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How do work and family life courses differ in welfare states with vary-
ing emphasis on the state, market, and family for welfare provision?
The authors compare life courses until midlife in Denmark, Finland,
the United Kingdom, former West Germany, and reunified Germany.
Longitudinal life course analyses using administrative and survey
data support three main conclusions. First, young adults who accu-
mulate high earnings experience similar life courses in all countries.
In contrast, typical life courses of low earners, particularly their family
lives, differ widely between European welfare states. Second, constel-
lations of decommodifying, familizing, and defamilizing policies shape
cross-national differences in typical low-earning life courses, their pri-
mary sources of economic support, and relative living standards. Third,
women are most likely to experience low-earning life courses in famil-
izing welfare states (Germany, United Kingdom) compared to relative
gender equality among low-earning life course types in welfare states that
combine high defamilization and decommodification (Denmark, Finland).
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Lives in Welfare States

INTRODUCTION

Economic advantages and disadvantages can accumulate over the life course
and depend on the timing and sequencing of work and family events. Work
and family lives continually affect each other through causal, selection, and
anticipation effects (Fasang and Aisenbrey 2022). Family lives affect employ-
ment and earnings, as seen in parenthood wage gaps. Earnings accumulation
affects subsequent options for combining work and family, for example,
through the possibility of outsourcing care. Young adults who accumulate
high earnings can afford market alternatives if the public provision of social
insurance and work-family reconciliation services is weak. In contrast, young
adults who accumulate low earnings rely on state transfers or family support
through a second earner for economic security. As a result, life courses of high-
earning young adults might be very similar across countries. In contrast, low
earners’ work and family lives, and women’s more so than men’s, likely vary
substantially with specific policy constellations in welfare states.

Life course norms on the timing and sequencing of work and family lives
have weakened across Europe since the 1970s (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe
2004). Notwithstanding, when asked about their fertility intentions, Euro-
peans in their early 20s continue to express strong preferences for having
two children in stable partnerships. Many do not achieve this goal, often
because they lack the financial resources perceived as a precondition for
parenthood (Beaujouan and Berghammer 2019). Command over economic
resources can be fundamental for realizing life goals in professional careers
and family lives, particularly for women given norms that assign mothers
primary caretaking responsibility and limit possibilities for combining moth-
erhood with professional careers.

Research linking welfare states to life courses initially conceptualized
broad welfare regime types (Titmuss 1974; Esping-Andersen 1990; Mayer
2005). Studies critiquing the weak link between social policies and life courses
in regime approaches increasingly evaluated single policies, such as parental
leave regulations, with regard to specific outcomes, for instance, the duration
until reemployment after giving birth (Aisenbrey, Evertsson, and Grunow
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2009). Isolating single policies or policy areas can obscure how their impact
varies with the presence or absence of other policies, structural labor market
conditions, and prevailing gender and family norms (Zagel and Van Winkle
2022). Consequently, scholars recently called for examining policy constella-
tions and their joint imprint on individual lives (Nelson, Nieuwenhuis, and
Yerkes 2022).

We address four research questions and corresponding hypotheses.
(1) Life course similarity among high earners: Do young adults who accu-
mulate high earnings experience more similar life courses across countries
than those who accumulate low earnings? (2) Difference among low earners:
How do typical work and family life courses differ among low earners in
countries with varying policy constellations? (3) Sources of economic sup-
port: To what extent do state transfers and family support through a second
earner economically secure low-earning life courses in welfare states with dif-
ferent policy constellations? (4) Gender inequality: How high is men’s and
women’s probability of experiencing either the highest or the lowest earning
life course types in countries with different policy constellations?

We propose a new framework to conceptualize how policy constellations
shape young adult life courses focusing on four policy dimensions: (1) the
degree and (2) selectivity of decommodification policies that aim to reduce
economic dependence on market income and (3) familizing policies that in-
crease economic dependence on family members, as well as (4) defamilizing
policies that aim to reduce economic dependence on family members (Esping-
Andersen 1990; Leitner 2003; Scruggs and Allen 2008; Zagel and Lohmann
2021). Because familizing and defamilizing policies can coexist in a given
country, we treat them as separate policy dimensions.

