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ECONOMIC NECESSITY OR SELF-ACTUALIZATION?
ATTITUDES TOWARD WOMEN’S LABOUR-FORCE PARTICIPATION
IN THE EAST AND WEST!

M. Braun, Jaqueline Scott and Duane F. Alwin

INTRODUCTI{)N

In Western dernocrames, there has been-a dramatic increase in the proportlon of

" married women and mothers who are employed outside the home. Over the last few decad&s

this trend has challenged the traditional ‘homemaker’ role which was relatively popular in the

first half of this ceniury, especially among the midd_le classes (Lupri, 1983). For example,

in the United States the labour-force participation among women with children under 18 had
risen from 22 percent in 1950 to0 67 percent in 1987 (ﬁgures based on data from the U.S.
Dept of Labour; see Hoffman, 1989), and in West Germany from nearly one quarter to

roughly 45 percent (figures based on data from Statistisches Bundesamt; see also

Sommerkorn, 1988). These trends have been accompanied by a number of associated changes '

in famlly life, such as declining fertility, delays in the initiation of child- bearmg, decreasmg.‘

ounts of time spent caring for chlldren and an mcreasmg rehance on sources of non-famlly
child-care (Cherlin, 1981; Cherlin and Furstenberg, 1988; Hohn and Luscher, 1988; Kiernan,
1988; Lupri, 1983; Nave-Herz, 1988; Schmidtchen, 1984; Sgritta, 1988).

Related to these .objective trends in behaviour are changes in attitudes, which now
show a greater acceptance of non-familial roles for women. Attitudinal changes are likely
to be both a cause and consequence of women’s employment experience, an experience that
affects not only the woman herself but also her spouse and family. Despite the prevalence
of such attitudinal and behavioral changes throughout the West, little comparative research
has been undertaken to date that addresses the question of cross-national differences in
gender-role attitudes. One exception to this is our recent research (see Alwin, Braun and
Scott, 1992) concerning the acceptance of female labour-force participation at different stages
of the family cycle, namely the pre-, pre-school, school-, and post-children phases, in Britain,

Germany, and the United States. In these three countries, there is substantial cross-national

agreement in the preference for a primary familial role for women, especially when the

children are young. Yet some interesting inter-country differences are apparent, that may well
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reflect normative and structural factors associated with the labour-force participation rates of

women, especially when no children are present in the household.

Our earlier paper was restricted to a comparison of West Germany, Britain, and the
United Stétes because data were only available then for those countries. Now, however,
cornparable survey data are available from flve addmonal countries, including Hungary, and
similar, but not identical, information has also been collected for East Germany. These data
from two (former) socialist countnes provide a challengmg opportunity for comparing gender‘ '
role attitudes across socialist and capitalist systems, as well as across nations. We expect to '
find major system-level dlffclfences between East and West, both in the way work and family

are linked, and on gender-role attitudes.

Women’s Work: Economic Necessity or Self-actualization?

Both economic systems - the démocratic market economies on the one side and the
authoritarian socialist systems on the other - - had. an entirely different approach to WOméﬁ’s
paid work. Whlle in most capltahst countries there is considerable variation in the demand
for female labour both between countries and durmg the different phases of the economic
cycle, public opinion has been rather luke-warm in its support of women’s labour-force
participation. In socialist countries, however, there was a chronic labour shortage and,
because salaries were low, most people regarded double incomes as an economic necessity
of family life (see Braun, 1992b). In addition, socialist systems asserted that it was the moral
obligation of all non-disabled citizens to work. Moreover, in rhetoric at least, socialist
countries were committed to achieving the full emancipation of women, a process that implied

changing the gender-role attitudes of both men and women.

As a result, the position of women in former state socialist countries differs in some
important respects from the prevailing situation in Western societies. In all state socialist
countries there was extremely high labour-force participation of women. In East Germany,
for instance, some 90 peréent of the women were in paid jobs prior to re-unification (Winkler

1990a) and ‘right-to-work’ laws were enacted. - Official  GDR policy emphasized the

compatibility of job participation and the family work of women and among the special
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measures adopted to that purpose were: the right to paid leave in the case of illness of a child;
shorter working hours for mothers without a reduction in pay; additional paid leave and
maternity leave; and nearly full satisfaction of all demands for child care facilities (Gerhard
1991).

