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Abstract

We examine how the life courses of couples in East and West Germany are linked to women’s income
in later life using multichannel sequence analysis. By applying a couple perspective, we overcome the
individualistic approach in most previous research analysing women’s old-age income. Detailed
monthly information on spouses’ employment and earnings trajectories from age 20 to 50 for the
birth cohorts 1925-1965 (N=2020) stems from SHARE-RV, a data linkage of the administrative
records of the German public pension insurance with the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in
Europe (SHARE). We identify seven clusters of couples’ life courses and link them to women’s abso-
lute individual and relative household income in later life using a cohort comparison to identify trends
over time. While in older cohorts, women in male-breadwinner type clusters achieve the lowest, and
those in dual-earner type couples have the highest incomes, this relationship does no longer prevail
in younger cohorts. Here, we identify a polarization in dual-earner and male-breadwinner type clus-
ters. The former increasingly diverge into successful female-breadwinner constellations and those
with both partners in marginalized careers. The latter polarize between persistent male-breadwinner
constellations and those in which women increase their labor market engagement.

Introduction

The relationship between women’s life courses and their
income in old age is ambiguous. On the one hand,
women accumulate less pension rights and savings due
to care interruptions and the persisting gender gap in
earnings (Sefton et al., 2011; Fasang, Aisenbrey and
Schémann, 2013; Mohring, 2018). They are therefore
often dependent on their partner’s income in order to
guarantee financial security in old age. Specialization in
couples is one important determinant of—sometimes
quite persistent—gender inequality in working life,

incomes, and wealth in Western societies (e.g. Hook,
2010). On the other hand, along with the job decline in
male-dominated industrial sectors and generally rising
career insecurity, women’s income contribution in cou-
ples is of growing importance to cope with instabilities
in the household income (Nieuwenhuis, van der Kolk
and Need, 2017). Previous research investigating wom-
en’s well-being in later life shows that there is a strong
link to their previous life course, especially employment
and care trajectories (Sefton et al., 2011; Mohring,
2018), and that this relationship is dependent on the
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country-specific institutional and societal context, for
example, predominant gender role patterns (Madero-
Cabib and Fasang, 2016; Mohring, 2016). Yet, it
remains an open question as to how couples’ interrelated
careers and the division of labor over the life course are
associated with women’s well-being in old age. This
question becomes especially relevant against the back-
ground of ongoing changes in predominant gender roles
and increasing career insecurity for both genders.

Most previous research on women’s old-age income
adopts an individualistic perspective, not considering the
mutual interdependence of couples’ life courses and the
relevance of both partners’ employment. However, previ-
ous research on women’s employment decisions has high-
lighted the link to partnership constellation and their
spouse’s employment (Drobnic and Blossfeld, 2004;
Evertsson and Nermo, 2007; Carriero, Ghysels and van
Klaveren, 2009). Omitting the linked lives perspective
means missing an important component of women’s
decision-making over the life course. Furthermore, the in-
stitutional structure in modern welfare states implicitly or
explicitly relates to a certain division of labor in married
couples. This holds true for those policies that operate dur-
ing the working career as family and labor market policy,
and the taxation system, as well as for those institutions
that shape later life well-being, most importantly the pen-
sion system. Consequently, we argue that division of labor
and joint decision-making in couples over their life courses
is crucial to understanding women’s financial autonomy in
old age.

We therefore examine how work and care trajectories
of couples in East and West Germany are linked to wom-
en’s later life individual absolute income and relative in-
come as a share of the household income, and address
two research questions: (i) Which joint employment life
courses in couples emerge under different institutional
conditions? (ii) How well do women fare financially in
later life depending on their type of couple life course
(‘CLC’ in the following)? To answer these questions, our
study integrates a multi-actor analysis of life courses with
an examination of later life incomes of women using a
multichannel sequence analysis (MCSQA). The basis is
the data set SHARE-RV, a linkage of administrative
records of the German public pension insurance and sur-
vey data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and
Retirement in Europe (SHARE) that provides monthly in-
formation on employment and earnings for the age-span
20-50. Our sample comprises women from East and
West Germany born between 1925 and 1962 and their
spouses. Hence, we provide a comparison of different
birth cohorts and of different regional contexts, namely

the male-breadwinner oriented West Germany and the
more gender-egalitarian East Germany, to understand the
impact of divergent institutional settings and gender
norms as well as of social and political change over time.
Due to the focus on couples’ linked lives, we have to ex-
clude divorced women and those with short marriage
durations.

Theory and Previous Research

A number of studies have examined women’s life courses
and income in old age. Two main conclusions can be
drawn from this previous research. First, women’s old-
age income is highly dependent on their previous life
course, especially their balancing between paid work and
care tasks (Sefton et al, 2011; Madero-Cabib and
Fasang, 2016; Mohring, 2018). Following the linked lives
approach in life course sociology (Drobni¢ and Blossfeld,
2004) and bargaining approaches in household econom-
ics (Himmelweit et al., 2013), the configuration of wom-
en’s work and family life depends not only on their own
resources but also on the joint decision-making and div-
ision of labor in couples. Therefore, the life course per-
spective on women’s old-age income needs to be
supplemented with a couple dimension. Second, com-
parative research shows that the relationship between the
life course and later life well-being is dependent on the in-
stitutional context, especially the design of the pension
system and the institutionalization of the work—family
conflict. Institutional regulations explicitly or implicitly
relate to or even give an advantage to certain work-care
arrangements in couples and thereby influence individu-
als’ decision-making and chances to take up employment
or increase their earnings in the later phase of their career
(Dewilde, 2012; Fasang, Aisenbrey and Schomann, 2013;
Mohring, 2015; Struffolino, Studer and Fasang, 2016). In
the following, we will first review the determinants of
CLC, focusing on which joint CLC may emerge in the dif-
ferent and changing institutional settings of East and
West Germany. Next, we will link this to women’s finan-
cial situation in later life in terms of their individual abso-
lute income and their relative income as share of the
household income.

