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General 
outlines

• I am not an expert on this topic; my only qualification is
having a 3-year-old child (and expecting a second in
October)

• I assume most of the audience has or is planning to
have a long-term partnership, children, or other forms
of care work (!)

• This is supposed to be a forum to exchange
experiences and useful information

• Experiences are always personal and idiosyncratic

• I checked some literature on family + academic careers
specifically to provide a bit more context



General 
outlines: 
Literature 
review

• Disclaimer: Most studies not from Germany (mostly
US)

• Specific cultural factors („national pressures in the US 
for emphasizing work over other interests“, cf. Fox et al., 
2011)

• Differences in the social security systems and working
laws may reduce generalizability to Germany

• Also note: All of this data is observational and 
correlational´, not experimental

• There may always be third variables that affect
family status and the other outcome measures
(social skills, life values, socio-economic status, 
...).



Family and career 
perspectives in academia



Pipeline with „ideal worker norms“: 
rigid, tightly-coupled, sequential, 

time-bound requirements

Women with PhDs and young
children drop out of the pipeline

disproportionally often

Among main reasons: Lack of
family friendliness



More women than men with
PhDs in biological science

Women with children less
likely than their male peers to
obtain tenure-track position

No gender gap for individuals
before they have children, or

those who never have children

Mothers tend more to leave
labor force or reduce working
hours (compared to fathers)

-> competitive disadvantage



All individuals in Danish PhD programs for
which family information is available

Most have children, no difference inside 
academia and outside

Persistent gender gap in attrition from 
research following parenthood

New fathers more likely to go into broader 
research sector (outside academia) than 
non-fathers; new mothers more likely to 

leave research altogether

Motherhood decreases likelihood of
senior position and delays time to tenure



Negative effects of motherhood and 
marriage on women‘s careers have been

diminishing over time

For fathers, fatherhood and marriage are
beneficial

Marriage to a less-educated spouse is
associated to significant career

advancements for men; women do not 
realize similar benefits from this type of

marriage



Gender differences in research productivity
often attributed to disproportionate childcare
responsibilities for women

But fathers are becoming increasingly engaged

Global survey: 1.5 million active scientists 
asked, > 10,000 responses, productivity: 
number of papers

Men in (childcare) lead roles suffer similar 
penalties for parenting engagement, but women 
are more likely to be engaged in that lead role

A short parental leave (< 12 months) associated 
with increased productivity

Parental engagement better explanatory
variable than gender



Impact of parenthood in longitudinal study

About 3,500 institutions in the US and Canada (computer 
science, history, business)

„Parenthood explains most of the gender productivity gap
by lowering the average short-term productivity of
mothers“
(got a bit better over time)

Parents slightly more productive on average than non-
parents

Women report that parental leave and childcare are
important factors in their recruitment and retention



Work-life interactions 
in academia



(published 2005)

85 men and 179 women working full-time in tenure-
track positions; at least 1 child < 16 years

Women report greater academic and family stress, 
and perceive less institutional support for balancing 
work and life 



Meta-analysis of 60 studies

Two directions of interference:

• WIF: Work interference with family
• FIW: Family interference with work

Work factors tend to be related with WIF

• Hours at work, schedule flexibility, job stress, …

Family factors tend to be related with FIW

• Family stress, family conflict, number of children, age of 
youngest child, …

Demographic factors (sex and marital status) 
weakly related to both

Vicious cycles?



For men and women: influence of 
work conflict on family higher 
than other way around

Both at medium levels, and a bit 
lower for men

Comparisons by rank: senior 
(full/associate professor) versus 
junior (assistant professor)

• Rank predicts work-to-family conflict for 
women, but not men

• Senior rank decreases likelihood of
work-to-family conflict for women, but 
increases the likelihood of family-to-
work conflict



For men and women: influence of 
work conflict on family higher 
than other way around

Both at medium levels, and a bit 
lower for men

Comparisons by rank: senior 
(full/associate professor) versus 
junior (assistant professor)

• Rank predicts work-to-family conflict for 
women, but not men

• Senior rank decreases likelihood of
work-to-family conflict for women, but 
increases the likelihood of family-to-
work conflict



Summary

• Parenthood is a central driver of gender 
gaps, more than gender alone

• Degree of parental engagement and 
institutional support seem to matter 
more than gender alone

• Fatherhood and marriage tend to benefit 
men, but not women (third variables at 
play?)

• „Ideal Worker Norms“ clash with family 
needs (maybe stronger in the US)

• Work-family conflicts are bidirectional 
but asymmetric (WIF stronger)



Time for 
exchange

• What are your experiences?
• Family and career advancements
• Work-family interference and family-work interference

• What are your strategies? 
• Where has family helped with your professional activity
• Where has your professional activity helped with family

• What options do you know for institutional support?

• Keep in mind that we all have access to different resources
• Single parents
• Partner‘s work or private situation
• Living or working at the same place or different locations?
• Access to personal and institutional support networks 

(grandparents, friends, childcare, …)
• Other care work besides children!
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