Drawing on high-quality policy data from the Social Policy Indicators
(SPIN) databases (Nelson et al. 2020), we assess life course variation in
five European countries. The liberal model in the United Kingdom empha-
sizes the market as the primary welfare provider and implicitly also the fam-
ily through inadequate state benefits and limited market opportunities
(Leitner 2003). Denmark and Finland represent the social-democratic wel-
fare state with generous and universal decommodifying policies and strong
defamilization that jointly reduce economic dependence on either market
income or family members. Comparing these two Nordic countries assesses
young adult life courses in similar policy constellations with different eco-
nomic climates during labor market entry. In the 1990s, Finland experienced
a severe recession, while the Danish economy remained largely stable. Ger-
many represents the conservative prototype relying on the family as the pri-
mary welfare provider. We divide Germany into two cases around major pol-
icy reforms in the 2000s: first, cohorts born 1963—71 in the former conservative
West Germany with strong familizing policies and, second, cohorts born
1972-81 in reunified Germany, including the former more gender-egalitarian
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East, who experienced most of their young adult life courses after extensive
defamilization reforms following the Scandinavian model in the 2000s.

To answer the research questions above, we identify typologies of work-
family life courses from ages 21 to 40 for each country using multichannel
sequence and cluster analysis. We rank the typologies by accumulated earn-
ings at age 40. The Bayesian information criterion (BIC) for sequence com-
parison (Liao and Fasang 2021) assesses degrees of cross-national difference
between high- and low-earning life courses (research question 1). Sequence
visualization techniques inform the typical qualitative difference between
low earners’ work and family lives across countries (research question 2).
For low-earning life course types in each country, we generate indicators for
the degree of state support, family support through a second earner, and rel-
ative standard of living compared to their cohort peers between ages 21 and
40 to inform research question 3 on their primary sources of economic support.
To assess research question 4 on gender inequality, regression models calculate
gendered likelihoods of experiencing high- and low-earning life course types.

We make three contributions to the literature. First, we show that young
adults who accumulate high earnings experience similar work-family life
courses everywhere. In contrast, typical life courses of low earners, partic-
ularly their family lives, differ widely between mature European welfare
states. Second, we develop a theoretical framework and empirically assess
how specific constellations of decommodifying, familizing, and defamilizing
policies shape typical life courses of low earners, their primary sources of
economic support, and their relative standard of living. Third, we show that
women have a substantially lower likelihood of experiencing life courses
with high earnings accumulation in all countries. Women are most concen-
trated in low-earning life courses in welfare states with explicit or implicit
familization compared to relative gender equality among low-earning life
course types in the Nordic countries that combine high and universal de-
commodification with strong defamilization.

THE LIFE COURSE TYPOLOGY APPROACH

The life course paradigm (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003; Mayer 2009;
Bernardi, Huinink, and Settersten 2019) holds that macrostructural contexts
shape the timing and sequencing of individual life courses and how work and
family lives mutually influence each other. Institutionalist life course ap-
proaches assume that specific combinations of legal, economic, and social
constraints coerce life courses into a few possible and prevalent types while
hindering other theoretically possible lives that are factually never observed
(Studer 2021). Boundaries of life course types are fuzzy, with outlier life courses
that do not fall firmly into any of the core types. Life course typologies repre-
sent socially stratified biographical experiences following individuals over
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several decades as they experience multiple, often interrelated, changes in
their work and family lives. Work and family trajectories continually con-
dition and constrain each other differently for men and women, depending on
structural opportunities defined by the economy and social policy constellations
(Fasang and Aisenbrey 2022). For instance, unstable, low-earning work lives can
depress chances for partnering and discourage parenthood, while the presence of
children and stable partnerships can open or limit employment opportunities.

In addition to earnings accumulation, a normative timing and sequencing
of young adult life courses is a socially valued outcome (Karhula et al. 2019).
Status attainment processes are associated with age norms on the appropriate
timing and sequencing of work and family events (Neugarten, Moore, and
Lowe 1965; Settersten and Hagestad 1996). Life courses that conform with
majority age norms can generate “resources and rewards to those who observe
culturally mandated schedules” (Furstenberg 2005, p. 155), including social
recognition and access to resources, such as tax breaks and transfers condi-
tional on marriage. For our study cohorts, life course norms were overall less
binding than they used to be, with an average shift toward postmaterialism
and liberal family values since the 1970s, spearheaded by the higher educated
(Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004). Notwithstanding, across Europe, young
adults’ plans and intentions for their own lives continue to strongly favor
completing education and establishing economically secure work lives before
entering parenthood in stable partnerships, for most, ideally with two chil-
dren (Liefbroer 2009; Beaujouan and Berghammer 2019).