Determinants of Couple Life Courses

Individual level: specialization and dynamics in couples’
careers

Based on the idea of a complementation of partners’
labor market behavior, couples ‘negotiate’ their work-
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care arrangement depending on their opportunity
structure, which is defined on the individual level by
partners’ bargaining resources (Himmelweit et al.,
2013). Previous research has demonstrated the rele-
vance of the educational status in this context
(Hoficker, Stoilova and Riebling, 2013; Visser and
Fasang, 2018). Initial differences in educational status
between partners set the stage for spouses’ further spe-
cializing on paid work or care (see also Becker, 1985).
The division of paid and care work in couples then
establishes a process of cumulative disadvantage:
care-related employment interruptions imply less
labor market experience and burdens for restarted
labor market activity, and therefore result in lower
subsequent earnings and fewer opportunities to obtain
professional positions with gainful career ladders.
These disadvantages on the labor market translate
into an inferior bargaining position in the couple,
which will further reinforce the unequal distribution
of paid, and care work over the life course.
Accordingly, employment possibilities in the late-car-
eer phase are hampered if no or few job experiences
exist (Visser and Fasang, 2018; Muller, Hiekel and
Liefbroer, 2020). Therefore, we expect that CLC cor-
respond with the educational constellation in couples
with male-breadwinner type CLC becoming more
likely, the greater the educational advantage of the
male partner (Hypothesis 1).

However, the division of paid work and care may
shift over the CLC, for example, due to changes in the
institutional and normative incentive structure. These
changes may alter the employment opportunities and
preferences of men and women differently, and there-
by, change the bargaining positions in couples. For ex-
ample, Ebner, Kiihhirt and Lersch (2020) show that
individuals’ gender values adapt to changes in the in-
stitutional setting. In this sense, East and West
Germany undergo divergent developments, with the
reunification as central life-course event in East
Germany as it implied the assimilation into the West
German  male-breadwinner-oriented  institutional
structure. In order to understand the impact of
changes over time, we differentiate two cohorts in our
analysis: women born between 1925 and 1950, and
women born between 1951 and 1965. Figure 1 places
these two cohorts in historical time and links them to
developments in East and West Germany. We follow
this timeline when describing the impact of institu-
tions and their change over time on the configurations
of CLC in the following.

Institutional and social context in East and West
Germany

Welfare state policies relate to specific gender arrange-
ments, and thereby reward certain work constellations
in couples and penalize others. In this respect, the for-
mer socialist German Democratic Republic (GDR) and
the West German Federal Republic (FRG) ¢(...) were at
opposite ends of the spectrum of how they supported
mothers of small children, with the aim in the East to
keep women employed and in the West to discourage
them from staying in the labor market’ (Trappe, 1996:
p- 356). West Germany represented a male-breadwinner
society promoting a traditional gendered division of
tasks in couples (Struffolino, Studer and Fasang, 2016),
underpinned by several elements of institutional policy
and structural conditions (Trappe, Pollmann-Schult and
Schmitt, 20135). In family policy, the focus was on cash
benefits and long leave periods for mothers, while public
childcare remained largely underdeveloped in the pre-
millennial decades (Gangl and Ziefle, 2015). The mar-
riage tax premium favors one-earner and one-and-a-
half-earner, while it disincentivizes a return to higher
working hours after one partner once changed to part-
time employment (Bach, Haan and Ochmann, 2013).

In early post-war West Germany, wage levels for in-
dustrial workers were sufficient to provide a family live-
lihood and cultural norms were in favor of traditional
male-breadwinner arrangements, resulting in a highly
gendered division of paid and care work (Schafer and
Gottschall, 2015). It was neither necessary for the eco-
nomic security of the family nor normatively expected
for middle-class women to be in employment. Previous
research shows that individuals’ life course decisions
mirror these patterns (Kiihhirt, 2012). Furthermore,
West Germany exhibits a persistent motherhood penalty
in respect of wages that cannot be fully explained by job
characteristics and working hours (Gangl and Ziefle,
2009). Therefore, we expect that a stable specialization
in couples over the life course with men focusing on
paid work and women on care will be likely in West
Germany (Hypothesis 2).

Socialist East Germany promoted a dual-earner
model by means of an extensive provision of all-day
public childcare and further in-kind benefits for young
families. Equal participation of men and women in the
labor market was strongly promoted already in the
founding years of the GDR. The state encouraged the
participation of mothers in the labor market by provid-
ing possibilities for maternal leave periods and part-time
work, later public childcare provision was expanded
(Trappe, 1996). The compressed wage structure, along
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West Germany
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War; Low demand for women’s

for labor employment

1950 1960 1970 1980

1992

Extension of unpaid
parental leave to 3
years

1990 2000 2010

1958 1960s-1980s

Reduction of food Gradual implementation of family policies

subsidies for low aimed at reconciliation of work and

income households, family; Paid maternal leave, paid leave for

encouraging dual sick children, temporary reduction of

earner constellations working hours and expansion of
inexpensive and full-time public care

1960s — late 1970s

Educational expansion and
promotion of skilled, but highly
gender segregated labor force

1949/1950
High demand for labor;
Women granted right to
choose employment

East Germany

A 4

Following German Time window first birth
reunification adaption of
the (West-)German
institutional structure
and rollback of
reconciliation measures
and public childcare
provision

Cohort 1925-1950

West (Average age at first birth: 24)

East (Average age at first birth: 23)

Cohort 1951-1965

West (Average age at first birth: 26)

East (Average age at first birth: 22)

Figure 1. Institutional background of women’s labor market engagement in East and West Germany.

Source: Own illustration; based on Trappe, Pollmann-Schult and Schmitt (2015) and Trappe (1996).

with the reduction of food subsidies for low-income
households in 1958 (Figure 1), meant that dual-earner
couples were not simply an individual lifestyle choice,
but de facto an economic necessity. Starting from the
1960s, more emphasis was put on building a highly
qualified workforce. Women profited from educational
expansion and their tertiary education in engineering
and science was promoted. To further increase women’s
full-time labor market participation, there was an add-
itional expansion of public all-day childcare from the
1970s onwards (Trappe, Pollmann-Schult and Schmitt,
2015). Consequently, we expect that dual-earner cou-
ples are the dominant CLC constellation in East
Germany (Hypothesis 3).

