and a little bit 
of work, it’s OK at the moment.” 

Six mothers had partners who lived in different cities or traveled every week, and several 

of them opted to reduce to part time work in order to accommodate the fact that they 

were taking care of their children alone most of the time. Three women had agreements 

with their partners that they would both reduce their working hours to provide greater 

work-family balance for the entire household. For other couples, women’s earnings from 

full-time work were not needed, so women dropped down to part time schedules. 

Women mentioned that their plans for their work schedules in the future depended 

upon their children’s needs – how much help they needed with homework, taking caring 

of children with chronic illnesses, spending “quality time” with kids, and so on. In 

accordance with raven mother ideology, some women reduce their working hours to 

enact what they consider to be “good mothering” in their children’s lives. This often 

requires the support of bosses who do not penalize women for working fewer hours, 

whom I discuss in the next chapter.  

Several respondents said that employers often interpret a mother working part 

time as a sign that she is not committed to her job. Simone believes that women’s part 

time schedule factors into supervisors’ decisions about whom to recruit and mentor along 

the career ladder:  
 

I think when you are in part time, they interpret this in terms of, “She does 
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not want to develop further. She is not committed enough.” … I think the 
tendency is that… when you step into the world of part time jobs, that 
might be decisive for your future development. … I don’t think it’s right, 
I’m not supporting these ideas that are dominant as it seems to me in 
personal recruitment… where the decisions are taken about whom to 
foster and whom to put aside.  

Simone’s observation that employers may pass over part-time workers for personal 

mentorship or development highlights another way that women can be disadvantaged at 

work compared to men: women may be more likely to be overlooked or dropped by 

supervisors because they more frequently work reduced hours schedules. Ilona, a 

university professor, sees her female students enter what she considers a detrimental 

cycle of intermittent and reduced labor force participation that hinders their career 

prospects. The one piece of advice she gives to her female students is to keep working, 

even though these policies can be appealing.  

Although women appreciated the ability to adjust their schedules and spend more 

time with their children, part time work is also sometimes interpreted by employers as 

disinterest or a lack of commitment from mothers. Annette made the observation that 

when she had her own children, many of her acquaintances reduced their schedules to 

part time or stepped out of the labor force altogether, and always found a reason not to 

return to full time work – whether that was because their children were too small, or they 

needed help with their homework. She said that after their children were more self-

sufficient, women sometimes applied for jobs working more hours and were shocked to 

find that companies were not interested. Annette was not surprised to hear this. She 

thinks that part-time work or large lapses between jobs make a woman an undesirable 

candidate, and therefore, women should persist with their jobs rather than stepping out or 

reducing their hours.  
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Flexible schedules 

Glass and Camarigg (1992) found that the policies that most reduce tensions and 

increase job-family compatibility for workers focus on creating more flexibility and ease 

in their jobs. Flexibility policies lessen the rigidity of work rules and schedules; these 

often take the form of flexible hours, where employees are free to shift their work 

schedules outside of the normal working day, or are allowed to fluctuate the number of 

hours and days they work from week to week or month to month. Fifteen of the 21 

women I interviewed adjusted their work schedules at some point to meet their family’s 

needs. For example, Katja’s workplace allowed her to shift the number of hours she 

worked as a researcher in response to her husband’s job relocation and her babysitter’s 

availability. Her employer allowed her to shift her schedule from full time to part time, 

and she planned to adjust it again as her family’s circumstances changed again. 

The female teachers I interviewed explained that they chose the profession 

because of the possibility for flexible scheduling. Annette, a university professor, 

acknowledges the convenience and privilege of her position: 
  

I guess being a professor is very attractive for women who want to have 
children as well because it allows you to… change your schedule a bit 
according to your needs. … It’s easy for you to pick up a child in between, 
and then work on later on again or something like that. So nobody cares 
for it. So you just have to make sure you are here for classes and of course 
you should also provide office hours or something [laughs]. … On the 
other hand side of course, you need to have a PhD in order to be able to 
get this job and so of course a lot of women stop before that. So 
unfortunately, not so many apply. 

Similarly, Edith’s happiness and satisfaction as an educational administrator and mother 

of two seems to center around her ability to use flexible scheduling: 
 

Edith: We have our working times change - flexible, they are flexible. This is very 
good for mothers, I think. … I used it a lot. For example, yesterday we had a 
birthday party for one of my children, and then I went home at 12:00. So it’s no 
problem. … As long as my work is finished, it’s alright. For my boss, it’s not a 
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problem.   

Caitlyn: And is there something you wish they would do as a working mom to make 
your life easier that they don’t do right now? 

Edith: I am very happy with them [laughs]. 

Caitlyn: What about them makes them such good bosses for you, do you think? 

Edith: If I have to work flexible or if I ring them up in the morning and say, “Oh my 
children are ill – sick,” they say, “it’s OK.”  

Edith’s comments align with findings by Kelly, Moen, and Tranby (2011), who found 

that work-family conflict is reduced significantly in a white-collar organization when 

employees have control over their own work schedule. This lends credence to the 

argument that flexibility policies help women balance their dual roles.  

On the other hand, using a flexible schedule may hinder some women’s career 

prospects. Webber and Williams (2007) find that professional women view their ability 

to work flexible or part-time schedules as a reward for their dedication to a company, yet 

they are often forced to accept career penalties that come with this change in schedule. 

These included such disadvantages as being obliged to work extra hours, increase their 

productivity, and off-ramp from the company’s fast track. Additionally, women who 

reduce and shift their working hours after having worked full-time report taking on more 

household tasks (Webber and Williams 2008).  

Adelheid’s comments align with Webber and Williams’ findings: Adelheid was 

grateful that her boss was supportive in allowing her to choose her own schedule after she 

gave birth to her daughter. However, she acknowledges somewhat regretfully that the 

fluctuations in her hours and intermittent time spent at the office would inflict damage 

upon her career. While a flex schedule enables her to spend more time with her two-year-

old, it hurts her career in the long run:  
 

You have to expect less from work and from the position you can get, and 



 86 

from the salary you can get. … It wasn’t clear to me that it takes such a 
long time all together [to raise children] – around 15 or 16 years [that] I 
have to work part time until I could change to full time again. But in my 
case it’s far too late then, because then, I’m 55. Then I have to be happy if 
I can stay in this agency with all these young people, and that they don’t 
ask me to sit downstairs in the cellar where nobody can see me because 
I’m an old woman. It’s really like that. So it’s over. It sounds horrible but 
that’s the truth. It’s over.  

Adelheid seems remorseful and frustrated that her career prospects are less promising 

than before she had a child. The ability to adjust her hours means that she can play a 

more active role in her daughter’s life, but that means that she plays a less active role at 

work, too. This fluctuation in hours over the years may mean that Adelheid is less able of 

keeping up with new developments at work, especially because her consulting job is in 

the field of digital media, where innovation happens rapidly. She worries about getting 

passed by in terms of her knowledge and expertise by younger, fresher workers. 

Telecommuting and home offices 

Flexible location or telecommuting policies allow mothers to work from home 

rather than having to come into an office. Because she has the option to use a home 

office, Simone explains that she continued to work full time instead of reducing her 

schedule to part time after having her daughter: 
 

I wanted to resume full time working and what was good was that I had 
the possibility to work at home. So I could, actually I’m working three 
days in my home office and two days a week here. And I have to react 
to… when I have appointments or fixed things to do on certain other days, 
Monday, Wednesday, Friday, then we change that, it’s quite a flexible 
regiment. And that’s really good for me because I can react to unexpected 
things in private life. 

Working mothers can telecommute if something unexpected comes up at home with their 

children or if they have additional work to complete in the evenings. Birgit is a 
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government adviser and has a six-month-old and two-year-old, and uses a home office in 

certain circumstances: 
 

Yeah, that was more like a back up if something went really wrong, like 
illness, or if you have something very important to finish in the evening 
for example, for the next day. Then it felt good to have this possibility. So 
[for example] if I had to stop working at the Ministry at half past 4 to pick 
her up at 5, it felt better or more secure to know, “OK,” then you have to 
sit down one hour in the evening, but you still can get it done. That’s 
better than being in a very big hurry, being in much stress in the morning. 
Sometimes you have to turn something in at 9:00 or something. … If you 
have to, for example, write a speech for the Minister, sometimes it’s better 
to do that in an evening shift instead of at the workplace. 

