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Quentin Lippmann and Claudia Senik 
The Impact of the Socialist 
Episode on Gender Norms 
in Germany

One of the striking features of the Soviet societies – for 
citizens of the Western world who have known them 
– was the highly visible implication of women in the 
labor market. Women were everywhere, in every firm 
and every occupation, even in sectors which are usu-
ally reserved for men, such as the construction sector. 
They performed physically strenuous tasks, such as 
clearing the snow from the porch of houses, or mend-
ing electric wires in the street, not to mention the hive 
of female activity one could find in the buildings of gov-
ernment institutions, such as Goskomstat (the Soviet 
statistical office), where you had to reach the highest 
floors to meet the ruling men. This unusual feature 
was the product of the full-time employment norm 
and policy enacted by socialist governments in view 
of their ambition to catch up with the capitalist world, 
and the route they took to this goal, which entailed 
mobilizing all available resources in the framework 
of an extensive growth strategy. Female labor market 
participation was also part of the egalitarian objec-
tives of these regimes, where gender equality was one 
of the initial claims of the revolutionary leaders (Kranz 
2005).

This specificity of the socialist regimes in Eastern 
Europe is likely to have influenced gender behavior 
and stereotypes. Expecting to work full-time and dur-
ing their entire life (and have children), it is likely that 
Eastern European women invested more in education 
and in paid work than young Western European 
women, who were deemed to participate in the labor 
market in a more intermittent way, if they did at all. It 
is also likely that eastern women’s role within the 
household was based on different grounds than those 
of asymmetric single-breadwinner couples. Actually, 
in the case of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) 
for instance, women’s education, paid work, mother-
hood, and family responsibilities were all part of a 
deliberate policy aimed at ensuring the compatibility 
of these different spheres of life.

How much of this specific pattern has subsisted 
after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the withering away 
of socialist institutions? Economists call “culture” the 
permanence of representations, mentalities, expec-
tations, habits and norms that persist beyond the ori-
gins that caused them in the first place. Such cultural 
habits are transmitted over time, from generation to 
generation, by families, schools, and other socializa-
tion instances. 

Assuming that a more gender equal culture has 
prevailed in socialist countries than what existed in 
the capitalist world at the same period, it is interesting 
to assess how much of this culture has persisted to 
date. In order to answer this question, it is not suffi-
cient to compare the current situation of the socialist 
bloc to that of the former capitalist bloc. This is 
because many other national features and events may 
distinguish different countries, so that it is difficult to 
attribute a national feature to the past political regime 
of a country, rather than to any other potential factor. 
However, there is one particular episode that research-
ers can study as an almost perfect “natural experi-
ment” to assess the impact and legacy of the socialist 
regime: the German division (in 1949) and reunifica-
tion (in 1990). 

We will thus focus on this German experience to 
show how institutions can durably modify culture, 
and more specifically, gender norms, in four major 
domains: female labor market participation, with-
in-household relationships, education, and general 
values. In each of these four aspects of life, gender 
stereotypes still differ across the former Iron Curtain. 

BEFORE THE DIVISION

In order to argue convincingly that the socialist epi-
sode has durably modified gender roles, it is necessary 
to show that there was no specific difference between 
the Länder of the future GDR versus the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany (FRG). 

First, it is important to recall that the division of 
Germany into five (GDR) and 11 (FRG) Länder in 1949 
was drawn up by a postwar agreement between the 
Allies on the basis of the zones occupied by the Soviet 
Union and Western countries and without any connec-
tion to potential pre-existing differences between the 
two regions. 

Next, several studies have shown that before the 
division, no specific structural differences were notice-
able across the regions that would later become the 
GDR and FRG. For instance, Lippmann et al. (2019) 
showed that in 1933, the employment structure was 
similar in the two regions. Naturally, there were some 
differences. For instance, about 45 percent of East Ger-
mans worked in industry compared with 40 percent in 
the West; the female share of employment was 2.8 per-
centage points higher in the East, and the birth rate 
(per thousand) 1.95 points higher in the West (see 
Table 1 in Lippmann et al. 2019). However, the dissimi-
larities between the two groups of Länder (East versus 
West) is statistically similar to what would emerge 
from any random partition of Germany (excluding Ber-
lin) into two groups of respectively 15 and 5 regions. 
Beblo and Gorges (2018) have also documented the 
similarity of eastern and western regions before the 
German division, based on historical data. 
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THE DIVERGENCE OF EAST 
VERSUS WEST GERMANY 
DURING THE DIVISION

Starting from a similar situa-
tion, East and West Germany 
adopted totally different insti-
tutions during the division, 
which had important conse-
quences in terms of gender 
roles. 