Change in institutional and social conditions over time

Starting from at least the mid-1970s, women’s participa-
tion in the labor force slowly increased in West Germany,
albeit mostly in the form of part-time employment
(Trappe, Pollmann-Schult and Schmitt, 2015). In the pro-
cess of sectoral change towards a service society, employ-
ment and wages in traditionally male-dominated industrial
sectors declined, whereas female employment and wom-
en’s occupational prestige increased (Harkonen, Manzoni

and Bihagen, 2016). Consequently, in West Germany, the
incentives for female employment became contradictory:
the welfare state continued to provide institutionalized dis-
incentives for female employment and (indirectly) sup-
ported the traditional division of labor within married
couples. Even in 1992, the duration of unpaid parental
leave was extended to 3 years; de facto incentivizing long-
term labor market exists of mothers (Figure 1). Women’s
gains from educational expansion and employment growth
in the female-dominated service sector, however, provide
incentives for women’s (restarted) labor market activity in
the younger cohort of our study.

After reunification, the dual-earner model promoted
and culturally accepted in East Germany was at odds
with the institutional structure in the West that sup-
ported a male-breadwinner family. Imposing the West
German institutional system on the East, the support for
working mothers was cut back substantially. The num-
ber of childcare facilities was reduced, long leave periods
for childcare and tax reductions for single-earner fami-
lies were granted the same way as in West Germany.
Furthermore, with the East German economy struggling
and unemployment rising in the years after reunifica-
tion, a reduction in the demand for female workers led
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to shrinking employment opportunities for women in
East Germany. These changes become apparent in more
part-time work and non-employment of mothers in East
Germany. At the same time, the employment rates of
women in West Germany increased, predominantly in
part-time employment. Therefore, the employment of
women in East and West Germany converged in the
1990s and 2000s (Simonson, Gordo and Titova, 2011;
Liao and Fasang, 2021), mirroring the contradiction be-
tween institutional incentives, values, and changing
structural conditions. Based on these considerations, we
expect that in East and West Germany CLC in the
younger cohort will show a tendency away from clear
dual-earner or male-breadwinner type clusters, respect-
ively, towards more heterogeneity in both regions
(Hypothesis 4).

The Link of Couples’ Life Courses and Women'’s
Income in Later Life

Our data covers individuals who are in the late phase of
their working career before retirement as well as individ-
uals in retirement receiving pension income. For the for-
mer, women’s financial situation is more influenced by
their current labor market situation, for the latter by the
regulations embedded in the German pension system.
The CLC may play a role for both. For the younger co-
hort who is not in retirement yet, women’s earnings cap-
acity at a certain point in time depends on their human
capital accumulation which is in turn dependent on the
previous and current labor divisions in couples (Muller,
Hiekel and Liefbroer, 2020). With respect to pension in-
come, the couple’s work-care arrangement directly links
to woman’s ability to accumulate pension rights.

The German public pension system is the main in-
come source for older individuals in Germany; 90 per
cent of people older than 65 receive benefits from the
public pension insurance (Bundesministerium fiir Arbeit
und Soziales, 2017). It covers all employees and workers
in the private and public sectors, excluding civil servants
and the self-employed, and is designed as a pay-as-you-
go system with a high life course sensitivity (Leisering,
2003). Individuals accumulate pension earnings points
(EP) commensurate with the employment income
throughout their working career, and these points are
translated into public pension benefits at the time of re-
tirement. In addition, the public pension insurance also
grants specific entitlements that compensate to some de-
gree for periods of reduced or non-employment due to
family care or unemployment. Over the life course, these
top-up pension rights however cannot reach the level of
EP related to paid employment (Leitner, 2001). As a

result, women’s incomes in later life are higher, the
more they engaged in paid work over their life course,
while having children and assuming unpaid care tasks
narrows opportunities to accumulate pension rights in
contribution-based systems and savings in occupational
and private pensions (Sefton et al., 2011; Mohring,
2018). Therefore, we expect women’s absolute and rela-
tive old age incomes will be lowest in male-breadwinner
type CLC, and highest in dual-earner type CLC
(Hypothesis 5a); and this relationship will be more pro-
nounced in the older cohort (Hypothesis 5b). In the
younger cohort, we expect to observe increased hetero-
geneity in absolute incomes in male-breadwinner and
dual-earner type CLC (Hypothesis 6) as a greater differ-
entiation of incomes and women’s careers evolves in the
East German transformation process and in West
Germany due to women’s gains from educational expan-
sion and their enhanced employment opportunities. For
the same reasons, women’s relative incomes in male-
breadwinner type CLC will have improved in the
younger cobort (Hypothesis 7).

Data and Method

We base our analyses on SHARE-RV data (Release
7.0.0.), which links information from the German sam-
ple of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in
Europe (SHARE) with the administrative records
(‘Versichertenkontenstichprobe’)  collected by  the
German Pension Insurance (Borsch-Supan et al., 2013;
Forschungsdatenzentrum der Rentenversicherung and
Max-Planck-Institut fiir Sozialrecht und Sozialpolitik,
2019). This data set combines monthly information on
respondents’ life courses, including employment and
earnings, with detailed survey information on their in-
come in old age. We apply a multi-actor perspective to
couples’ life courses, merging data of married women
aged 50 or older (birth cohorts 1925-1965) from
SHARE waves 4 to 7 (2011-2017) with information on
their spouse living in the same household. The data in-
clude 1593 women currently married and living together
with their spouse with 1517 out of those having an
available partner linkage. Supplementary Appendix A
Figure SA.4 and Table SA.3 provide summary statistics
and employment trajectories of never married (7 ="70),
divorced (7 =182), and widowed (7 =314) women as a
point of reference.

The administrative data of the pension insurance re-
cord respondents’ monthly employment status and asso-
ciated pension EP from the year individuals turn 14 until
the year they turn 65. We construct couples’ employ-
ment trajectories for the core labor market active phase
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between age 20 and 50, i.e. biography months 73-443;
the upper limit of 50 years is set to allow for sequences
of equal length and the comparability of all trajectories
with the youngest sample members being 50 years old.
Since our analysis builds on the prerequisite that couples
have a linked life course, we exclude 33.42 per cent of
couples, who were either not married by the age of 40 or
where a spouse has been previously divorced. Overall,
this leaves us with a sample of 1010 couples.