Policy constellations can hinder or support young adults in realizing their
life goals. Different types of employment interruptions, for example, due to
unemployment or parental leave, are associated with access to different
state benefits that vary across countries. Often, welfare benefits that bridge
periods of nonemployment are conditional on marriage and parenthood
(DiPrete 2002) or prior contributions to social insurance schemes. Non-
employed young adults are a selective and shifting part of the population
that varies across countries and historically disproportionately includes
women. The life course typology approach analyzes complete birth cohorts
for each country, including individuals who cycle in and out of employment.
Life course typologies display which work and family lives typically com-
bine and mutually sustain each other in a given policy context (Fasang and
Aisenbrey 2022). Prevalent life course types in one country that are factually
never observed in another highlight which combinations of work and family
lives sustain or preclude each other in certain policy constellations.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Life course studies interested in gender inequality have highlighted how
work and family life courses typically combine for men and women and
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are associated with later-life well-being in different countries (Lacey et al.
2016; Madero-Cabib and Fasang 2016; Aisenbrey and Fasang 2017; Ice
et al. 2020; Jalovaara and Fasang 2020; Muller, Hiekel, and Liefbroer
2020; Comolli, Bernardi, and Voorpostel 2021; Buyukkececi, Fasang, and
Kraus 2023). Economically successful work lives and parenthood in stable
partnerships mutually support each other over the life course for men but
largely preclude each other for women, especially in conservative welfare
states (Aisenbrey and Fasang 2017; Muller et al. 2020; Fasang and Aisenbrey
2022). Beyond current conditions, past work and family life courses are
more consequential for women'’s later-life subjective and economic well-
being than for men’s (Madero-Cabib and Fasang 2016; Comolli et al.
2021). Moreover, women with family lives of early motherhood and mar-
riage suffer the largest gaps in later-life earnings and employment relative
to enduringly single and childless women, and these gaps are substantially
greater in countries without defamilizing work-family reconciliation poli-
cies (Stafford et al. 2019; Muller et al. 2020).

To construct work life courses, the studies above typically rely on retro-
spective information on employment and occupational prestige, which is
known to understate gender inequalities in earnings (Widmer and Ritschard
2009; Aisenbrey and Fasang 2017). Female-typed occupations, for example,
in the care and educational sectors, tend to have relatively high prestige but
low earnings (Acker 1973). None of the above studies has mapped trajecto-
ries of earnings accumulation parallel to work and family life courses or sys-
tematically linked cross-national life course differences to state support,
family support, and relative living standards across early adulthood. Earn-
ings predict life chances above and beyond occupational measures of social
class (Sgrensen 1977; Mood 2017; Shahbazian and Bihagen 2022). In addi-
tion, earnings are more suitable for assessing gender inequalities and can ac-
cumulate wider disparities than gaps measured at any single time point
(Tamborini, Kim, and Sakamoto 2015; Parolin and VanHeuvelen 2023).
Only a few recent studies combine life course typologies with prospective
earnings and pension income measured at one time point later in life
(Madero-Cabib and Fasang 2016; Muller et al. 2020; Comolli et al. 2021).
Only Jalovaara and Fasang (2020) link family life course types to accumu-
lated earnings at age 40 in Finland.