Ii has often been argued, especially in describing the situation in the GDR and in
today’s East Gcrmany, that women have acquired an intrinsic interest in work and that work

~ means much more to women than simply earning money. Unfortunately, such assertions are

not usually backed by empirical evidence and, until now, there has been no relevant data that

could address whether East German women stress the self-actualization aspect of work more
than women from other countries. Even when such assertions are supportcd by survey data,
they have tended to be based on rather dubious summary measures of the importance of work
or the prefetence for a paid job, which confound the opportunity for self-fulfilment with

economic necessity.

Contrary to the argument that in the former socialist countnes women w1li placc more
empha31s on self-actuahzat;on than do those in thc West we hypothesize the opposﬂe In the
West more emphasis will be given to the importance of work as a route to self-fulﬁlment and -
less to economic well-being, 1han_1n._.the East.. This is because, in market economies, female.
labour-force participation has been less mandatory, and women (and men) have had to fight
for women’s right to work, both in family settings and in society at large. This fight has been

based not on economic necessity, but rather on women’s rights and opportunities for

independence.

In our subsequent analysis we first compare gender-role attitudes in East and West
Germany and, thus, we can compare economic systems, while controlling for nation. This
enables us to avoid at least some of the problems connected with linguistic and functional
equivalence that plague most cross-national research. Even so, there are bound to be some
differences in the meaning of questions in the two paris of Germany, because of the very
different experiences and objective conditions (see Braun, 1992b). We, therefore, make no

assumptions about the exact equivalence of measures, and in our subsequent analysis we

examine the different aspects of gender-role attitudes separately for East and West Germany.
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Gender-role attitudinal differences will need to be interpreted in the light of the
different importance attached to work and family in the WO Germanies. In East Germany,
the importance of both ‘one’s family and children’ and ‘career and work’ is much higher than
in West Germany. Braun (1992b) argues that the higher 1mportance ratmg for the family in

East Germany should. pot be. equated with more traditional - atutudes because the East.

. Germans are no More. tradltlonal in their views about cohab1tat10n than West Germans, and

are far more liberal in attitudes towards abortion. " Instead, East Germany ’s greater emphasis

on the famtly should be regarded as a direct consequence of economrc msecurlty,_ with the

family bemg regarded as an 1mportant refuge and source of soctal support.

-Unfbrtunateiy, due to potitical restrrctlons on empirical social research in. the former' _
GDR,. pre-reunificatlon data are not available on comparable gender-roie attltudes and alot

has ehanged in East Germany in the aftermath of reunification. Although we suspect that,

~ in East Germany, conditions and attitudes have moved closer to those in the West, this trend-

- can n'ot be verified. Any dxfferences therefore, between Fast and West Germany have t0 be

mterpreted with caution, and can not simply be atiributed to the effect of the :Eormer soc1ahst.

orgamzatron of society, because this would imply that the only distinction. between the two-

" populations are concerned with historical differences in socialist or capitalist hentage; Yet

it is obvious that the present conditions of the two paris of Germany are quite distinct. These
differences will be discussed in more detail pelow, when we interpret our findings and arguc

that the likely impact of past experience and present conditions varies for different attitudes.

. In order to control for possible idiosyncrasies of the German case, we also consider
cross-national data from Great Britain, the United States, Austria, Hungary, Ireland, Ttaly and
the Netherlands. The main focus, however, remains on the socialist versus capitalist
comparison, and differences between individual countries in the West is only 2 peripheral

concern.