This flexibility in terms of location allows women to adapt their work schedules around 

the varying needs of their family, and decreases conflict when something like a child’s 

illness or work deadline arises. 

A downside to flexibility accommodations such as flex-hours or home offices is 

that women put in less “face-time” in the office setting, or are seen as being on “the 

mommy track.” This is problematic in working environments because employers value 

and want to see proof of devotion and commitment (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; 

Briscoe and Kellogg 2011:292). Birgit had a home office but used it only in outstanding 

circumstances because she feared that coworkers would think she was not committed, 

even though she worked 30 hours a week:  
 

I didn’t use it so much because for me… I felt more comfortable most 
often to go to the actual [office] because there I have my colleagues 
around – I can go for a coffee with them, I can be more “seen.” Because it 
can be a problem if you work part time and then, three of these days, you 
sit at home, then maybe people feel like, “Uh, is she really working? Is she 
really there?”  

Sonia was allowed to shift her working hours over the course of a day to fit her family’s 

needs, but then her schedule did not overlap with her boss’ time in the office. He 

scheduled meetings when she had already gone home for the day and could not attend 
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them, which potentially sends the message to her colleagues that she is disengaged and 

unavailable. 

Additionally, when working mothers work part-time from home offices and 

telecommute to work, they often absolve their husbands of any domestic responsibilities 

(Webber and Williams 2008). This finding echoes the comments of many of my 

respondents, who mentioned that after they had children, they dropped down to part-time 

schedules or home offices, and the division of household labor with their partners became 

more traditional. Many of my respondents found this quite aggravating, and they could 

not verbalize for me why they slid backward from a more egalitarian relationship to a 

more traditional one. I suggest that their gendered parental expectations and the women’s 

reduction or shift in working hours and use of home offices could explain this reversion. 

While home offices allow women to adapt to the needs of their children, they can also 

inflict harm upon mothers’ careers, and encourage more traditional gender roles at home. 

Vacation and sick days 

Germany has generous paid vacation and sick day policies – no appreciable 

disadvantages seemed to arise from these policies for mothers. All full-time workers have 

a legal right to 24 days of fully paid vacation per year. Employees working less than full-

time get fewer days in proportion to how much they work – so half-time workers are 

given 15 days paid vacation annually. If a person gets ill while on vacation, a doctor’s 

note can verify this and a person gets additional days of vacation. 

Employees may take as many personal sick days as needed over the course of a 

year at full wages paid by one’s health insurance; if the illness extends longer than three 

days, employers require written verification from a doctor, but illnesses lasting fewer 

than three days need no proof. If a person’s child is sick, employees get 10 days per year 

per child at 70% of their normal day’s pay, to be paid by their health insurance. Written 
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verification from a doctor is needed. One can also request that their partner’s 10-day 

allotment be transferred to them, so that they have 20 days annually. Single mothers also 

have 20 days per year per child. These policies are helpful to working mothers because 

they allow substantial time off to recuperate from work, or to care for ill children, or 

recover if they are themselves sick. 

Cash allowances to parents 

Financial allowances to parents are meant to encourage people to have children 

and help defray the costs of childrearing. The German government pays families a 

“Children’s Allowance” (Kindergeld) of !184 per month (" $240) after a child is born 

until the child is 18, or until she/he is 25 if she/he is still in school. Parents get this money 

for adopted and foster children as well, as can grandparents if the children live in their 

home. The government pays !184 per month for the first two children, !190 monthly for 

the third, and !215 for each subsequent child. Also funded by the federal tax system, 

parents are given a “Parents’ Allowance” (Elterngeld) for the first 12 to 14 months after a 

child’s birth. The amount is 67% of the after tax earnings of the parent dedicated to 

caring for the newborn. This money made it financially possible for mothers to stay at 

home after childbirth while on maternity leave. 

However, several women believe that financial incentives for parents to take time 

off work and stay at home disadvantage women’s job prospects. Nadine explains that in 

Germany, these incentives are referred to colloquially as Herdprämie, which translates to 

“stove bonus” – the state pays women to stay in the kitchen: 
 

You should know about in Germany, we have the so-called “Herdprämie” 
[stove bonus] [laughs]. That’s not the technical term. Das ist dis 
“bundeselternzeit” und “elterngeltgesetz” [This is this federal parental 
leave and parents’ cash allowance law]. So for one year you get paid for 
staying at home. And I think that was the worst decision ever! … 
[Because] the people tend to stay at home this time and for me, one year 
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out of a job is too long. I don’t understand why they put that in place. Of 
course it’s comfortable… and you are out of the game after a year. And 
the state has given an incentive to you that you do that. And that’s 
something I don’t really understand. … It is backwards. 

This policy encourages women to leave the workplace. SPIEGEL is Germany’s largest 

newspaper, and their online edition on April 18, 2012 featured an article titled “Against 

Women’s Care Benefit: Stop the Stove Bonus Nonsense!” It featured photographs and 

quotes from 18 women who argued that the cash allowance is a step backwards for 

women. They criticized the policy for reinforcing outdated gender roles, thwarting the 

planned expansion of daycare facilities, and encouraged women to lose touch with the 

labor market. However, the women featured in the article were all working in white-

collar occupations. For women in blue-collar jobs that are often less enjoyable and 

rewarding, they may see cash allowances and the ability to stay at home quite differently. 

Julia acknowledged difference this during her interview, and said that while she thought 

the parental allowance was a bad idea, if she was working at McDonalds, she would 

probably welcome the money and chance to leave her job. 

This parental allowance more or less explicitly encourage the “primary caregiver” 

to stay at home. Parental allowance (Elterngeld) is meant to be a wage replacement, so it 

is only awarded if a parent takes leave time after childbirth. For women who decide to 

work instead of take maternity leave (after the required two months spent at home 

following childbirth), they actually end up with less money than if they had just stayed at 

home. Nadine explains: 
 

But the Elterngeld, I didn’t get it because I was back at work then, and I 
didn’t get a lot more at work. So I was working, paying for the childcare, 
paying for the commuting, but didn’t get the money from the state when I 
would have stayed at home. I would have had MORE money not working. 
And that’s counterproductive, in my perspective. … It was less money 
than if I would have stayed at home. 
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Cash allowance benefits depress women’s labor force participation, while 

subsidies for childcare increase it (OECD 2004). My respondents all felt strongly that 

increasing the available of high-quality, affordable childcare would be much more 

effective at helping them balance their work and family roles than giving them cash 

allowances that essentially encourage them to stay at home. 

 

CONCLUSION 

With the exception of childcare provision and paid vacation and sick days, which 

seem universally helpful to women, welfare state and workplace interventions such as 

these family-friendly policies tend to have both positive and negative impact on women’s 

work and family lives. Described above were ways in which the same policy can have 

both a helpful and harmful impact, such as maternity leave, which allows women to 

devote undivided time toward caring for an infant, but may simultaneously hurt her 

career possibilities because of the time away from her place of employment. Family-

friendly policies can unwittingly facilitate a “downward spiral” that sometimes occurs 

when women leave work due to family obligations (Glass and Riley 1998:1426). 

Additionally, just because employers offer policies does not mean women are going to 

use them: they are often quite aware of the potential negative repercussions described 

above (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Briscoe and Kellogg 2011).  

These policies “threaten to recreate earlier forms of gender inequality in a new 

form” (Jacobs and Gerson 2004:111). While many policies, such as reduced working 

hours, flexibility, and parental leave, are available for both mothers and fathers, they are 

used primarily by mothers (Glass and Riley 1998; Mandel and Semyonov 2005). This 

means that whatever negative impact these initiatives have are disproportionately 

experienced by women. When women take advantage of these policies and leave the 



 92 

labor market for extended periods of time, they lower their accrued experience, create a 

discontinuity in their career trajectory, and reduce their time as a paid employee. This 

damages their earnings capacity and occupational attainment (Budig and England 2001; 

Meyersson Milgrom and Petersen 2006). Their policy uses also indirectly encourages 

employer discrimination. Using these policies, then, is a double-edged sword for women. 

I demonstrated here that policies are futile at helping women balance their work and 

family roles when they are forced upon women who do not want them, and when they are 

used unevenly by women and men.  