In East Germany, where 
the constitution ensured full 
equality between men and 
women, the socialist party’s 
women’s policy was charac-
terized by three objectives: (1) 
legal equality between men 
and women, (2) promotion of female work, and (3) spe-
cial protection of mothers and children (Kranz 2005). 
The party’s policy toward women progressed along 
three stages. The first phase, from 1946 until the mid-six-
ties, was shaped by the integration of women into the 
workforce. Work-family balance programs, kindergar-
ten, and other childcare facilities were put in place after 
1949. The Mother and Child Care and Women’s Rights 
Acts, adopted in 1950, aimed at “[establishing] a range 
of social services in support of full female employment, 
including a network of public childcare centers, kinder-
gartens, and facilities for free school meals,” as well 
as paid maternity leave. The second phase, from the 
mid-sixties until 1971, comprised further education, 
qualified job training, and the introduction of women 
into male professions. For instance, special classes and 
university studies were established to enable women 
to pursue further education while being employed full-
time and raising children. The third phase began in 
1971: additional policies expanded childcare facilities 
and extended paid maternity leave to 18 weeks. A final 
set of reforms improved childcare facilities, extended 
parental leave to 20 weeks, and allowed fathers as well 
as grandmothers to take this leave. In summary, these 
policies were targeted at making participation in the 
labor force compatible with maternity.

In the meantime, the FRG’s policies strengthened 
the traditional family model. Irregular school sched-
ules and scarce childcare facilities inhibited female 
employment. The tax system favored single earner 
families as non-employed spouses and children could 
obtain public health insurance at no extra cost. Until 
1977, the Marriage and Family law stated that: “The 
wife is responsible for running the household. She has the 
right to be employed as far as this is compatible with her 
marriage and family duties”. Subsequent policies then 
alternated more or less conservative incentives for 
female participation in the labor market (see Schaffer 
1987; Cooke 2007; Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Bauernschus-
ter and Rainer 2012; Beblo and Gorges 2018; Campa 
and Serafinelli 2019).

As a result of these very different policies, the 
female labor market participation rate started to 
diverge after the division. Figure 1 illustrates how, start-
ing from approximately the same level, the trends of 
women’s share in total employment diverged between 
1959 and 1987.

 THE SOCIALIST LEGACY AFTER REUNIFICATION

After reunification, the government of the former Fed-
eral Republic of Germany took over East Germany and 
rapidly dissolved its institutions and structures, absorb-
ing them into those of West Germany, which remained 
unchanged. Yet, persisting differences between the 
two regions are still observable 15 years later in the four 
aforementioned domains: labor market participation, 
household behavior, education, and values. 

Labor Market Participation

It is remarkable that ten years after reunification, in 
2000, labor force participation was still approximately 
the same for men and women in the regions of the for-
mer GDR (around 80 percent), whereas the gender gap 
remained wide in western Germany, with 65 percent of 
women in the labor force compared with 81 percent of 
men (Schenk 2003). In 2000, workers in eastern Ger-
many generally worked longer hours than those in 
western Germany (probably a legacy of the different 
labor laws that prevailed during the division), but the 
gender gap was smaller as concerns working hours: 35 
hours for women and 42 hours for men in the former 
GDR compared with respectively 29 and 40 hours in the 
former FRG. Finally, it is of interest to look at part-time 
employment, which is mostly the lot of women: in west-
ern Germany, part-time workers most often worked 
less than 20 hours and were not eligible for the same 
social benefits as full-time workers. In eastern Ger-
many, part-time workers had longer hours, received 
identical social benefits and used these contracts pri-
marily as a transition to retirement. 
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Because these differences could be due to some 
unobservable regional differences, such as the differ-
ent equipment in kindergartens along an east-west 
axis, it is of interest to zoom in on smaller areas around 
the former East-West border, where people live in sim-
ilar local conditions. Lippmann et al. (2019) used a sur-
vey that was run on a large sample of Berliners in 2011.1 

It turns out that, as of 2011, the proportion of working 
women is about 12 percentage points higher, i.e., 
approximately one third higher, among women who 
used to live in the East before 1990 as compared to 
women who used to live in the West. Here again, within 
Berlin, childcare facilities and other local amenities are 
identically accessible to every household, so that the 
women’s higher attachment to work can be attributed to 
their “East German” culture, rather than to the network 
of kindergartens or other local amenities.