Another line of research investigates processes of intragenerational ca-
reer progression and earnings trajectories across the life course (Cheng
2014; Bonke, Corneo, and Liithen 2015; Tamborini et al. 2015; Cheng and
Song 2019; Gabay-Egozi and Yaish 2019; Bloome and Furey 2020; Lersch,
Schulz, and Leckie 2020; Héllsten and Yaish 2021; Ren 2021; Castro Galvao
2023; Parolin and VanHeuvelen 2023). Women enter the labor market with
lower baseline wages and experience flatter wage growth, contributing to
cumulative (dis)advantage between men and women (Cheng 2014). Several
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studies applied simulation techniques to infer long-term earnings gaps
associated with motherhood, partly based on theoretically predefined “styl-
ized life courses’” or “illustrative biographies” mainly using cross-sectional
data (Davies, Joshi, and Peronaci 2000; Sigle-Rushton and Waldfogel 2007,
Doren 2019; Kleven et al. 2019). Findings using data from the Luxemburg
Income Study show the largest simulated long-term motherhood earnings
penalties in conservative countries followed by liberal countries and Nordic
countries (Sigle-Rushton and Waldfogel 2007).

Studies on earnings trajectories tend to include only rudimentary controls
for family lives, such as the number of children, or focus on earnings in re-
sponse to a specific family event, such as divorce. Several studies only con-
sider men to circumvent the analytical and methodological challenges of ac-
counting for women’s interrupted work biographies (Bonke et al. 2015;
Cheng and Song 2019; Ren 2021; Parolin and VanHeuvelen 2023). Next
to individual earnings, state transfers and potential family support through
a second earner determine young adults’ relative living standards. Similar
individual earnings trajectories can amount to very different relative living
standards depending on welfare policies and parallel family lives.

Our study ranks work-family life course typologies by accumulated earn-
ings by midlife. For life course types that accumulate low earnings, we as-
sess the extent of state support and family support they receive across young
adulthood to gauge their relative living standards compared to their cohort
peers. We build on several previous studies in particular. Groh-Samberg
and Hertel (2011) first used sequence analysis to examine status attainment
processes as “trajectory classes” (Bourdieu 1987) for Germany. Karhula et al.
(2019) proposed a sequence sibling design to assess family of origin effects on
status attainment processes in Finland. Aisenbrey and Fasang (2017) com-
pared gender inequality in work-family life course typologies using occupa-
tional prestige for West Germany and the United States. In the United
States, women have almost equal access to occupationally successful work-
family lives as men but suffer strongly elevated probabilities of experiencing
the economically most precarious life courses of family complexity and recur-
ring nonemployment. In West Germany, women have substantially lower
chances of entering high-prestige careers than men. However, they are less
concentrated in low-earning work lives and typically secured by family sup-
port through a male breadwinner.

Our study extends previous research in several ways. In terms of mea-
surement and methods, we improve the assessment of gender inequality
in life courses by using gross individual earnings instead of occupational
prestige to specify the work trajectories and rank life course typologies by
accumulated earnings. To augment the cross-national comparison, we cal-
culate the degree and significance of the cross-national difference in high-
and low-earning life course types using the BIC and likelihood ratio test
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(LRT) for sequence comparison (Liao and Fasang 2021). These measures
resolve a core critique of sequence analysis as being too dependent on sub-
jective interpretations and lacking clear indicators for comparison that
plague comparative life course studies to date (Piccarreta and Studer 2019).

Conceptually and theoretically, we complement previous single-country
or two-country life course studies with a more general comparative frame-
work on life course variation in different policy constellations in five coun-
try cases. We split the German sample around the reunification and major
defamilizing policy reforms in the 2000s. In addition, we compare life course
variation within the Nordic welfare state model with and without an eco-
nomic recession during labor market entry. Specific policy constellations
in our comparison countries jointly place varying emphasis on the state,
market, or family as welfare providers. We introduce cross-nationally com-
parable indicators of the degree of state support, family support, and the rel-
ative standard of living of low-earning life course types from ages 21 to 40.
These indicators directly speak to our theoretical framework on the relative
importance of the state, family, and market for securing low-earning life
courses.

LIVES IN WELFARE STATES: STATE, MARKET, FAMILY

Research linking welfare states to life courses initially conceptualized broad
regimes contrasting open versus closed employment relationships, or liberal,
conservative, and social democratic welfare and life course mobility regimes
(Esping-Andersen 1990; DiPrete 2002; Mayer 2005). The link between poli-
cies and life courses remains vague in broad regime approaches. Single policy
evaluations lose sight of the joint impact of policy constellations on multiple
interrelated events in the life course. As a result, scholars advocate for theo-
rizing and empirically assessing how specific policy constellations are associ-
ated with life courses (Nelson et al. 2022). Different welfare, labor market,
and family policies jointly affect the interrelated timing and sequencing of
work and family events.