In a first step, we identify typical patterns of couples’
careers utilizing MCSQA (Gauthier et al, 2010).
MCSQA treats couples’ careers as sequences consisting of
two channels, which represent spouses’ respective em-
ployment trajectories. We characterize spouses’ employ-
ment and earnings trajectories on a monthly basis using
the information on individuals’ pension EP from the
statutory pension register as described above, however,
excluding top-up pension rights for childcare and un-
employment as they do not reflect individual employment
income and may lead to a misinterpretation of the earn-
ings ratio in couples. EP provide us with an indicator of
an individual’s personal income and extent of employ-
ment since they are awarded according to an individual’s
pension contributions which are linked to the level of
their earnings. We calculate relative monthly earnings by
setting the individual pension EP in relation to the mean
EP of all persons covered by the public pension insurance
in a given year; relative earnings are thereby also standar-
dized over time. One EP is thus equivalent to an annual
earned income at the level of the mean income of all per-
sons paying contributions in a specific year (the insured
community, ‘Versichertengemeinschaft’). For example,
0.5 EP are granted if a person achieves half of the mean
wage, 1.5 EP for someone earning 50 per cent more than
the mean, and so on. Based on this information, we oper-
ationalize seven categories that refer to the employment
status and the relative earnings for those in dependent
employment. The first four different employment statuses
are ranked according to these relative earnings:

1. Category 1 is employment with 60 per cent or less of
average pension EP, typically part-time or marginal
employment.

2. Category 2 is employment with below-average pen-
sion EP (60-100 per cent).

3. Category 3 indicates employment with average to
above-average pension EP (100-150 per cent).

4. Employment associated with more than 150 per cent
of average pension EP is contained in Category 4.

The other three categories include those statuses not
related to dependent employment. The records of the

public pension insurance provide us with information
on periods of long-term sickness/disability as well as un-
employment and care episodes up to a certain length,
while they include no information on those periods that
are not covered by the insurance. This is the case if un-
employment or care periods exceed a certain length, as
well as for civil servants and the vast majority of the
self-employed.

1. Category § includes ‘other’ statuses, which are peri-
ods of sickness or unemployment, as well as, in a
few cases, marginal self-employment.

2. Category 6 ‘no information’ indicates that in a given
month no pension insurance record is available; this
applies to civil servants, who are organized in a sep-
arate pension system, the self-employed, who mostly
opt out of the public pension insurance, or when
respondents have exited the labor market long-term.
Based on the additional survey information from
SHARE on the type of old age income and main
previous employment, we can conclude which of
these states was predominant in an individual’s ‘no
information’ period; hence, we include this
information in the cluster description in the next
section. '

3. Category 7 ‘care’ indicates child care episodes that
are recorded by the public pension insurance until
the youngest child reaches the age of 10.

MCSQA assesses the similarity of sequences and
their respective channels through a matching algorithm
(Pollock, 2007). Sequences are subject to a pairwise
comparison along two channels, i.e. the employment
and earnings statuses of a woman and her partner in a
given month. We use empirical transition probabilities
to define the cost matrix (Piccarreta and Billari, 2007)
and a hierarchical cluster analysis utilizing a Ward algo-
rithm.?  Goodness-of-fit indicators (Supplementary
Appendix A Figure SA.1) and the distributions of key
biographical episodes are used to decide on the number
of clusters. Sequence analysis was performed with the
TraMineR package for R (Gabadinho et al., 2011).

We apply multivariate ordinary least squares
(OLS) regressions with the dependent variable wom-
en’s individual income in EUR (mean=¢11,784.79,
SD =¢9,855.12; Table 1 and Supplementary Appendix
A Figure SA.2). The income variable is an additive
measure of respondents’ annual net income from de-
pendent and self-employment, public and occupation-
al pension schemes, disability and sickness pension
and benefits, unemployment benefits and insurance,
and social assistance. Regression analyses are
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Table 1. Sample means and standard deviations
Mean Standard deviation

Women’s individual annual income in EUR 11,874.79 9,855.12
Women’s relative income share 0.33 0.20
Birth cohort 1925-1950 0.50 0.50
Birth cohort 1951-1965 0.50 0.50
East German 0.27 0.44
Number of children 2.0 1.17
Education low 0.18 0.38
Education medium 0.61 0.49
Education high 0.21 0.41
Relative education 0.94 0.16
Age gap between partners 291 4.03
Age at marriage 24.02 5.12
Wave § 0.10 0.3
Wave 6 0.84 0.37
Wave 7 0.01 0.09
Proportion of life course spent on childcare 21.19 20.13

Source: Own estimations based on SHARE-RV, Release 7.0.0.
performed separately by pensioner status and cohort: Results

pensioners from the birth years 1925-1950 (n=489),
and non-pensioners born 1951-1965 (n=393).
Therefore, in the regression analysis, the younger birth
cohort only includes those with non-pension incomes
(earnings from (self-)employment or non-pension pub-
lic benefits). The older cohort comprises only those
who are recorded as recipients of public pension bene-
fits. Furthermore, we conduct analyses for (non-)pen-
sioner couples with women’s relative income share
within the couple (mean=0.33, SD =0.20) as depend-
ent variable.

In the multivariate regressions, the main independ-
ent variables are the couples’ life course clusters. We
further control for several covariates: women’s educa-
tional attainment ISCED 1997 with low (ISCED 1/2),
medium (ISCED 3/4), and high (ISCED 5/6); women’s
relative education (women’s educational attainment
divided by partner’s, with 1 representing equal sta-
tuses)’; age gap between spouses, women’s age at mar-
riage; number of children; the percentage of childcare
in women’s life courses; East or West Germany; activ-
ity status pensioner or in employment; and SHARE
wave. We further run sensitivity analyses controlling
for the yearly average of pension earning points in
order to examine the additional contribution of CLC
clusters for women’s old-age income and the role of
income sources not associated with public pension
contributions (see Supplementary Appendix B Table
SB.1). Table 1 provides means and standard devia-
tions for all variables.

Clusters of Couples’ Life Courses and Their
Composition

Multichannel sequence and cluster analysis yield seven
distinct clusters of couples’ life courses; the associated
state distribution plots are depicted in Figure 2 (women
left-hand column; partners right-hand column; sequence
index plots available in Supplementary Appendix A
Figure SA.3). Based on the respective extent of the labor
market engagement of women and their partners, we
categorize the clusters into three male-breadwinner, two
one-and-a-half-earner, and two dual-earner couples.
Within these categories, the clusters share certain char-
acteristics, especially with respect to the duration and
timing of care-related employment interruptions in
women’s careers, but also exhibit some variation.
Table 2 gives an overview of the cluster characteristics;
Supplementary Appendix A Table SA.1 provides more
detailed information on the average status durations.