Household Behavior

One of the most striking consequences of the greater 
involvement of eastern German women in the labor 
market is the more gender-equal distribution of earn-
ings within couples. Figure 2 (taken from Lippmann et 
al. 2019) depicts the entire distribution of female rela-
tive income in dual-earner married couples aged 
18–65. In the sample of western German couples, the 
mode is the point where the wife earns about 20 per-
cent of the total family earnings. By contrast, in the 
eastern German sample, the distribution is much more 
symmetric, with the mode around equal earnings (see 
also Cooke 2007; Sprengholz et al. 2019).

Does the greater equality in the distribution of 
earnings abolish the so-called male breadwinner 
norm? As already evoked, the division of tasks within 
households often becomes self-sustained through gen-
der norms and identity (Akerlof and Kranton 2000). 

1  UK Data Service, https://beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk/datacatalogue/stu-
dies/study?id=8267#!/details

Going one step further in the reasoning, sociologists 
such as West and Zimmerman (1987) and Hoshchild 
(1989) coined the term “doing gender” to describe cou-
ples’ behavior aimed at preserving gender identity. The 
idea is that when women transgress the male bread-
winner norm by earning more than their husband, they 
compensate this breach of identity by spending more 
time on traditional female tasks, such as housework. 
This “gender display” behavior has been documented 
by several studies in the case of American and Austral-
ian couples (Atkinson and Boles 1984; Brines 1994; 
Greenstein 2000; Bittman et al. 2003; Schneider 2011; 
Bertrand et al. 2015). Hence, as put by Bittman and her 
co-authors, “gender trumps money”. Could it be that 
socialist institutions have “undone gender”?

First, it is true that men participate more in house-
work in eastern Germany, although eastern German 
women still take on a greater share of housework 
(Cooke 2004, 2007; Kunzler et al. 2001). Moreover, it is of 
interest to look at the relationship between earnings 
and housework in the Länder of eastern and western 
Germany. 

Lippmann et al. (2019) study this relationship. In a 
nutshell, they show that the male breadwinner norm is 
prevalent in western Germany but has disappeared in 
the east of the country. Regarding housework, western 
German women decrease their number of housework 
hours as their relative earnings rise, until they reach the 
vicinity of equal earning. Beyond that point, their num-
ber of housework hours stops decreasing. By contrast, 
there is no evidence of “doing gender” in eastern Ger-
many. Eastern German women monotonically reduce 
the time they devote to housework as their relative 
contribution to household finances increases

Another sign of the male breadwinner norm can be 
found in marriage stability. Where gender norms are 
compelling, transgressing them could put one’s mar-
riage at risk. Brines and Joyner (1999) and Cooke (2006) 
have documented this risk. To investigate, Lippmann et 

al. (2019) looked at the associa-
tion between women’s relative 
income and marital instability. 
It turns out that, among west-
ern German couples, when a 
wife starts earning more than 
her husband the risk of divorce 
in the next five years does 
indeed increase by about 3 per-
centage points. But nothing of 
this kind happens for eastern 
German couples.

Bertrand et al. (2015) have 
even shown that in order to 
abide by the male breadwinner 
model, American women avoid 
earning more than their hus-
band. This drives some of them, 
when their earning capacity is 
greater than that of their hus-
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band, to simply withdraw from 
the labor market. Lippmann et 
al. (2019) find that this tradi-
tional behavior is also adopted 
by some western German cou-
ples, but not by eastern ones. 