Research has demonstrated that the context in which the policies are enacted 

affects the women who use them, both nationally (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002) and 

internationally (Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001). In the next chapter, I extend this 

discussion by investigating how women’s supervisors and colleagues shape their 

experiences in the workplace. I outline how supportive bosses and coworkers advocate 

for, protect, and support women in creating work-life balance. I then look more closely at 

hostile supervisors and colleagues, and the discrimination women say they face at work 

because they are mothers. I examine bias towards working moms, covert hostility, open 

confrontation, ignorance about the supports available for mothers at work, and finally, the 

ways in which women say they resist this discrimination. 
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Chapter 5: The Influence of Supervisors and Colleagues on  

Women at Work 

Women’s employment fluctuates with family demands in ways that men’s does 

not (Glass and Riley 1998). Women take time off for childbirth, to care for an ill child, or 

intermittently while raising children, and they sometimes scale back to part-time work 

(Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001). Men, on the other hand, are more consistent in 

their labor force participation because they tend not to be responsible for familial duties 

as women are. As a result, women tend to accumulate fewer years of job experience and 

seniority than men, which diminishes their possibilities for promotion, future earnings, 

and overall career trajectory (Budig and England 2001). This issue is especially 

problematic because women tend to have children during the same time in the life course 

that is considered the “make it or break it” period for career development. 

The pressures women face in balancing their home and work lives are immense. 

In addition to the myriad tasks mothers complete to keep their families functioning and 

thriving, women face an equally difficult set of challenges at work. Today,  
 
Women who want to succeed in a professional or managerial job in the 
First World thus face strong pressures at work. Most careers are still based 
on a well-known (male) pattern: doing professional work, competing with 
fellow professionals, getting credit for work, building a reputation, doing 
it while you are young, hoarding scarce time, and minimizing family work 
by finding someone else to do it. (Hochschild 2003:188) 

In this male-dominated work environment, women are often judged as being less capable 

because they are mothers. Yet, they are also condemned for spending too much time at 

work and sacrificing their family’s needs for their own personal gain. Women do their 

best to navigate this rocky terrain, where they seem to lose respect, be devalued, and feel 

guilty in one major setting that constitutes their social world. 
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Supervisors and colleagues play a significant role in shaping this terrain for 

women in the workplace, and their ability to balance their job and family commitments. 

This chapter investigates these influences. I outline how supportive bosses and coworkers 

advocate for, protect, and support women in creating work-life balance. I then look more 

closely at hostile supervisors and colleagues, and the discrimination women face at 

working for being mothers. I examine bias towards working moms, covert hostility, open 

confrontation, ignorance about the institutional support available for mothers at work, 

and finally, the ways in which women say they resist this discrimination. Even when 

mothers work in a supportive environment, and especially when they work in a hostile 

one, women worry that they are looked down upon and sometimes discriminated against 

for being mothers. They feel the need to overcompensate at work because they are 

concerned that their jobs are damaged by their family status. Some women say they 

actively work to resist this gender inequality. 
 

SUPPORTIVE SUPERVISORS AND COLLEAGUES 

Glass and Riley (1998) demonstrate that interpersonal social support from 

colleagues and supervisors is key to mothers’ labor force retention after childbirth. 

Unwelcoming work environments tend to push women out of the labor force (Stone 

2007). Having a supervisor or manager who advocates for or protects women from other 

hostile workers is vital to working mothers’ comfort and success in the workplace. 

 For example, Stefanie was the first employee to have a child in her department, 

and her boss intervened with human resources in order to allow her free reign of flexible 

scheduling: 
 

When I came back [from maternity leave], my old boss really did a lot that 
I have flexible working times. … [There are] times in which I work more, 
and we have other times when I work less. And he really did a lot that we 
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can arrange this one because our Human Resources Support Department is 
really stressed with my flexible times. It always depends on your boss, 
what you can work, and on your Human Resources people because they 
have to have all the things in their system… and if they don’t want to, it’s 
very difficult. … She [the HR employee] is always very stressed and … I 
don’t know what she’s doing all day. It’s very hard [to organize this 
schedule] for one woman? And one of the arguments was that when she’s 
doing something for me, other women would ask for it too [one day]! OK! 
(laughs) … For her it’s more work. Sure. My flexibility is more work for 
her. I’m sorry, but that’s not my problem! (laughs) 

While Stefanie experiences resistance from the human resources employee about her 

flexible schedule, her boss’ intervention overrode the employee’s unwillingness to help 

her. When supportive supervisors recognize the difficulty mothers face in balancing work 

and family, they often work to ensure that they can use and enjoy the family-friendly 

benefits available at a firm after returning from maternity leave.  

Sometimes, a boss has a personal experience that opens her or his eyes to the 

difficulties facing women at work. This often spurs supervisors make an extra effort to 

create a better working environment for the females they oversee. For example, Birgit’s 

boss was personally invested in assisting women in the workplace because of his 

daughter’s experience in the medical field: 
 

We had someone in the workplace in the higher management level who 
was very much working for this [support of working mothers]. … I think 
maybe it was… because he has a daughter about our age and she was 
studying medicine. And he realized that it’s very difficult for female 
doctors to work part-time at the hospital, for example. It’s almost not 
possible at the moment. … And that was, I think, a little bit his thing, that 
he realized that we have a problem with our workforce as well. And that’s 
why he worked a lot for women in the [company] but also in general, in 
politics and so on. 

This heightened awareness meant that Birgit’s supervisor went out of his way to create a 

suitable work environment for her.  
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Employees in general are more likely to use family-responsive policies when they 

work with colleagues and supervisors who hold power within the firm, and can protect 

them from any negative repercussions arising from their use of the policies (Blair-Loy 

and Wharton 2002). For example, Adelheid decided to work part-time after returning 

from maternity leave, and her boss assured her that she would not be penalized for this 

reduction in hours when she announced to him that she was pregnant: 
 

He told me immediately, “We will do everything you like. The most 
important thing is that you come back and just tell me how many hours 
you want to work. Tell me how you want to work for me and I will do 
everything.” … And he told me immediately that they would pay for the 
daycare. And [there would be] no bad things with working part time, 
because usually… you work part time, and then you do more hours, but 
you don’t get paid for it. So he told me immediately, “If you work more, I 
will pay for it, and you will have a good life, even if you work part time.”  

Adelheid’s boss’ demonstrated commitment to helping her continue to work reduced the 

conflict for Adelheid between work and family, He agreed to pay 256 Euros [$335] a 

month for her childcare expenses, and for any overtime she works. He also offered, 

instead, to take vacation with her over-hours so that she could spend seven weeks at 

home during the summer with her daughter between the time she transitioned from 

daycare to kindergarten. Adelheid greatly valued her boss’ willingness to allow her this 

time away from work. Her supervisor created space for her to shape her job around her 

family’s needs. He affirmed his support to her both verbally and through his actions by 

letting her craft her own work schedule and paying her childcare expenses. He sends a 

clear message to her that she is a valued employee.  

Women perceived that having supervisors who are parents or parents-to-be 

themselves created a more welcoming environment for them. Sonia’s boss was also her 

friend, and his wife was pregnant at the same time she was. When she told him she was 

pregnant: 



 97 

 
It was quite good because his wife was pregnant [at] the same time and so 
it was very funny because we talked every day: “How do you feel?” “How 
do you feel?” And his wife worked at the [same company] also. And so 
we went to lunch together, and so it was quite good. … It was quite nice 
because he was my boss and also it was a friend. … [H]e asked me, “How 
long would you stay at home? 8 weeks? 10 weeks?” (laughs) so he was 
quite confident that I will come back soon. So there was no discussion. 

Female supervisors who are mothers may also help foster a workplace supportive of both 

family and work. Sandra, a mother of two who works as an educational administrator, 

explains that her models to the women in their office that their work should accommodate 

their family commitments: 
 

Also what is very good here is that [my superior] Frau Kemmler … also 
has kids. And the first time I have a meeting with her, she comes a little bit 
later because of her kids. And this is really good because [when] the 
bosses can do that, then it is more easier also for us. 