Table 1 shows birth cohorts and observation windows for each country to
specify relevant policy constellations for our study cohorts. We split the
German case around the reunification in 1990 and a paradigm shift in fam-
ily policy with the Elterngeld reform in 2007 that massively raised paid pa-
rental leave and gradually extended public child care starting in 2004. West
German cohorts born 1963—71 were between ages 36 and 44 in 2007 and ex-
perienced active family formation in a context of strong familizing policies.
Cohorts born between 1972 and 1981 in reunified Germany included the
more gender egalitarian and formerly more defamilized eastern part of
the country. These cohorts were between ages 26 and 35 in 2007, and thus
mainly before or in the middle of their active family formation at the 2007
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Decommodification

State
Universal high
FI DK
Family
Selective West DE cohorts DE cohorts
1963-71 1972-81
Universal low
None/Implicit Explicit Co-existence of Defamilization
Familization Familization Defamilization and A
Familization Defamilization

F16. 1.—Policy constellations and state, market, and family emphasis in welfare pro-
vision. Based on policy data from the SPIN databases (see app. A).

Elterngeld reform.> Cohorts born in 1981 are observed until age 40 in 2021.
They are the youngest possible cohorts that can be included to date. The
other countries cover cohorts born between 1968 and 1979, which we ob-
serve between 1990 and 2020.

Figure 1 and table 2 summarize policy constellations using previous lit-
erature and our own analysis of policy indicators from the SPIN database
(see app. A; Nelson et al. 2020). SPIN provides Europe’s most consistently
harmonized and up-to-date social policy data. We select policy indicators
(figs. A1-A4) that are harmonized for our countries and are particularly
relevant for the life stage of young to midadulthood. For instance, we ex-
cluded old-age pensions but included education subsidies as indicators of
decommodification. For familization and defamilization, we consider child
care and child benefits but not elderly care. Given mounting criticism of
one-dimensional summary indicators of policy dimensions (Leitner 2003;
Scruggs and Allan 2006; Zagel and Lohmann 202 1), we separate the degree
and selectivity of decommodification and treat familization and defami-
lization as distinct dimensions that can coexist and thereby create mixed
incentives (Lohmann and Zagel 2016). Figure 1 shows how constellations
of decommodifying, familizing, and defamilizing policies jointly emphasize
the state, market, or family as primary welfare providers.

? Average age of first birth was 30 for women in 2007 in Germany. See https://www.bib
.bund.de/DE/Fakten/Fakt/F18-Alter-Muetter-bei-Geburt-Deutschland-West-Ost-ab-1960
.html.
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Decommodifying policies render young adults independent from the la-
bor market through social insurance, social assistance, and education sub-
sidies. To assess the degree of decommodification (fig. A1) we use replace-
ment rates of average production worker wages for unemployment insurance
(fig. A14); sickness insurance (fig. A1B); combined out-of-work benefits in-
cluding unemployment, housing, and social assistance (fig. A1C); and average
nonrepayable student loans (fig. A1D). Denmark and Finland consistently
score highest on all indicators of the degree of decommodification, Germany
only moderately lower, and the United Kingdom by far the lowest. For exam-
ple, the replacement rate of combined out-of-work benefits hovered around
60% and 70% in Germany and the Nordic countries but only 25% in the United
Kingdom (fig. A1C). The labor force coverage rate of unemployment insur-
ance (fig. A14) and sickness insurance (fig. A1B) indicates the selectivity of
decommodification (fig. A2). Germany has the consistently lowest coverage
rates and, thus, the highest selectivity compared to all other countries.

Familizing and defamilizing policies affect young adults’ economic depen-
dence on family members. Because of data limitations, we focus on young
adults’ family formation and exclude support from and obligations to their
parents. Total child benefits and joint taxation of couples are indicators of
familization that encourage female homemaking and economic dependence
on male breadwinners (fig. A3). The following three indicators measure
defamilization: replacement rate of paid parental leave, duration of total
parental leave, and percentage of children under age three in formal care
(fig. A4). Familization is highest in Germany, followed by the United King-
dom. Defamilization is strongest in Denmark, Finland, and reunified Ger-
many after 2007.