While the focus of this paper is on the different economic systems within and between
countries, there are additional variables that can pot be ignored. Our previous research
indicated that there are non-trivial intra-country differences of age, education, employment

and, not surprisingly, gender. Younger cohorts and college educated are more favourable than

older cohorts and less educated 10 2 less traditional role for women. Moreover, there was 2
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strong correlation in the US, Britain, and the former West Germany between attitudes and
behaviour, with women who work (or men whose wives work) looking on women’s labour-
force participation more favourably than full-time homemakers and their spouses. Women
are more ideologically committed to women’s independence through employment than men,
and less fearful of negative consequences for the family and children. Gender dlfferences

~ relevant to thls paper will be drscussed after our main hypotheses have been addressed

Gender-role attitude measurement issues

. Our earlier research addressed the quest-i'on of the desirability of women’s labour-force

partrclpallon using a set of attitude measures -asking whether and under what llfocourse_- L

crrcumstances ‘women should work outsrde the home full-time, part-time or not at ali’ (see_
Alwin et al,, .1992). A major problem with usrng this approach to measuring the acceptance
of women’s labour-force participation is that it fails to distinguish the different reasons for
why women . should work, and, as we shall see, this inherent ambiguity is especially _
problematic for-inter-culrural compnrisons “Though there may be rnany different reasons-"for _
' workmg, we would hke to smgle out two pivotal concerns: the necessny to earn money and
t_he desire for self-fulfilment. In reality, both motives may be present simultaneously, but
structural variables and institutional characteristics should have a bearing on their relative
importance. It is by no means easy, however, to determine whether women’s employment
is regarded more as an opportunity for self-actualization than an economic necessity. Survey
data show that there is considerable support for women contributing to the family income
(Alwin et al,, 1992). Nevertheless, support for a married woman having a job is often
confined to circumstances in which the job and the woman’s family responsibilities are not
in conflict, either because the child is at school or because the work is part-time (Scott and
Duncombe, 1991). Under these conditions, even if the motive for working is not a purely
economtic one, self-{ulfilment is clearly regarded as subservient to family responsibilities. In
this paper, therefore, we make no attempt to gauge whether independence or economic

necessity is the most important motivation for work within a given country, instead we restrict

ourselves 1o a cross-nation comparison of the relative balance of these different motivations.
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In our analysis we make use of a number of general gender-role itéms regarding the
consequences of women working for young children and the family, ideological reasoning
about the proper occupational role of women, and two aspects of the importance of work -
its contribution to female independence and the necessity of a double income. These
measures allow us’ 10 examine whether attltudes differ in the different domams Some of
these domams relate closely to ob_]ectlvc c:1rcumstances, for example consequences for the |
'famtly and chlldren are likely to be influenced by the availability and quahty of alternative

sources of child care. Similarly, the neoessﬂy of a double income is likely to relate to the

ebjecuve economic sltuauon Others reflect a more subjective orientation, such as gender-role - -

~ ideology and the possible contnbutton of work to the mdependence of the woman.

In the following sections we present data on the attitudes of women and men in East

and West Germany towards the different dimensions of gender-roles mentioned above:

consequences of women workmg, gender ideology, and importance of work. We then B

estimate different models that mtght help explain the differences in the two Germanies. Flrst
we introduce contro]s for a variety of demographic charactensucs such as mantal status,
schooling, women’s ]abour-force participation, and presence of preschool children. ‘We then
introduce' a sﬁmmary index of w'ork values. Because the factors structuring male and female .
attitudes may be dlfferent we use separate models for men and women. | Finally, we widen

our focus by exammmg gender-role attitudes in all eight ISSP countries, and, more

specifically, by comparing East Germany and Hungary with the Western nations.

DATA AND METHODS

The data reported here come from the 1991 ALILBUS Baseline Study in East and West
Germany (sec Zentralarchiv, 1992) and the 1988 International Social Survey Program (ISSP)
survey on the family (se¢ Zentralarchiv, 1991). The former was the first simultaneous study
of the ALLBUS program (the German General Social Survey, see Braun and Mohler, 1991)

in both parts of Germany. Data from the ISSP were collected in the eight nations which

belonged to the confederation of national ‘general social surveys’ (see Davis and Jowell,
1990). L