Sandra points out that even if a law or policy is in place to give women time off to care 

for their children, some coworkers frown upon women who use these benefits. Sandra 

continues by explaining the value of working in a place with other mothers: 
 

… In your work life you always vergleichen [compare]. You always look 
about the other colleagues and in a situation, [compare] how I am. We 
have some other mothers, and this is good… When I got kids I was very 
young, and in this time, a lot of my colleagues [didn’t] have kids. And I 
think it’s much difficulter because you always look after the other 
colleagues and see that they don’t go home because of some kids. They 
can work longer. 

Sandra thinks that having more mothers at a company makes the workplace more 

accepting. However, Adelheid’s story complicates this picture. She is a communications 

consultant, has a two-year-old daughter, and works between 20 and 40 hours per week. 

Her company has quite a few women who are mothers, but she told me that they rarely 

talk about their families at work – even though her boss has affirmed his support. Despite 
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their numbers, Adelheid still has the impression that people view mothers as less capable 

than other workers: 
 

Adelheid: All together, we are I think 25 or 28 or something like that – 
women with children. And I think around 20 are working part time. So 
we are 150 people in this agency, 20 part time women. That’s really, 
really impressive, yeah. I don’t know another place like that.  

Caitlyn: And when you became pregnant… you said you were one of the first. 
Did you talk to any of them about being a mom and balancing too? 

Adelheid: There were two or three other ones who did too… three other ones 
who did the part time job already in a quite high position. So nobody 
talked about how they manage and yeah, I asked a little bit. But you 
know, we don’t talk about children. We don’t want to. … Because we 
enjoy not to be mothers at work. We want to be part of this agency and 
we work there, and we want to do a good job. And if we talked about 
our children all the time, everybody will always say, “Ah, the mothers. 
We have just the mothers.” But yeah, I have a quite high position there 
too, and I can’t have this image as a mother all the time because I’m 
quite hard and quite tough. So it’s not going together. And we don’t do 
that. When we have lunch together, of course we talk, “How is your 
child? How is [your daughter]?” Of course, then we chat a little bit, but 
while we are working, it’s not a topic.  

Caitlyn: So it’s important to keep things separate in the workplace when it 
comes to family conversation? 

Adelheid: The only thing we do is, there is a lot of understanding of the other 
women if I say, “Sorry, we have to finish the meeting with a client at 
3:00 because I have to pick up [my daughter].” Otherwise I can’t 
manage, so there’s a lot of understanding, of course. So then we help 
each other. But otherwise, it’s not. … It’s private. And we all know it’s 
quite hard to manage that, so we try not to make the life of the other one 
harder than it is, but we don’t talk about it.  

In spite of their substantial presence, and the fact that working mothers support one 

another, Adelheid believes that her maternal role conflicts with her professional role. Her 

statement that “we enjoy not to be mothers at work. We want to be part of this agency 

and we work there, and we want to do a good job” indicates her belief that motherhood 
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and competency at work are considered incompatible. She says, “I can’t have this image 

as a mother all the time because I’m quite hard and quite tough. So it’s not going 

together.” Implicit here is that mothers are soft and weak, which are not valued traits in 

the workplace. Therefore, Adelheid downplays the fact that she is a mother in order to 

demonstrate to others that she possesses the masculine traits of someone deserving of “a 

quite high position.”  

Research has found that women are questioned in their commitment, abilities, and 

marketability when they are mothers because they are members of a traditionally 

disadvantaged group (Albiston 2007; Blair-Loy 2003; Ridgeway and Correll 2004). This 

is an extension of raven mother ideology: the hegemonic discourse is that women are not 

suited for work in the public sector, and that femininity is more closely aligned with 

homemaking and care giving. In other words, it violates women’s femininity to have a 

job if they are mothers. If this ideology shapes women’s narratives about work and 

family when they have supportive bosses and colleagues, it may be especially influential 

when they experience hostility and discrimination in the workplace. 

 

HOSTILE SUPERVISORS AND COLLEAGUES 

In this section, I discuss (1) bias against working mothers; (2) covert hostility 

women feel from their bosses and other workers; (3) an instance of open confrontation 

between a woman and her supervisor; (4) the ignorance displayed by bosses about the 

workplace supports available to mothers; and (5) ways in which women say they resist 

discrimination at work. 
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Bias against working mothers 

My respondents recounted many instances of gender bias. Supervisors and 

colleagues expressed hostility, lack of support, and discrimination, which made women’s 

work lives difficult. Though there are many regulations in place to protect mothers on the 

job, it appears that coworkers and bosses still feel comfortable exhibiting bias towards 

working mothers because of the prevalence of cultural attitudes that consider this bias 

acceptable. The women I interviewed did not report that bosses were angry that they had 

children. Bosses affirmed that women should be mothers, but believed that motherhood 

makes them a worse employee, and sometimes worthy of being fired. When I asked 

Birgit about telling her boss she was pregnant, she laughed and said: 
 

He has very bad social competency so he said, “OK. Um, why? How old 
are you? Oh, 32. Yeah, then it’s time. You should hurry up. But one thing 
I can tell you: then you will lose your contract here, that’s clear.” 

The law does not protect employees who do contract-based work in the same way that it 

does for other workers. Birgit’s boss made it clear that someone with a child is 

unwelcome at the company. This discriminatory behavior is rooted in the idea that 

women are categorically less capable workers because of their family commitments. 

Women’s occupational and financial attainment are harmed by employers’ use of 

ascription or status-based discrimination. Correll, Benard, and Paik (2007) used an audit 

study to determine whether parental status impacted prospective employers’ interest in 

certain job applicants. They found that employers called back women who were mothers 

at half the rate of non-mothers, while men received advantages from being fathers. In 

addition, female managers who are visibly pregnant are considered “less committed to 

their jobs, less dependable, and less authoritative, but warmer, more emotional, and more 

irrational than otherwise equal woman managers who are not visibly pregnant” (Correll, 

Benard, and Paik 2007:1298).  
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Sandra recognizes the double standard regarding expectations about men’s and 

women’s work and family commitments. At their jobs, men are praised for taking care of 

their children, whereas women are looked down upon. I asked Sandra what the workplace 

could do to make it easier for women to balance work and family: 
 

I think it must be more popular to say that you have kids. … I thought it 
was very funny because as a man, you often can do it easier because 
everybody said, “Oh, what a good man, looking about his kids!” And for 
women, it’s often more of a feeling [as] I said to you before, “She’s a 
mom, it’s a problem.” … I think nobody will say it directly to you, but it’s 
sometimes a little bit the feeling. [At my old job] it often was so the 
feeling that it’s not the things they say to you, but sometimes you hear it 
when they talk about others: “Ah, she always must stay at home with her 
kid.” And when you hear this, you always have the feeling, “What they are 
talking about me when I am not here?”  

Sandra thinks that women talking about being mothers at work is frowned upon in a way 

it is not for fathers. In fact, she perceives that fathers are congratulated for being involved 

parents. Because she overhears coworkers frowning upon mothers who have to adapt 

their work schedules to meet their children’s needs, she is concerned that they talk badly 

about her when she is is not present. Unlike men who are fathers, being a mom is viewed 

as incompatible with being an “ideal worker” because they are presumed to be 

encumbered by family and unavailable to commit themselves fully to work. Although the 

government and businesses provide material support for working mothers in Germany, 

ideologies of the “ideal worker” continue to disadvantage women in the workplace 

(Acker 1990; Williams 2000; Williams 2010). 

Covert hostility 

Supervisors sometimes communicate their hostility toward working mothers by 

comments made to their colleagues that get passed along to women. For example, when 

Birgit was pregnant the second time, she heard from a coworker that her boss was 
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unhappy with what he saw as her diminishing capability (a different boss from the one 

mentioned above). This outraged her because she had always tried to overcompensate for 

her family status in the workplace: 
 

I heard from a colleague when I was pregnant again, and we had so much 
work, she said, “We have to think about [a new solution] because we have 
too much work.” And he said, “That’s because Frau Mezger is not so 
capable anymore now that she is pregnant.” And that is a thing that 
irritated me a lot because I didn’t miss work a single day because of my 
pregnancy. … I really was there every day. I did all my work until the last 
day. I stayed so many hours over and longer and everything, and I think I 
worked until the end of October and on the 18th of October I had a very 
important meeting with the Minister of Berlin. So it was never the point of 
time where I could say, “Now I slow down a little bit.” I really worked 
until the fullest, until the very last day. And then this guy doesn’t have 
anything else to say? “Oh yeah, it’s the pregnancy.”  