Hence, it seems that in 
eastern Germany the socialist 
episode has undone the male 
breadwinner norm and its 
consequences. By contrast, 
since reunification, the norm 
of higher male income, and its 
consequences, are still preva-
lent in western Germany

Education and the 
Gender Gap in Math

Another traditionally impor-
tant domain of gender asymmetry is education. How-
ever, it is well established that women, starting from a 
lower level of education than men, have almost univer-
sally increased their level of education and have now 
reached a point where, on average, they spend more 
years in school and earn higher diplomas than men 
(Goldin et al. 2006; Goldin 2014; Kane and Mertz 2012; 
Autor and Wasserman 2013; Fortin et al. 2015). None-
theless, it is also a general remark that women stay 
away from the fields of math and science (STEM), 
although they have now conquered most of the ave-
nues to professional success, such as business, medi-
cine, law, and biology, not to mention their traditional 
and intact advantage in reading and literature. They 
stagger at the door of math-based curricula and occu-
pations, especially at top levels (Ceci et al. 2014; Blau 
and Kahn 2017). This has important consequences, as 
math skills are associated with higher individual earn-
ings (Altonji 1995; Altonji et al. 2012; Blau and Kahn 
2017) and faster GDP growth (Kimko and Hanushek 
2000). 

This educational behavior of women has been 
rationalized as the logic consequence of expecting a 
bleaker professional future. It has also been attributed 
to a gender stereotype carrying the idea that boys are 
“naturally” more skilled in math and science. De facto, 
several studies have shown that in countries where 
socio-economic gender inequality is higher, so is the 
size of the gender gap in math and science (Guiso et al. 
2008; Nollenberger et al. 2014; Pope and Sydnor 2010; 
Hyde and Mertz 2009; Kane and Mertz 2012; Ellison and 
Swanson 2010). 

Following this reasoning, the socialist episode 
should have altered such gender stereotypes in eastern 
Germany. This is not only because of the greater 
involvement of women in the labor market, but also 
because of the greater encouragement offered to girls 
by the education system itself (Trappe 1996; Campa 
and Serafinelli 2019).

The general gender gap in education has actually 
been shown to be smaller in former socialist countries 
as opposed to other OECD countries (Schnepf 2007; 
Amini and Commander 2012). As for Germany, Lip-
pmann and Senik (2018) show that in eastern Germany, 
women’s educational attitudes differ from that of their 
western counterparts. The stereotypical threat that 
keeps them away from STEM has been durably attenu-
ated in eastern Länder in contrast with western ones. 
This is illustrated by the scores obtained by 15-year-old 
German pupils in the math exercises proposed by the 
OECD Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA-E 2003). 

The underperformance of girls in math is still 
sharply attenuated in the regions of the former GDR in 
contrast with those of the former FRG. On average, the 
scores of eastern German pupils do not differ from 
western ones (Figure 3). Girls’ scores are lower than 
boys’ by 18 points (Problem Solving) to 39 points 
(Uncertainty), where the average score is about 500. 
However, the gender gap is reduced in eastern Ger-
many by five points (Quantity) to eleven points (Uncer-
tainty). The only exception is the Space and Shape cat-
egory. In general, the gender gap in math is thus 
reduced in eastern Germany as compared to western 
Germany by about one tenth to one third, depending 
on the subjects. This is quite impressive, as this effect 
is measured at least ten years after the dissolution of 
the GDR.

In addition to tests, PISA also contains a student 
questionnaire. In general, the latter reveals that girls 
express a lower appetence for math, lower self-confi-
dence, more stress, and less pleasure in the practice of 
math. But again, in eastern Germany the subjective 
gender gap in self-confidence in math is reduced by 
about one tenth to one third. 

One of the main channels through which gender 
stereotypes are thought to influence girls’ attitude to 
math is that they “shy away from competition” (Nied-
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erle and Vesterlund 2007; Croson and Gneezy 2009). It 
turns out that part of PISA’s student questionnaire 
addresses this notion of competitive spirit. Again, 
although girls generally express less competitive views, 
girls from Eastern Germany are much more competi-
tively minded than girls from western Germany. Figure 
4 plots, for each level of average math score, the gender 
gap in competitive attitudes. The gender gap in com-
petitive spirit is generally greater in western Germany 
than in eastern Germany. But the difference between 
eastern and western Germany is particularly important 
at intermediate levels of performance. This suggests 
that the greater the uncertainty about their skills, the 
more girls underestimate themselves and shy away 
from competition. Indeed, at very low levels of math 
skills, it is likely that boys and girls have a precise notion 
of their (low) performance. The same reasoning goes 
for very high levels of performance. It is in between the 
two extremes that there is room for under/over-confi-
dence, and this is where the gender gap in self-concept 
takes place.