Male-breadwinner clusters

Clusters 1-3 belong to the group of male-breadwinner
types and predominantly contain couples from West
Germany, while the proportion of East Germans is very
low (maximum of 4 per cent in cluster 2). The propor-
tion of younger cohort members is about average to
slightly below-average. Women’s employment histories
in male-breadwinner-type clusters are rather homoge-
neous as they mainly enter an extensive, childcare-
related employment interruption early, spanning
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Figure 2. State distribution plots of couples’ life course clusters.
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Source: Own estimations based on SHARE-RV, Release 7.0.0.

Table 2. Cluster characteristics

Cluster No. of % life-course % cohort % East No. of N
transitions childcare 1951-1965 German children

(1) Standard male-breadwinner 10.52 40.01 44.15 3.19 2.50 188
(2) Upward male-breadwinner 11.42 28.78 46.23 4.02 1.96 199
(3) Non-employee male-breadwinner 11.08 24.96 49.28 3.62 2.04 138
(4) Atypical one-and-a-half-earner 11.81 15.62 69.47 8.42 1.75 95
(5) Standard one-and-a-half-earner 16.48 10.33 48.84 19.77 1.6 86
(6) Polarized dual-earner 28.18 8.07 49.59 79.92 2.03 244
(7) Female-breadwinner tendency 20.63 3.95 61.67 53.33 1.38 60
Total 16.27 21.19 50.4 26.83 2.0 1,010

Source: Own estimations based on SHARE-RV, Release 7.0.0.

between 25 per cent (cluster 3) and 40 per cent (cluster
1) of the observation period. Furthermore, women’s
biographies in these clusters are rather static with only
around 11 transitions compared to a sample mean of 16
transitions. The main variation between women’s biog-
raphies stems from their re-entry statuses after care-

related non-employment. In cluster 1 (7 =188), women
re-enter the labor market late in the second half of their
biographies through employment associated with less
than 60 per cent of average earnings, indicating part-
time or marginal employment. Therefore, we label this
‘standard male-breadwinner’.

cluster as Re-entry
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patterns in clusters 2 (n=199) and 3 (n=138) are more
heterogeneous: women in cluster 2 have more substan-
tial proportions of employment with 60-100 per cent of
average earnings (22 per cent of the life course). Men’s
employment trajectories vary more between clusters
than women’s with respect to earnings and type of em-
ployment. Men in cluster 1 engage continuously in em-
ployment associated with average wages, whereas
careers of men in cluster 2 are characterized by upward
mobility and high wages of more than 150 per cent of
the average. Partners in cluster 3 are predominantly
engaging in activities not recorded by the public pension
insurance, indicating civil service or self-employment.
Therefore, we label cluster 2 as ‘upward male-breadwin-
ner’, and cluster 3 as ‘non-employee male-breadwinner’.

With respect to spouses’ educational constellation
in male-breadwinner clusters, we observe pronounced
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cohort differences (see Figure 3 for the average pro-
portion of women and men who received tertiary edu-
cation by cluster and cohort). In the older cohort, the
share of women with tertiary degree is rather small,
ranging from 5 per cent in cluster 1 to 14 per cent in
the upward male-breadwinner cluster, and the gap to
men’s share of tertiary education is larger than in the
one-and-a-half-earner and dual-earner clusters—apart
from the standard male-breadwinner cluster with a
low share of tertiary qualification among both gen-
ders. In the younger cohort, the proportion of tertiary-
educated women in the upward- and non-employee
male-breadwinner clusters has strongly increased,
being close to or even higher or than in the one-and-a-
half-earner and dual-earner clusters. Conversely, in
the standard male-breadwinner cluster, the education-
al gap between spouses has widened in the younger
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(1) Standard male-breadwinner

(2) Upward male-breadwinner

(5) Standard one-and-a-half-earner

(6) Polarized dual-earner
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(4) Atypical one-and-a-half-earner

Figure 3. Proportion of female and male partners with tertiary education across cluster and cohort.

Note: Unabbreviated cluster names are 1. Standard male-breadwinner, 2. Upward male-breadwinner, 3. Non-employee male-breadwinner, 4. Atypical
one-and-a-half-earner, 5. Standard one-and-a-half-earner, 6. Polarized dual-earner, 7. Female-breadwinner tendency.

Source: Own estimations based on SHARE-RV, Release 7.0.0.
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cohort, since the proportion of men with tertiary edu-
cation rose at a higher rate.

One-and-a-half-earner clusters

The labor market trajectories of couples in clusters 4
(n=95) and 5 (n=286) exhibit characteristics of both
male-breadwinner and dual-earner couples. In cluster 4,
both spouses display atypical careers. In women’s em-
ployment trajectories, ‘no information’ periods are most
prevalent (43 per cent of the life course) indicating self-
employment, civil service, and long-term labor market
exits. Additional analyses of income sources with
SHARE-data show that women in cluster 4 exhibit the
highest average of incomes from self-employment.
Therefore, self-employment rather than childcare-
related labor market exits is predominant in women’s
‘no information’ periods in cluster 4 and leads us to clas-
sify this cluster as one-and-a-half-earner rather than
male-breadwinner. Cluster 4 contains the highest share
of women born 1951-1965 (69 per cent), but a below-
average share of East German women (8 per cent).
Men’s trajectories are characterized by high career dis-
continuity and an increasing share of the state ‘other’,
which indicates unemployment and sickness/disability
(24 per cent). Therefore, we label cluster 4 as ‘atypical
one-and-a-half-earner’. Women’s life courses in cluster 5
show a mean of 16 transitions due to shorter childcare-
related employment interruptions, which amount to 10
per cent of the trajectories. Instead, we observe a higher
degree of labor market engagement, yet linked to below-
average earnings. Overall, cluster 5 exhibits a more
equal labor market engagement of spouses than cluster
4. Partners in this cluster achieve average wages in con-
tinuous employment, effectively resembling the standard
biographies in cluster 1. Therefore, we label cluster 5 as
‘standard one-and-a-half-earner’. About 20 per cent of
couples in this cluster are from East Germany, which is
close to the sample mean.