Birgit believes that her boss discriminated against her, even when she demonstrated her 

competence as an employee:  
 

… He didn’t know, he didn’t care. It was just a stereotype that he could 
use: “Women who are pregnant, they can’t work as much as the others.” 
… So that’s something that’s still really – ugh – makes me angry. … And 
I always thought that I had given him the feeling that I worked as I did 
before [I had children]. ... I think sometimes he thought, “These women 
with their problems and their children. Why don’t they just stay at home 
for three years? Then they wouldn’t make me so much problems.” … I 
think he thinks it’s a little bit irritating that he has so many women there 
getting pregnant all the time.  

Birgit is speculating on what her boss thinks of his employees who are mothers – he has 

not communicated these beliefs to her directly. However, the impressions that she gets 

from his behavior, and the conversation repeated to her by the office secretary, have 

shaped her understanding of how she is viewed at work. This explains at least in part why 

the theme of overcompensation that Birgit explained came up frequently for the women I 

interviewed – they try to counter discrimination by demonstrating their proficiency at 

work. 
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Open confrontation 

Other times, women hear from a coworker that their supervisor is angry with them 

for getting pregnant, and they decide to confront their bosses. Ilona is one such example. 

She was a departmental director for a multimedia company, and found out that the CEO 

was plotting to fire her after she announced her pregnancy. Although she intended to live 

up to the “ideal worker” image at her job once her baby was born, she explains how she 

faced discrimination: 
 

Caitlyn: When did you tell your boss that you were pregnant? 

Ilona: The first day of my new job. Nightmare. … I had to tell him, “I’m 
sorry. I’m pregnant.” 

Caitlyn: Why was it “I’m sorry”? Why was it an apology? 

Ilona: They expected someone who was working 24 hours. And our culture in 
Germany says something completely different when you become 
pregnant. It says that you stay home from the day on. That’s the German 
idea of someone who gets pregnant. They leave the company and they 
don’t want to work. They want to stay with the kids, and this was not my 
idea when I got the baby. Or when I got pregnant. I thought, “I really 
want to work, I love my work. It’s going to be very interesting. I’m 
going to manage the baby. I’m going to take it with me to my job in a 
cradle. I’m going to manage. This will not be a problem.” That’s what I 
thought. … 

Caitlyn: And what was your boss’ reaction to you saying that you were 
pregnant? 

Ilona: Nightmare. It was a nightmare. … They were not only angry, they 
actually asked a lawyer to get rid of me. 

Caitlyn: Really, how did that play out? What happened? 

Ilona: They didn’t tell me [laughs]. After four weeks in the job, a secretary 
told me “You know what’s going on in the background? I really have to 
tell you they will try everything to get rid of you. Because you’re 
pregnant.” And in Germany this means you can’t be fired. You have job 
security with being pregnant. And in that case, yeah, they thought I’m 
only [going] to cost money. That’s what they thought. So after four 
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weeks, the secretary told me and I went to the CEO and I freaked 
completely out. I said, “You are so unfair. This is unbelievable!” … 
There was open conflict, yelling on the floor. I was really mad. I was 
really mad. [The CEO said:] “You have to understand us. But you have 
to stay because we can’t fire you.” That’s what they said. … That was 
very uncomfortable.  

With the support of the company’s other CEO, Ilona planned to stay on at the job and 

never spoke to the man again.  

Ilona was the first women at the business to have a baby, and she said that “in the 

end it was a positive sign that I stayed” because she tried to pave the way for other 

women. Two days before she gave birth, though, the friendly CEO died in a car accident. 

Left at this highly demanding job without the support of her friend and supervisor, Ilona 

decided to change career paths: 
 

Ilona: I rethought my working style. And thought it would be a great idea to 
go back to university to work as a professor. To have more work-life 
balance for the children. To work less. And to be not happy at 5:00 to 
leave the company because I know that the career in Germany starts 
after 5. So I decided to become a professor… So it changed the life. 

Caitlyn: And so the decision to become a professor was very specific and 
conscientious about wanting to balance work and family? 

Ilona: Exactly, it was really the decision. Because I earn half the money I 
earned before. It was, that was OK, this was the catch. But it was a 
decision for the children. Because I just told a colleague downstairs, we 
both thought about, “Why did we go back to university?” And I had this 
flash that I was sitting in the office and my babysitter called me and told 
me that my eldest son started walking that day. And I was sitting in the 
office and thought, “This can’t be. This can’t be that she’s going to call 
me that he’s walking and I’m here.” That was one of the days that 
changed. … It was a definite decision to go back to university because 
of my work-life balance. 

Without her boss’ support, and in light of the discrimination she had faced at her job, 

Ilona grew tired of trying to live up to the “ideal worker” model while raising a family. 

She chose a new career as a professor that was more compatible with her role as a 
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mother. With a PhD in Business Management, she is highly qualified for leading industry 

positions, but opted to take a pay cut and work in a field that is considered more 

conducive to work-family balance.  

Ilona’s story is one example of how occupational sex segregation occurs: women 

sometimes choose or change to jobs that they believe are more accommodating of their 

family responsibilities, like teaching. When jobs become more female-dominated, they 

lose prestige and pay (Williams 1995). However, occupations that are filled mostly by 

women do not actually offer more work-family compatibility – stereotypically male jobs 

do (Glass and Camarigg 1992). Men today are concentrated in higher-paying and more 

desirable positions, and women often crowd into lower-paying, less desirable ones 

(Charles and Grusky 2004).  

After having changed occupations, Ilona is vocal about demanding that her 

workplace accommodate her family needs, even when she hears coworkers grumble 

about it: 
 

I’m working full time. Full time. But this is different here at a university 
because I’m the master of my time. … I never teach later than 5:30. This 
is what I tell everybody. I openly say, “I’m a mom. I can’t teach at 8. I 
can’t teach later. If you want to pay my babysitter, that’s OK for you, but 
I’m not going to do that.” So everybody accepts that. … I’m really open 
with it. I’m really open. I say, “No, this is why I’m here. This. Is. Why. 

I’m. Here.” … They tell me that it’s OK. But sometimes I really hear, 
“Oh, there’s a part-time working as a professor.” So I heard that already a 
couple of times… when there’s a problem with the schedule, sure. But I 
really say, “No. I’m sorry. I can’t. Maybe the others can, I can’t. I’m not 
doing teaching lessons at 8!” 

Ilona’s strength at standing up to her colleagues is laudable, but many women feel guilty 

for getting pregnant because they know it will be a strain on their workplace. Sometimes, 

even a boss or supervisor’s congratulatory comments still leave women feeling badly.  
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Ignorance about workplace support for mothers 

Some supervisors tell a mother-to-be that they are happy for her, but express 

concern at having to find a replacement while she is absent on maternity leave. Bosses 

sometimes invoke regulations and policies meant to protect working mothers to make a 

woman feel guilty for getting pregnant. For example, Julia explained her boss’ reaction to 

her pregnancy: 
 

It was kind of OK because I knew these people very well… [But] they put 
on a lot of stress and make you feel guilty sometimes because it’s like, 
“We have to pay for you although you cannot work, and now we have to 
pay two people for the same job because of all these regulations.” And it 
sometimes makes you feel a bit bad, even if it’s not meant like that. … 
Actually I was the one taking care of it because they didn’t know anything 
about like, “What shall we do now?” … I proposed a plan and I got a 
replacement and I told my replacement how to do my job. … I said you 
know, “I’m going to make the interviews and I’m going to train them,” 
and that was quite accepted. 

Because of women’s rights to paid maternity leave and job security, some supervisors 

express their displeasure at having to accommodate their absence or find, hire, and train a 

temporary replacement. This burden often gets displaced onto women’s shoulders in a 

kind of “you created the problem, so it’s your job to solve it” mentality. This was 

especially the case for eight of the 21 women I interviewed because they were the first 

women in their departments, and sometimes their entire companies, to become mothers. 