Despite various policy reforms in each country, cross-national differences
in the level of the indicators (app. A) are remarkably stable in our observa-
tion window (see also Abrahamson 2010; Van Winkle and Fasang 2021;
Zagel and Van Winkle 2022). Decommodification was consistently lowest
in the United Kingdom and highest and most universal in Denmark and
Finland. In West Germany, relatively high but selective decommodification
signifies a legacy of dualization that continued into reunified Germany de-
spite the 2003 Hartz reforms toward moderate labor market deregulation
(Seeleib-Kaiser 2016). The only fundamental paradigm shift in family pol-
icy occurred in Germany, moving from explicit familization in a conserva-
tive male-breadwinner model to coexisting familizing and defamilizing pol-
icies. The 2007 Elterngeld reform followed the Scandinavian model by
massively raising the replacement rate and duration of paid parental leave
and gradually extending public child care since 2004 (Ferragina and Seeleib-
Kaiser 2015; Daly and Ferragina 2018; Zoch and Schober 2018). Strong
familizing policies continued in reunified Germany and coexisted with new
defamilizing policies. In the United Kingdom, familizing and defamilizing
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policies are weak compared to the other countries, despite an extension of
single-parent and child support in the 1990s. In Finland and Denmark,
defamilization is strongest with some moderate coexisting familizing policies
in Finland (cash for care benefits).

Each country’s specific policy constellations jointly emphasize the mar-
ket, state, or family as the primary welfare provider. The United Kingdom
(bottom-left fig. 1) combines low decommodification with implicit familiza-
tion through the relative absence of family policies. This policy constellation
emphasizes the market and, implicitly through market failure, also the fam-
ily as welfare providers. In West Germany (middle fig. 1), high but selective
decommodification and explicit familization jointly reinforce the family as
the primary welfare provider, typically through a male breadwinner well
secured by social insurance schemes. In reunified Germany, the family re-
mained essential for securing low-earning life courses, but state support in-
creasingly complemented family support, particularly for women with care
interruptions (middle fig. 1). The Nordic countries combine high and uni-
versal decommodification with strong defamilization to emphasize the state
as the primary welfare provider, granting independence from the market
and the family (top-right fig. 1).

Next to policy constellations, economic recessions affect young adults’
lives. During recessions and economic uncertainty, young adults tend to de-
lay partnering and parenthood (Easterlin 1976; Sobotka, Skirbekk, and
Philipov 2011) and spend more time in education, in retraining, or on family
leaves. Figure A5 shows general and youth unemployment rates for our
comparison countries. Unemployment was at a similarly low level in all
countries except for a massive recession in Finland in the early 1990s when
our study cohorts entered the labor market.

In sum, we contrast the liberal United Kingdom, which emphasizes the
market for welfare provision (and implicitly the family through inadequate
state benefits), to conservative West Germany, which emphasizes the fam-
ily, and social-democratic Denmark and Finland, which emphasize the
state. Reunified Germany relies on the family and state provisions after
the 2007 reforms. The within-Nordic comparison contrasts how similar pol-
icy constellations are associated with young adult life courses during an eco-
nomic recession in Finland compared to a regular economy in Denmark.

HYPOTHESES

High-earning young adults will have similar life courses in all countries,
corresponding with intentions for family formation in Europe (Beaujouan
and Berghammer 2019; hypothesis 1): completing higher education, directly
followed by continuous high-earning careers coupled with family lives of
cohabitation before marriage with two children. High earners can afford
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market alternatives where public provision of welfare services does not ex-
ist and are relatively shielded from economic recessions.

In contrast, low-earning young adults depend on national social policies
and are more vulnerable to economic recessions. Consequently, their life
courses, primary sources of economic support, and relative living standards
will differ across countries. Table 3 summarizes our expectations on low-
earning life courses. We first assess which typical work and family lives
low-earning young adults experience (hypothesis 2). To inform research
question 3 on the primary source of economic support (hypothesis 3), we
use the theoretical framework in figure 1 to formulate expectations on the
degree of state support and family support that low earners receive in dif-
ferent countries and gauge their standard of living relative to their cohort
peers from early to midadulthood (table 3).