Dual-earner clusters

Clusters 6 and 7 represent different dual-earner types
and encompass predominantly East German couples at
proportions of 80 per cent and 53 per cent, respectively.
Women’s trajectories in these clusters are characterized
by a strong labor market attachment and short and frag-
mented childcare interruptions which cover a mere 8 per
cent (cluster 6) and 4 per cent (cluster 7) of the careers
observed. In cluster 6 (n=244), spouses’ employment
careers are highly similar and mostly consist of employ-
ment associated with 60-100 per cent of average earn-
ings. Most notably, trajectories of men and women in

this cluster exhibit a high degree of volatility with the
maximum number of transitions for the sample (28 for
women as opposed to a mean of 16). Furthermore, for
both partners, we observe an increasing polarization
over time, which is especially apparent in the last quar-
ter of the observation window: the trajectories differen-
tiate into episodes associated with rising incomes on the
one hand, and episodes of unemployment and long-term
sickness/disability on the other. This is an indication of
the dualization into upward mobility or precariousness
of employment trajectories in East Germany following
German reunification. Therefore, we label this cluster as
‘polarized dual-earner’. Cluster 7 (7= 60) is the smallest
group and pools exceptional couples’ careers. Childcare-
related employment interruptions among women are un-
common and extremely short. Over their career, women
continuously achieve average (41 per cent) and above-
average earnings (21 per cent), whereas partners’ careers
are often discontinuous and display on average lower
earnings. Therefore, cluster 7 represents a special case of
a dual-earner type and is labelled as ‘female-breadwin-
ner tendency’.

In both cohorts, the differences in educational status
between spouses are smaller in the one-and-a-half-
earner and dual-earner type clusters than in the male-
breadwinner clusters (Figure 3). In the older cohort, the
largest gender gap exists in the atypical one-and-a-half-
earner cluster with 17 percentage points, followed by
the standard one-and-a-half-earner and the polarized
dual-earner clusters with around 6 percentage points,
whereas in the female-breadwinner tendency cluster,
equally 48 per cent of both partners have attained ter-
tiary education. In the younger cohort, the gender gap
reduces in the atypical one-and-a-half-earner cluster and
remains constant in the standard one-and-a-half-earner
cluster, so that the gap amounts to around 7 percentage
points in both clusters. In the polarized dual-earner clus-
ter, the gender gap closes in the younger cohort, and in
the female-breadwinner tendency cluster, women even
surpass men by 29 percentage points.

When we view these results in the light of our
hypotheses, we arrive at the following conclusions. First,
our results provide mixed evidence for Hypothesis 1: the
CLC clusters indeed mirror the educational constellation
of couples in the older cohort, however, less so in the
younger cohort. The educational advantage of male
partners is more pronounced in male-breadwinner clus-
ters with the exception of the spouses’ homogenously
low share of tertiary education in the standard male-
breadwinner cluster. In contrast, spouses’ education is
more similar in the dual-earner and one-and-a-half-
earner clusters, apart from a larger gender gap among
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older cohort members in the atypical one-and-a-half-
earner cluster. For younger cohort members, who were
more affected by the changes induced by reunification
and educational expansion, the link of CLC cluster and
educational constellation becomes more ambiguous.
Women in the female-breadwinner tendency cluster, but
also those in the upward- and non-employee male-
breadwinner clusters benefitted from educational expan-
sion, which however did not close the gender gap as
partners experienced a similar increase.

In line with Hypotheses 2 and 3, male-breadwinner
clusters are dominated by West Germans, dual-earner
couples are predominantly East German. The share of
East German women in the standard one-and-a-half-
earner cluster is slightly below average. Almost all clus-
ters consist of equal proportions of the two birth cohorts
1925-1950 and 1951-1965. The exceptions are the
female-breadwinner tendency cluster and the atypical
one-and-a-half-earner cluster, of which especially the
latter exhibit substantially higher proportions of
younger cohort members. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is not
supported as we find a higher tendency of the younger
cohort to group in the more male-breadwinner leaning
atypical one-and-a-half-earner cluster, but not in the
more egalitarian standard one-and-a-half-earner. The
female-breadwinner tendency cluster predominantly
includes East German couples with women economical-
ly benefitting from the German reunification in the se-
cond halves of their careers. WE wiLL NOW TURN TO
analyse to what extent these patterns are mirrored in
women’s old-age incomes.

Women's Old-Age Incomes
Table 3 depicts regression models on women’s individ-
ual annual income for pensioners from the older and
non-pensioners from the younger cohort (Table 3).
Model 1 includes control variables along with the edu-
cational ratio in couples as an indicator of spouses’ ini-
tial status differences. In Models 2 and 3, we add
couples’ life course clusters with and without controlling
for spouses’ relative education. Model 4 controls for the
number of children and the relative proportion of the
observation period women spent providing childcare.
The clusters of couples’ life courses prove to be a sig-
nificant predictor of women’s absolute income in the
older, pensioner cohort (Models 2a—4a): the highest
incomes are achieved by women in dual-earner and one-
and-a-half-earner clusters, the lowest in male-breadwinner
couples. Accordingly, women in the female-breadwinner
tendency cluster exhibit the highest absolute incomes in
later life with about ¢9,553 (P < 0.001) more than the

reference category, followed by the standard one-and-a-
half-earner cluster (¢7,347; P < 0.001) and the polarized
dual-earner cluster (¢5,585; P < 0.001). Women’s incomes
in male-breadwinner arrangements, and in the atypical
one-and-a-half-earner cluster, are in comparison substan-
tially lower. Still women in the upward male-breadwinner
cluster (¢901; P < 0.05), non-employee male-breadwinner
cluster (¢1,195; P<0.01), and the atypical one-and-a-
half-earner cluster (¢1,505; P<0.01) have significantly
higher incomes than those in the reference cluster of
standard male-breadwinners (Model 3a). Controlling for
the number of children and the proportion of childcare in
Model 4a renders differences between the standard-, up-
ward-, non-employee male-breadwinner, and atypical
one-and-a-half-earner clusters insignificant, whereas the
relevance and ranking of the standard one-and-a-half-
earner, polarized dual-earner, and female-breadwinner
tendency clusters mostly remain stable. Accordingly, the
income advantage of women in the former group of clus-
ters compared to the standard male-breadwinner cluster is
mainly due to shorter childcare interruptions, while
women in the latter group of clusters achieve higher
incomes due to their better earnings and employment
quality over the life course. Results for women’s relative
incomes (Table A.2, Models 1a—4a) depict a similar rank-
ing of CLC clusters; women with higher absolute incomes
also hold a greater share of the household income, with
the exception of women in the upward male-breadwinner
cluster exhibiting a significantly smaller income share
than the reference category.