Women are expected to tell their bosses that they are pregnant so that workplace 

protections can be enacted on their behalf and preparations can be made.4  

When announcing their pregnancy, women are often faced with confusion from 

their bosses who are unaware of what policies are available to them. Annette was the first 

                                                
4 The Maternity Protection Act (Mutterschutzgesetz) stipulates that employers have to identify, assess, and 
prevent hazards to pregnant and breastfeeding women. These entail such “risks” as shocks, noise, 
temperature extremes, excessive stretching or crouching, physical burdens such as carrying heavy loads, 
work that requires standing or strains on the feet, and exposure to chemicals and fumes.  
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female professor at her university to have a child, and her comments are illustrative of 

this confusion faced by “trailblazing” women at work: 
 

Annette: I told my boss and he was like, “Hm, we do not have enough people 
in this area anyway. Hm.” He was a bit concerned and he sent me to one 
of the deans. He thought it would be a problem for him. But he was a 
senior professor and he was really happy and he said, “Congratulations! 
Great! The first professor here being pregnant!” And this is really true; I 
was the first female professor here having a child [in the entire 
university]. … I was the first one, so when I came to question, they told 
me, “We don’t know what is true for professors formally. We never had 
a case like you.” 

Because Annette’s bosses appeared to know nothing about the university’s family-

friendly policies, she tried gathering governmental publications about laws like 

Elterngeld [parent’s allowance] and Zeungsgeld [child support allowance]. She herself 

planned out her maternity leave, and how the department could adjust to meet the 

demands created by her absence, such as who could teach what classes and which courses 

need not be offered in the coming semester. Her advisers seemed pleased that she came 

up with a plan on their own, and they simply needed to implement it.  

Annette paved the way for other working mothers at her university. Because her 

supervisors were uneducated about the institutional support structure, Annette was 

responsible for educating herself about the policies and benefits available to her, and took 

it upon herself to make this information accessible for others down the line.   

Resisting discrimination 

Annette sees herself as fighting for gender equality at the university, and has 

dedicated considerable time and energy to legitimizing the place of women in computer 

science, and creating opportunities for more working mothers to become employed there. 

She told me that she tries to demonstrate to her female students that it is possible for them 
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to enter a male-dominated occupation. I tell Annette’s story here to illustrate one 

woman’s reaction to the unsupportive environment in which she found herself:  
 

I always thought – my original idea [was that] if we can show that we can 
do it, then we proved it, and everybody knows… women can do it as well. 
But it’s simply not true. What I told you in the beginning. It’s still that 
people think that if you’re a woman, you can’t be good at technical stuff – 
technology is nothing for women and stuff like that. It’s ridiculous, more 
or less ridiculous.  

She faced considerable difficulty in being acknowledged as a professor of computer 
science, which is a male-dominated field. Her colleagues kept referring to her as having a 
management degree, which was not the case. She corrected them on many occasions and 
clarified that her degree was in computer science, thinking that they misunderstood her. 
She realized, after a while, that they were making this mistake intentionally. This made 
her angry. 
 Annette acknowledges that women still face stigma, stereotypes, and 
discrimination at the university. Because of this, she and other female professors lobby 
for female job applicants to try and ensure that they are not disadvantaged in the hiring 
process. In particular, they tried to avoid female applicants being dismissed from the 
applicant pool before they were brought in to interview. They believed it was much more 
difficult to kick a qualified woman out after she came to the campus and delivered her 
presentation, because everybody witnessed her competence for themselves.  
 Annette recounts a specific instance of this discrimination, and her attempt to 
prevent it. She and the rest of her department’s hiring committee were reviewing 
applications for a job opening, and one woman had applied. The other committee 
members said: 
 

“Oh she’s living in Frankfurt and her partner [is] as well. So she won’t 
move here anyway.” And I said, “Wait. We have an applicant from 
Hamburg as well. What about him? Is he going to move here?” “Of 
course.” Well then I said, “He’s got family as well, he’s married.” “Well, 
nevermind.” It seems to be still the normal thing that of course the family 
follows the MAN in the family. But not the woman. [laughs] … I said, 
“That’s not fair, we can’t do that. Let’s just not look at that. We don’t 
know what these families are planning to do, so we should look at just the 
competencies they have and whether they fit to the job offer or not. We 
shouldn’t take into account whether they are going to move or not because 
this is something we simply don’t know.” … But I guess everybody 
should have an equal chance from the beginning on. You can’t make a 
decision based on her husband is working in Frankfurt! 
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Annette’s advocacy for the female candidate got her an interview, which likely would not 

have happened if she was not on the committee. The university seems to acknowledge 

that discrimination of this sort takes place because they instituted a policy requiring that a 

woman be a member of all search committees for new faculty. The female faculty 

member has to specialize in the subject area, and has the right to vote on the hiring 

decision. When Annette first arrived at the university, she was only the seven female 

faculty member at the entire school. As a result, she was constantly asked to serve on 

these committees because there were so few from which to choose.  

Annette’s efforts are commendable. However, this policy places the burden of 

advocacy for gender equality on women’s shoulders to give legitimacy to female 

applicants during the hiring process. This rule assumes that women have the time and 

interest to fight this battle, and relieves the rest of the committee members of the 

responsibility of gender egalitarianism in their search. While perhaps this rule is better 

than having no one on the board be responsible for advocating for women’s rights, this 

policy is far from ideal. 

Unlike in the United States, German job applicants are expected (though not 

legally required) to include information about their family status, partner, and number 

and ages of children. It is also common to put this information on one’s résumé. The 

inclusion of this information can be detrimental to women’s success in the hiring process. 

Were it not for Annette’s intervention on the search committee, the female applicant 

mentioned above would not have been considered. Another telling example of this was 

recounted to me by Silvia, who serves in an advisory role to female students at another 

college. She had been mentoring a female student who had considerable difficulty getting 

hired after graduating. Silvia recommended to her that she remove the information about 
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having children from her résumé, and she was hired for the next job for which she 

applied.   

My interviews illustrate that women face considerable difficulties in the 

workplace as a result of gender inequality. Supervisors, colleagues, and employers use 

ascription at times to make judgments about women who are working mothers. In some 

instances, this means that women feel guilty for being a parent, and feel the need to 

overcompensate as a result. In other cases, women feel so uncomfortable that quit their 

jobs.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I uncovered both the satisfying and frustrating aspects of work for 

women. I recounted stories about kind bosses who championed the cause of a working 

mother, but also about supervisors who tried to make women’s work lives so miserable 

that they would quit of their own accord. My respondents’ stories demonstrate that a 

workplace environment with considerate supervisors, supportive colleagues, and other 

working mothers is most conducive to a healthy work-life balance.  

Women who experienced a hostile work environment communicated to me that 

they felt a great deal of stress and unhappiness in both their professional and personal 

lives as a result. One respondent summed this point up well: “It depends what job you 

have, and if it is a company which is nice to their employees. If it’s a company who is 

nice to their employees, it will be easier. And if it is a company which is not nice to their 

employees, I tell them [other mothers] it will be difficult.”  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 
“It’s a hard time for women nowadays.” – Tanja 
 
“I think most important in Germany is that in the head – in the minds – 
that things are changing. The minds of men, and in the mind of the 
politicians also. It should be accepted that women go to work and that they 
need all the support. All of their families need all the support. And this is 
the main issue for the future.” – Katja 

Popular rhetoric and academic research concerning professional women today 

often center around the issue of work-family balance. Under what conditions are women 

best able to care for their families while working for pay outside the home? This question 

has filled airwaves, television screens, and journal pages across the globe for the past two 

decades, yet controversy still abounds.  

Now that an average of 59% of working age women are employed throughout 

industrialized countries (OECD 2006), the issue is no longer whether women will work, 

but rather how they will work as well as care for their families, since they are still largely 

responsible for childrearing and housekeeping (Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001). 

This “second shift” for women at home hampers their participation in the labor market 

(Hochschild 2003), and some women in high-paying, prestigious occupations are “opting 

out” of work because their employers do not do enough to enable them to balance their 

job and home commitments (Stone 2007). These are disadvantages that most men do not 

face. 

Because European countries are often admired for their generous “family-

friendly” policies and progressive culture, this study turned to Germany to understand the 

attitudes and experiences of working moms there. I conducted interviews with 21 

mothers in white-collar occupations. In this thesis, I have argued that although German 

women “have it better” than professional women in countries like the United States 
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because of state and business support for families, working moms still struggle to balance 

their work and family commitments as a result of systemic gender inequality.  