In the United Kingdom, typical low-earning work lives will either com-
bine family complexity, that is, separation and frequent repartnering, with
cycling in and out of low-paid jobs, or marriage and parenthood with ex-
tended nonemployment (table 3). State support across young adulthood will
be low, with moderate family support in line with implicit familization. The
resulting relative living standards compared to their cohort peers will be
substantially lower, especially when a second earner in the household does
not consistently secure them economically.

In West Germany, the lowest earning life course types will primarily com-
prise female homemakers who combine married parenthood with extended
periods of nonemployment (see table 3). State support will be moderate
compared to extensive family support, mainly from male breadwinners,
who are well secured by selective high decommodification. Because of high
family support, their living standard will only be moderately lower com-
pared to their cohort peers.

In reunified Germany, low-earning life courses will continue to include
female homemakers, given the coexistence of familizing and defamilizing
policies. However, typical homemaker life courses will be less prevalent
and less female dominated than for older cohorts in West Germany. As old
life course types wane, new types will emerge for younger cohorts following
the policy shift. The introduction of defamilizing policies after 2007 and the
reunification with the already formerly more defamilized, gender-egalitarian
eastern part of the country will increase the prevalence of low-earning life
courses not secured by a second earner. As a result, single parenthood com-
bined with low-earning work lives secured by state benefits will be more com-
mon, similar to the Nordic model (see below). Defamilization policies support
single parents, whereas female homemaker life courses remain secured by a
male breadwinner. Overall, either state or family support will ensure only
moderately lower relative living standards for low-earning young adults
compared to their cohort peers (table 3).
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In Denmark and Finland, universal high decommodification and strong
defamilization will be associated with single childlessness or single parent-
hood among low earners. Unlike family complexity among low earners in
the United Kingdom, we expect stable single parenthood in the Nordic coun-
tries with lower repartnering combined with employment lives cycling be-
tween benefits and low-earning work. High state support lowers economic
pressure for repartnering. Family support will be low because no second
earners are in the household, amounting to moderately lower relative living
standards (table 3). Because of the 1990s recession in Finland, extended single
childlessness will be more widespread than in Denmark. Finnish young
adults with extended childlessness will also be more likely to eventually enter
stable employment and form families after the recession in midadulthood.

Taken together, in reunified Germany, we expect that former life course
types will coexist with new ones after the reunification and the paradigm
shift in family policy. In contrast, in the Nordic comparison with similar
policy constellations, we expect differences in the relative size and specific
characteristics of low-earning life course types related to the recession but
not entirely different types.

Women will be overrepresented in low-earning life course types in fa-
milizing policy constellations, that is, in West Germany (explicit familization),
the United Kingdom (implicit familization), and reunified Germany (coexis-
tence of familization and defamilization). In the Nordic countries the proba-
bility of experiencing low-earning life course types will be relatively gender
equal (hypothesis 4).

DATA

We use prospective data from administrative registers in Denmark and
Finland, as well as survey data from the British Household Panel Survey
and Understanding Society (Wright 2021; ISER 2023) and the German
Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP 2022; table 1). Prospective data avoid retrospec-
tive underreporting of complex life courses and well-known reliability prob-
lems in retrospective earnings reports (Manzoni et al. 2010). Life courses are
coded yearly from ages 21 to 40.° Analyses for Germany and the United
Kingdom use a survey design weight and longitudinal weights that account
for attrition. We excluded individuals living in institutions throughout the ob-
servation period, such as prisons or care facilities, from the Danish and Finnish
administrative data. The probability sampling of the surveys does not cover
this population. In the survey data, we allowed for a maximum of six years
of missing values, which we replaced with retrospective information from

3 Most data sets contain monthly information, but key indicators on earnings and unem-
ployment are only consistently available yearly.
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family histories or by multiple imputations (see app. B). To emulate a sim-
ilar longitudinal data structure, we allowed for six years of missing informa-
tion in the administrative data, which can arise when individuals go abroad
and return or spend up to six years in institutions. Results were robust when
including or excluding individuals with missing information. We drew ran-
dom samples of 2,000 individuals for Finland and Denmark to have similar
sample sizes across countries. Findings were robust when using more than
10,000 cases from the Nordic register data.