While the clear income advantage of women
belonging to dual-earner clusters as compared to the
male-breadwinner clusters generally persists in the
younger, labor market active cohort, we find evidence
in favor of a polarization within all three types of
CLC clusters (Table 3, Models 2b-4b). First, women’s
incomes in the male-breadwinner clusters have
diverged (Model 2b): while the absolute income of
women in the upward male-breadwinner cluster is at a
similarly low level to that of the reference category of
standard male-breadwinner cluster, women in the
non-employee male-breadwinner cluster achieve
incomes around ¢3,837 higher (P <0.001). The same
trend applies to one-and-a-half-earner clusters. In the
younger cohort, women’s incomes in the atypical one-
and-a-half-earner cluster are not even significantly dif-
ferent from the reference cluster, and after accounting
for the number of children and proportion of child-
care, incomes are even significantly lower (—¢2,327;
P<0.001). In contrast, the income situation of
women belonging to the standard one-and-a-half-
earner cluster has not changed substantially across
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cohorts. Again, women in this cluster exhibit the se-
cond highest incomes, however, the income gap to the
reference category has decreased to ¢4,951 (P <0.001)
(Model 4b). The polarization trend appears likewise
in the dual-earner clusters. After controlling for the
duration of care episodes (Model 4b), the income of
women in the polarized dual-earner cluster is not sig-
nificantly different from the reference of standard-
male-breadwinner cluster. In contrast, the incomes of
women in the female-breadwinner tendency cluster re-
main the highest in the younger cohort (¢14,765,
P <0.001).

We find no evidence in favor of higher relative incomes
of women in the younger cohort (Table A.2, Model 2b).
Differences between the standard male-breadwinner, non-
employee male-breadwinner, and atypical one-and-a-half-
earner clusters are not significant, whereas women in the
upward male-breadwinner cluster hold a 6 percentage
points lower share than the reference of standard male-
breadwinner cluster 1 (P < 0.001). Women in the standard
one-and-a-half-earner and polarized dual-earner clusters
exhibit a 7 percentage point higher income share than the
reference category (P<0.001), while women in the
female-breadwinner tendency cluster hold the largest in-
come share 22 percentage points higher than in cluster 1
(P < 0.001).

To sum up, the regression results for women’s abso-
lute and relative incomes provide some support for our
hypotheses. In the older, pensioner cohort, we did in-
deed observe the pattern expected in Hypothesis 5a of
women’s absolute and relative incomes increasing lin-
early from male-breadwinner to dual-earner constella-
tions with low incomes in male-breadwinner clusters
and the atypical one-and-a-half-earner cluster, me-
dium incomes in standard one-and-a-half-earner clus-
ter and polarized dual-earner cluster, and highest
incomes in the female-breadwinner tendency cluster.
In line with Hypotheses 5b and 6, the link of CLC and
women’s absolute incomes indeed is more ambiguous
and incomes are more heterogeneous in the younger,
labor market active cohort. We observe a polarization
of women’s incomes within the male-breadwinner,
one-and-a-half, and dual-earner type clusters in the
younger cohort as compared to the older cohort.
Furthermore, we find no general enhancement of
women’s relative income position in the younger co-
hort—also not in the male-breadwinner type clusters
as expected in Hypothesis 7. Consequently, even for
women in clusters with higher absolute incomes in the
younger, labor market active cohort, their spouses’
situation improved similarly.

Conclusion

Previous research has extensively studied how women’s
life courses are related to different forms of their well-
being in old age. The life course of their spouse, which
represents an important component of women’s oppor-
tunity structure and decision-making over their life
course, has been widely disregarded so far. Our study is
the first to integrate a linked lives perspective into the
analysis of women’s income situation in old age, draw-
ing on a unique data source of combined survey and ad-
ministrative information. On the basis of MCSQA, we
identified seven clusters of couples’ life courses for the
birth years 1925 to 1965 in East and West Germany.
These clusters were categorized into three male-
breadwinner, two one-and-a-half-earner, and two dual-
earner type couples.

Taken together, our results reveal polarization of em-
ployment histories and increased inequality in younger,
labor market active cohorts as compared to older pension-
er cohorts. This applies not only to dual-earner couples
but also to male-breadwinner constellations. Dual-earner
clusters polarize along the lines of upwards and down-
wards mobility. As these constellations are predominant in
East Germany, this polarization is mainly a consequence
of the extensive system transformation. While women in
the female-breadwinner tendency cluster feature even
more successful careers and higher incomes in the younger
cohort, we observed a precarization in the polarized dual-
earner cluster with increasingly discontinuous employment
trajectories after German reunification. Male-breadwinner
clusters polarize between persistent male-breadwinner con-
stellations and those in which women increase their labor
market engagement in the younger cohort. The non-
employee male-breadwinner cluster is a ‘male-breadwinner
light’ type in the younger cohort with more homogamous
couples as women take advantage of their enhanced educa-
tional achievements. In contrast, women in the upward
male-breadwinner cluster specialize on care tasks also in
the younger cohort and consequently cannot achieve
higher old-age incomes despite gains in educational attain-
ment. This applies even more to women in the atypical
one-and-a-half earner cluster, who cannot translate their
gains in educational status in better incomes in the younger
cohort, but fall behind women in most male-breadwinner
clusters.

Reasons, why higher educational qualifications of
women do not go together with adaptions in their labor
market behavior, might be manifold. In West Germany,
even the members of the younger cohort still faced an
underdeveloped public childcare infrastructure coupled
with persistent conservative norms regarding the
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employment of mothers. Another reason might be the
relevance of educational institutions as partner market:
educational qualifications might not necessarily be the
manifestation of increased career orientation, but rather
function as a signal in the partner market. Finally, the
lower heterogeneity in women’s incomes in the older co-
hort might also stem from redistributive elements inte-
grated in the German public pension which make
pension incomes more equal than labor market
earnings.