When I mentioned to my respondents that Americans sometimes envy German 

women, many of them laughed out loud and said they found that hard to believe. They 

told me the same thing happens in the reverse. Katja, for example, pointed out several 

features of the U.S. context that she found appealing – women go back to work quickly 

after childbirth, schools have a longer schedule, and many women in leadership roles in 

industry and government have children. Although working moms in both countries may 

“have it better” in some respects, this study makes clear that the fight for gender equality 

is not over yet. 

Chapter 3 examined cultural perceptions of working moms, and explained how 

women both encounter and respond to the stigma placed on them for being “raven 

mothers” (Rabenmütter) – women who “leave their children in an empty nest while they 

fly away to pursue a career” (Landler 2006:n.p.). The women I interviewed said that stay-

at-home mothers and people of older generations often condemn working mothers as 

neglectful and selfish for having a job, especially a full-time one, while their children are 

young. I argued that at their core, these remarks criticize working moms for being 

improper women and transgressing traditional understandings of femininity. This 

hegemonic discourse shapes the ways women make decisions about parental leave, work 

schedules, and childcare. At times, mothers seem to have internalized this narrative and 

criticize women who work too many hours or who put their children in daycare centers or 

when they are small. At other times, mothers seem to reject this discourse and actively 

redefine what “good mothering” means for their families. 

In Chapter 4, I investigated the ways in which family-supportive policies help 

women balance their work and family commitments, but also serve to disadvantage them 
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in the workplace. On the one hand, these policies allow women to take time off of work 

or adjust their work schedules to meet their family’s needs. Despite these benefits, 

women’s use of policies like maternity leave, part-time schedules, and home offices can 

lead to women feeling lonely and isolated, result in less exposure or “face time” at their 

companies, create barriers to women’s re-entry into the labor force, and perpetuate 

traditional gender roles at home. These disadvantages are predominantly women’s burden 

because men use family-friendly policies far less than do women (Jacobs and Gerson 

1997). These harmful consequences also reinforce the discourse that women’s primary 

focus should be on their families rather than their work.    

Chapter 5 explored women’s experiences with their supervisors and colleagues in 

the workplace. Some mothers said their bosses create a welcoming work environment 

and support their need to sustain a balance between their professional and personal lives. 

They advocate for women, encourage their use of family-friendly policies, protect them 

against hostile coworkers, and facilitate their job retention. Businesses with several 

working mothers, or with supervisors who are also parents, seem to foster a more 

comfortable setting for mothers. Alternatively, women say they also face considerable 

hostility and discrimination at work. Women report being looked down upon, not taken 

as seriously as other workers, and considered less capable or committed to their jobs 

because they are females and mothers. For these reasons, some are reticent to use family-

responsive policies since it highlights their status as mothers. Other women report that 

they actively resist this discrimination and are outspoken about their right to fair and 

equal treatment at work. 

I demonstrated that working mothers are frequently denigrated and stigmatized 

for (1) being employed outside the home while raising children, and (2) for their family 

status at work. I argued that their identity as both mother and worker violates traditional 
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understandings of gender and femininity in Germany. Women experience a double bind – 

while the state encourages women to work and have babies, and relies heavily on their 

labor both in the paid workforce and at home (Haas 1991), women are devalued and 

criticized in both spheres. This leaves women feeling like inadequate workers and 

incompetent mothers. From one angle, my respondents were made to understand that 

women, especially those who have children, are far from the “ideal worker” that 

companies seek to employ because they are considered less suited to paid labor and more 

dedicated to the domestic sphere. From another angle, women are made to feel they are 

bad mothers: the hegemonic discourse is that women should devote their undivided 

attention to their young children, and not allow work to compete with or distract from the 

priceless task of childrearing. Figure 2 on the following page visually depicts this double 

bind.  

This study of professional working mothers in Germany lends analytical insight 

into the experiences of women across cultures, races, and classes. My thesis is one 

example of how gender functions as a mechanism of social control that reproduces itself 

routinely and methodically in everyday activities in the home and workplace (West and 

Fenstermaker 1995). We learn that cultural models of the “ideal worker” and “good 

mother” are employed to police women’s femininity as they try to balance their work and 

family, and in turn, perpetuate women’s structural disadvantage. Thus, I argue that these 

categories need redefinition.  

First, we need to decouple our understanding of the “ideal worker” from 

masculinity. The social construction of male superiority is embedded in the institution of 

work, and occupations are deeply gendered (Williams 1995). Women like Annette and 

Silvia demonstrate that women are fully capable of being “ideal workers” – they occupy 

the top ranks in their professions.  
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Figure 2. The Double Bind for Working Mothers 
 

 
 

In addition to gender, the workplace is also deeply racialized. Germany’s anti-

immigration policies privilege a white native German worker, which marginalizes those 

of color. Altering regulations on immigration and worker entry would be advantageous, 

instead of relying primarily on German women to help remedy the country’s skilled labor 

shortage and low fertility rate. As of now, much of the burden of these social problems 

fall on women’s shoulders, while different immigration policies (alongside worker 

protections for immigrants) would alleviate this disproportionate responsibility and allow 

more immigrant workers to help fill their labor shortage, and perhaps ameliorate their 

fertility crisis, while receiving the protections and benefits of their welfare system. 



 116 

 In addition, a societal view of “good mothering” need not exclude the possibility 

that a mother also works outside the home. Many of my respondents actually thought that 

they went hand in hand: they believed that the self-esteem, fulfillment, and stimulation 

they gained from work made them better mothers to their children than if they stayed at 

home. Women like Julia, Edith, and Birgit think it is detrimental for children to spend 

their time only with a stay-at-home mother. Part of good parenting to them was modeling 

for their kids that a well-balanced life shared between work and home is a source of 

confidence and happiness. Women working outside the home should not be antithetical to 

cultural definitions of “good mothering.” In particular, an understanding that only full-

time devotion to childrearing can be deemed “good mothering” is oppressive to women. 

It tethers women to the home and undermines their right to craft a work and family life 

suited to their own interests and desires. 

At the heart of gender inequality entrenched in modern-day institutions of work 

and family lies the understanding of carework as women’s domain and a private rather 

than a community obligation. England and Folbre (1999:39) write, “Because caring labor 

is associated with women, cultural sexism militates against recognizing the value of the 

work.” As long as caring labor is gender typed, women will continue to be disadvantaged 

at home and in the workplace. As a strong social welfare state, Germany supports care 

work through its state policies, but it is predominantly women who shoulder this 

obligation. This leads one to believe that it is valued mostly as “women’s work.” The 

value of carework needs to be upgraded as a universally commendable task so that both 

men and women feel respected and gratified when they care for their children. One 

approach would be to oblige mothers and fathers to evenly split paid parental leave time. 

We know that societies rely heavily on carework to create responsible, honest, 

skilled citizens and workers. Yet countries like the United States free ride on women’s 
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labor rather than recognizing childrearing as a community obligation (England and 

Folbre 1999; Glass 2000; Gornick and Meyers 2003). Jennifer Glass (2000:131) writes: 
 
Increasingly, the costs of reproduction have been privatized and feminized 
(Sprague 1996), while the benefits of reproductive labor have become 
socialized. …Yet successful child rearing produces law-abiding, tax-
paying, trained and productive citizens and thus clearly and directly 
benefits employers, communities, and the state. These social institutions 
have a strong stake in retaining these benefits, while resisting their costs. 
… Parents alone are held accountable for the moral, intellectual and 
financial preparation of children for adulthood, without much (if any) 
institutional support. 

Rather than relying primarily or solely on women and families to provide adequate caring 

labor for children without any support, the United States and others lacking a robust 

welfare structure should socialize the cost of reproduction because they clearly benefit 

from it.   

Another analytical insight from this study is the role of the state in perpetuating or 

ameliorating gender inequality. Through its influence on a country’s cultural and political 

contexts, the state shapes women’s decisions about whether, when and how much to 

work, what sorts of jobs to work in, and how they conceive of themselves as parents and 

workers. For example, the German government is implicated in encouraging the idea that 

a proper woman stays at home when her child is born. By legally requiring women to 

stay at home for 14 weeks surrounding the birth of their child, and offering subsidized 

maternity leave for up to three years afterward, the government sends the message to 

women that this is expected of them. Coupled with the fact that Germany currently has no 

guaranteed childcare slots for children under age three, working mothers get the message 

loud and clear that they are supposed to be at home taking care of their children while 

they are young. By 2013, though, the German government has promised to create these 

childcare slots, which could ameliorate some of the difficulty working mothers face in 
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balancing their families and careers. As I noted previously, this approach is bolstered by 

research demonstrating that women living in places with a greater availability of 

childcare start having children at younger ages (Rindfuss et al. 2010). Researchers should 

be attentive as this process unfolds, especially in light of the hegemonic discourse that 

only selfish or neglectful women send their children to daycares, making some women 

skeptical of these facilities.  