Diverging Preferences

If the legacy of the more socialist gender-equal culture 
is cultural, it means that it is transmitted through val-
ues. Here, illustrations of the East-West divide are 
abundant. 

Concerning the gendered division of labor, i.e., the 
allocation of time between paid work versus house-
work, both women and men in the former GDR express 
less support for the traditional male breadwinner fam-
ily than their counterparts from the West (Breen and 
Cooke 2005). Preferences for gender roles are more 
egalitarian in eastern Germany and there does not 
seem to be a convergence over time between the two 
regions (Bauernschuster and Rainer 2012). On the con-
trary, there seems to be a persistence of the “gap in the 
gap”, i.e., a smaller gender gap in work-related atti-
tudes in eastern Germany, as opposed to the west of 
the country. Attachment to work has remained higher 

for eastern German women, as measured by the impor-
tance they declare to assign to work and their career, 
high income, and promotion opportunities (Beblo and 
Georges 2018; Campa and Serafinelli 2019; Lippmann 
et al. 2019). Questions related to motherhood and mar-
riage also illustrate the more traditional views of west-
ern Germans in these dimensions (Bauernschuster and 
Rainer 2012).

In conclusion, citizens of eastern Germany seem to 
exhibit a certain “stubbornness” (Eigensinn) in retain-
ing the “the German Democratic Republic standard 
biography” (Breen and Cooke 2005).

CONCLUSIONS: 
HOW GENERAL IS THE GERMAN CASE?

Paid work and housework are two major elements of 
time use that are part of intra-household bargaining 
and are strongly influenced by gender stereotypes. 
The asymmetry in the financial contributions of 
spouses that derives from the traditional specializa-
tion of spouses into paid work versus housework has 
been pointed out as a source of male ruling, not only by 
feminists scholars, but also in the framework of house-
hold economic models à la Chiappori, where the male’s 
earning capacity plays the role of an outside option 
that grants him bargaining power. It so happens that 
the socialist institutions that prevailed in East Germany 
have partly reduced this power imbalance. The legacy 
of these changes is still visible more than 15 years after 
the reunification of Germany, in the education, work, 
and values of eastern versus western Germans.

Is the legacy of the socialist system the same in 
other central and Eastern European countries? Some 
evidence seems to testify to the affirmative, but new 
observations also suggest that a setback has taken 
place in several of these countries. 

Concerning self-reported attachment to work and 
beliefs about gender roles and motherhood, Campa 
and Serafinelli (2019) have shown that the smaller gen-
der gap in values is a hallmark of socialist states. Look-

ing at different generations of 
migrants from Europe to the 
United States, they showed 
that gender role attitudes 
formed in Eastern Europe 
during the socialist period 
are less traditional than those 
formed in the west. In particu-
lar, concerning the idea that 
“it is much better for every-
one involved if the man is the 
achiever outside the home 
and the woman takes care of 
the home and family.”

Concerning education, 
the system was deliberately 
more gender-equal during 
the socialist episode. For 
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example, the share of women in higher education was 
greater in Central and Eastern Europe than in the West-
ern Europe (Campa and Serafinelli 2019). Looking at 
PISA for instance, it is noticeable that within the sample 
of European countries participating in PISA from 2000 
until 2012, girls from formerly socialist countries closed 
more than half of the gender gap in math scores (Lip-
pmann and Senik 2018).

Hence, from ten to twenty years after the disso-
lution of the GDR, one can still observe the legacy of 
the socialist episode on girls’ self-concept and perfor-
mance in math and math-related domains.

However, there also seems to be a backlash to 
more traditional behavior and policies in certain East-
ern European countries. Mullerova (2017) for instance, 
showed that in the Czech Republic, mothers tend to 
prefer staying at home after their paid leave rather than 
going back to their guaranteed job under generous dis-
positions. It is an avenue for future research to inves-
tigate the reasons for this return to traditional gender 
models. Is it driven by the strength of religion, by the 
rejection of policies that were viewed as imposed by 
the Soviet Union, or by some other reasons? 
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