When we place our results into the larger context of
comparative research in this area, we arrive at the follow-
ing conclusions. Previous research shows a strong consist-
ency of educational status, working career characteristics,
and women’s later individual income. For West Germany,
Fasang, Aisenbrey and Schomann (2013) and Sefton et al.
(2011) show that the more (full-time) employment the
higher the later income. In contrast, Dewilde (2012)
arrives with mixed results regarding the relevance of wom-
en’s employment history for later household income. Our
study adds to this, first, by integrating the individual and
the household perspective, second, by including younger
birth cohorts in the analyses, and finally, by analysing the
impact of crucial turning points as the system transform-
ation in East Germany. With this, we can show that initial
educational status and the educational constellation in the
couple are not unambiguously related to the subsequent
division of paid and care work in the couple, and do not
pre-determine women’s later income position, especially in
the younger birth cohort in our study. Consequently, edu-
cational status does not always translate into higher
incomes later on when women do not adjust their career
behavior accordingly. Our results are partly in line with
Liao and Fasang (2021), who show a trend towards more
gender equality in labor division in West Germany.
However, according to our results, the more gender-egali-
tarian labor market participation is not distributed equally
among couples and is not mirrored by equal gains in wom-
en’s later life income position in couples.

Furthermore, we can show that couples may depart
from their initial work-care constellation, for example, due
to macro-level disruptions as the German reunification, or
new employment opportunities arising from economic
change. These changes and turning points alter, and polar-
ize, the further course and outcomes of CLC—yet, always
interacting with individual agency. Consequently, our
study shows in accordance with life course theory that in-
stitutional and normative conditions interact with individ-
ual ambition and behavior in determining women’s career
possibilities and outcomes. While women in East Germany
initially had more favorable conditions to pursue a career,
this has changed after reunification when success became

more dependent on personal ambitions and the willingness
to be regional mobile (Gosch, 2003; Reichelt and
Abraham, 2017). Increased labor force participation and
upward mobility of women can also be observed in the
West—interestingly especially in the ‘non-employee male-
breadwinner’ cluster where both spouses have higher
shares in civil service or self-employment. However, per-
sistent gender norms and unequal taxation limit women’s
ambitions often to part-time or low-income jobs (Bach,
Haan and Ochmann, 2013).

Our analysis has several limitations. The number of
cases for some less common life course patterns is low as
we had to restrict our sample to observations where con-
sent had been given for data linkage, partner informa-
tion was available, and the marriage was of sufficient
duration. We nevertheless chose to portray small clus-
ters if they represented meaningful social phenomena.
We cannot provide any generalizations for couples with
atypical marital trajectories, divorced, or widowed
women. Divorced and single women achieve on average
higher individual old-age incomes than married and
widowed women in West Germany, while no relation-
ship between family status and income exists for older
women in East Germany (Kreyenfeld, Mika and
Radenacker, 2018); hence, our results tend towards the
lower bound of West German women’s incomes.
Furthermore, the life course data stemming from the ad-
ministrative records of the German public pension insur-
ance excludes some employment statuses such as civil
service. Here, we were able to make assumptions on the
nature of these episodes based on the survey information
from SHARE. We do believe that using administrative
records to reconstruct couples’ biographies has certain
advantages given that retrospective survey information
is biased by recall error (Kreyenfeld and Bastin, 2016).
Furthermore, the data do not include information on
gender ideologies, which however might be relevant for
life course decisions (Nitsche and Grunow, 2016).
Finally, we focused on the relationship of CLC and
women’s later life income in this study, including hus-
bands’ income only indirectly in the measure of relative
income. Further research is necessary to examine the
role of CLC for men’s income.
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Endnotes
1 For a subsample of observations relating to people
already SHARE wave 3
(SHARELIFE), we compared the employment sta-
tuses from the administrative pension data with the
employment statuses from retrospective life course

interviewed  in

interviews. These analyses support the conclusions
drawn from the types of old-age income.

2 We tested several matching algorithms and cost
regimes with rather similar results: Dynamic
Hamming Distances produced clusters rather similar
to those depicted in the Results section, as did the
application of an Optimal Matching algorithm with
constant costs of 1 for substitutions and 2 for inser-
tions and deletions. We chose the Optimal Matching
algorithm with a data-driven cost matrix because it
provided the lowest intra-cluster heterogeneity.

3 For the relative measure, we linearize education by
utilizing the average years of education associated
with each ISCED 1997-level in East and West
Germany. This approach further accounts for the
distinct educational systems and adjusts for potential
measurement errors (Schneider, 12016).
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Appendix

Table A.1. Average status durations for women (W) and partners (P) across clusters

Employment with relative earnings of Other No information Care

Status <60% 60-100% 100-150%  >150%

‘Women/partner W P w P W P W P W P W P W P
(1) Standard male-breadwinner 22.57 2.71 10.01 24.52 2.46 61.20 0.36 3.91 3.95 5.17 20.64 2.48 40.02 —
(2) Upward male-breadwinner 15.76 2.51 21.52 5.98 5.81 25.38 1.06 52.47 7.09 10.85 19.98 2.81 28.78 —
(3) Non-employee male-breadwinner 18.45 3.06 15.44 7.55 7.04 5.96 1.12 1.03 6.16 10.06 26.82 72.33 24.96 —
(4) Atypical one-and-a-half-earner ~ 24.78 6.22 7.92 19.36 2.31 36.0 0.31 8.08 6.02 23.69 43.03 6.66 15.62 —
(5) Standard one-and-a-half-earner  20.07 3.06 52.07 19.85 9.56 64.35 0.83 3.98 5.17 6.32 198 2.44 10.33 —
(6) Polarized dual-earner 26.03 12.19 41.86 25.18 8.94 13.79 0.65 2.78 12.07 11.55 2.38 3.51 8.07 —
(7) Female-breadwinner tendency 6.64 5.48 19.02 32.72 40.99 27.67 20.58 19.07 6.9 11.84 1.9 322 3.96 —
Total 20.55 5.53 24.64 25.8 8.19 31.05 1.91 14.11 7.31 10.74 16.35 12.77 21.06 —

Source: Own estimations based on SHARE-RV, Release 7.0.0.
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