Many of my respondents mentioned Ursula von der Leyen, Minister of Labor and 

Social Affairs and mother of seven, as an example of women’s progress. Von der Leyen 

has been a vocal critic of gender inequality embedded in state policy, and has helped pass 

laws creating greater childcare availability, more all-day schools, and paternity leave. She 

is also currently lobbying for boardroom gender quotas, and is of the opinion that “laws 

help change mentalities” (Bennhold 2011:n.p). Although Minister von der Leyen is a 

positive role model for working mothers and confirms that it is possible to be devoted to 

both one’s career and one’s family, my research has demonstrated that laws alone will 

not bring about equality between the sexes.  

While these laws may be aimed at gender egalitarianism, they are ineffective at 

solving women’s work/family conflict when (a) they are enacted in an unsupportive 

cultural environment; (b) when not all women want them; and (c) when they are used 

unevenly by men and women. These leads women to be disadvantaged by policies that 

were meant to help them resolve the incompatibility between their careers and families. 

Though the system is not perfect, it appears that laws in Germany seem to be leading the 

way in an attempt to create more gender equality, while German culture lags behind in 

supporting women as working mothers. 

The United States has a different problem. Because there is no legal provision for 

paid maternity leave and only meager state-subsidized childcare for poor families, 
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women understand that they are expected to work but are given little to no material 

support to do so while raising children. Work organizations are inflexible and male-

dominated, and often refuse to make accommodations to employees with family 

commitments (Stone 2007). This is allowable because there is no regulation or oversight 

by the federal government. The meager provision for the social welfare of families is 

aimed only at providing services to parents unable to secure employment (Glass and 

Estes 1997). As a result, women experience profound conflict between their work and 

family lives. But they deserve family-friendly policies and a social safety net just like 

women and families in Germany.  

Men also have a role to play in perpetuating women’s disadvantage. Raising kids 

and maintaining the domestic sphere largely falls on women’s shoulders, and we do not 

see men rising up to revolt against this unequal division of labor – they benefit at home 

and at work as a result. Men are implicated in perpetuating the narrative about proper 

femininity in Germany. For example, the overwhelming majority of fathers do not share 

the available 14 months of paid parental leave evenly with their spouses, which is legally 

possible. However, it is worth noting that the number of men taking at least two months’ 

leave has increased dramatically in the past several years. Fathers’ parental leave rates 

have more than quadrupled from 3% in 2006 to 15% in 2008 (Erler 2009). By no means 

is this a sign that gender parity is near, but it is an important marker of a departure from 

Germany’s male breadwinner model (Erler 2009). Taking fathers into account is an issue 

of both practical and symbolic importance, because it helps shift assumptions about 

which family members do paid work and which take care of children and complete 

housework.   

A growing body of research documents some promising findings about men: they 

are increasingly frustrated with bearing primary economic responsibility for families, and 
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show greater interest in involvement at home and with their children (Barnett and Rivers 

1996; Braun Levine 2000; Coltrane 1996; Levine and Pittinsky 1997). Michael Kimmel 

(2000), a leading expert on fatherhood, argues that men will take a more active role at 

home, brought about by women’s increasing commitment to work, expanding definitions 

of masculinity, and wage declines that make some people critical of the importance of 

paid work. He speculates that “the most dramatic shift in family life in the twenty-first 

century will surely be the changing roles of men, just as the dramatic demographic shift 

in the workplace in the twentieth century was the dramatic entry of women” (2000:148). 

Collective change from multiple avenues is needed to help women balance their 

work and family. It is not solely women’s responsibility to simply speak up and demand 

that their partners and employers treat them better, though many women actively resist 

gender essentialist views that disadvantage them at work and at home. For the 21 German 

mothers I interviewed, as well as the 56% of German women with children under age 

three who work part- or full-time, being a working mother is itself a form of resistance 

against normative understandings of femininity. Some women were more conscientious 

of this than others. Annette, for example, saw herself advocating for women’s place 

alongside men at work: 
 
What I can see is that younger girls are like, ‘Oh, I want to become a 
housewife. I wanna stay at home.’ And I’m like, ‘What did we fight for? 

What’s this?!’ … I always thought [that] if we can show that we can do it, 
then we proved it, and everybody knows women can do it as well. 

It is likely that working mothers will be increasingly accepted as more and more women 

like Annette have families and work outside the home. However, change cannot stem 

from one source alone. Women’s disadvantage similarly would not disappear if 

corporations led the way by acquiescing to mothers’ needs at work, or if fathers started 

doing more around the home. Gender inequality embedded in work and family “cannot 
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be resolved without fundamental transformation in divisions of labor, workplace 

arrangements, and the role of government” (Gornick and Meyers 2003:12). This requires 

that the general public, businesses, and the state recognize and support a different vision 

of the way we organize work and family life. A “practical utopian solution” is possible 

that “reintegrates family care giving and paid work” (Glass 2000:135). It seems that a 

renewed feminist movement is the necessary impetus for this essential, timely change 

(Williams 2009). 

Many of my respondents voiced the opinion that a partnership or marriage should 

be fully egalitarian with regard to both their breadwinning and childrearing 

responsibilities. Birgit’s family is one excellent, though rare, example. I agree with them, 

and acknowledge that this requires fundamental social transformation. I echo Janet 

Gornick and Marcia Meyers’ (2003:4) vision for a dual-earner-dual-carer society that is 

“fully gender-egalitarian, economically secure, [and] caring.” While some countries’ 

models are superior to others, all ultimately fail women, men, children, and families. I 

follow a long line of feminist scholars in arguing that until the responsibility for raising 

children and earning a living are shared equally between women and men, and the 

government supports them in this endeavor, gender inequality will continue to be a 

central feature of our social world. 
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Appendix 

Interview Schedule 

 

1.  Balancing motherhood with a career 

• Where were you working when your children were born? Did you have any 

concerns about balancing work and family?  

• When did you tell your boss? What was her/his reaction? Did you know other 

women with children? Did you talk to them about being a working mother?  

• How much time did you take off when your children were born? 

• How did your work life change once you became a mother? For example, did you 

cut back your hours or were you given different assignments? 

• What did your employer do to help you in your new role as working mother? 

What do you wish they had done? 

• Tell me about the benefits you get – parental leave, mother’s leave, Kindergeld, 

Elterngeld, health insurance, sick leave, vacation days, childcare, etc.? In what 

ways do these things make your job as a working mother easier? In what ways 

could they be improved? 

• Was your mother a working mother? 

• Did you move to a different job after having children? 

 

2.  Dividing family care with a partner 

• Did you and your partner have a conversation about how much you would work 

after your children were born? What was that conversation like? 

• Did your partner take time off of work after your children were born?  

• Once your children were born, how did you and your partner divide up family 

responsibilities like chores? Was this different than before your child was born? 

• What are your role and your partner’s role in raising and caring for your children? 

• What role do your partner and children play when you think about your decision 

to work full-time, part-time, or not at all? 
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• Everyone has their own ideas about what it means to be a good parent. Can you 

tell me what being a good father/mother means to you? 

 

3.  General views on working mothers 

• Have you ever thought of stopping working altogether to take care of your 

children? 

• What if anything can your workplace do to make the job more attractive to 

mothers? 

• What are your plans for the future regarding work? 

• What advice would you or do you give to your own children about their own 

decisions regarding work and family as adults? What do you hope they will do? 

• What advice would you give to working women who are about to become 

mothers? 

• Do you think it is possible for women who are mothers to get to the top in their 

career? In other words, do you think mothers can be both a successful mother and 

a successful worker at the top in their field? 

• Are there any other issues you would like to discuss that I haven’t asked that you 

think are important for understanding your experience as a working mother? 
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