The same nine family states were most prevalent in all countries, attest-
ing to their relative family demographic similarity (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe
2004): “single childless” (SNC), “single parent” (SP), “cohabiting childless”
(CNCQ), “cohabiting, 1 child” (C1C), “cohabiting, 2+ children” (C2C), “mar-
ried childless” (MNC), “married, 1 child” (M1C), “married, 2 children” (M2C),
and “married, 3+ children” (M3C). Single parents comprise resident and
nonresident single parents. When individuals separate or divorce, they return
to the single (parent or childless) categories. Separation appears in the order
of sequence states.

The work trajectories comprise three nonemployment states and five em-
ployment states. The nonemployment states include any type of “education
or training program” (EDU), “unemployed” (UN), or “out of the labor force”
(OLF). We prioritize education over other concurrent states, such as side
jobs. A year is coded as unemployed if a person is unemployed for at least
six months consecutively or with interruptions in a given year. Unemploy-
ment is self-reported in the surveys and registered in the administrative
data. Our yearly measure of unemployment filters out seasonal or transitory
unemployment in school-to-work transitions, which is frequent and does
not necessarily signal a disadvantage. Longer-term unemployment indi-
cates a more comparable disadvantage across countries. We prioritized la-
bor earnings over unemployment for years in which both were recorded.
The “out of the labor force” category comprises different reasons that could
not be further distinguished consistently across countries: welfare receipt,
family leave, long-term sickness and disability, housework, military service,
and some early retirement. In our age range, the majority is welfare receipt
or family-related leaves, including parental leave, housework, and family
care. We follow conventions in assigning women in the Danish and Finnish
registers one year out of the labor force after the birth of a child, which can-
not always reliably be identified in the registers and has become standard
practice as the best approximation (Jalovaara and Fasang 2020).

The employment states are coded as quantiles of gross earnings for the
total population ages 18—60 in each country in a given calendar year, includ-
ing self-employment and excluding zero earnings. We thereby place young
adults in comparable positions in their national gross earnings distribu-
tions. Individuals who recorded zero earnings in an entire year, even if they
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are reported as employed, are classified as out of the labor force. This per-
tains mainly to family leaves.* Accumulated gross earnings were calculated
as the sum of yearly earnings from ages 21 to 40.

METHODS

We first use multichannel sequence analysis to group individuals with sim-
ilar family and similar work lives into a life course typology for each country
separately (Pollock 2007; Gauthier et al. 2010). The multichannel sequence
distance matrix enters a partitioning around medoids cluster analysis based
on initial Ward clustering (Studer 2013). Life course typologies reflect core
patterns with fuzzy boundaries. There is rarely one exactly correct number
of groups with unambiguous assignment of individuals (Warren et al. 2015;
Piccarreta and Studer 2019). We chose seven clusters as the best grouping in
all countries, guided by statistical cluster cutoff criteria and substantive
considerations (Aisenbrey and Fasang 2010). In all countries, multiple clus-
ter cutoff criteria supported six and seven clusters as the best groupings
with minor differences (see app. C). In all countries, the highest and lowest
earning life course types that are the focus of our study remained the same
when allowing for adjacent numbers of groups. We define low-earning
types as life course clusters with average accumulated earnings at age 40 be-
low 60% of the national cohort median.

The BIC and LRT for sequence comparison directly compare the highest
and lowest earning life course types between countries (Liao and Fasang
2021; research question 1). Analogous to error terms when comparing nested
regression models, the BIC and LRT use sequence distances from the grav-
ity center, that is, the (hypothetical) sequence that has the lowest distance
to all sequences in a cluster, to compare groups of life courses (Liao and
Fasang 2021). The BIC measures the degree of difference, and the LRT
the statistical significance of differences between two groups of sequences.
Established thresholds to interpret BICs (Kass and Raftery 1995) suggest a
difference of 0-2 as “not worth a mention,” 2—6 as positive, 6-10 as strong,
and >10 as very strong. These thresholds were developed for regression mod-
els and are conservative lower bounds in sequence comparisons. Sequences
can vary enormously between groups, the more time points and states they
comprise. Calculating the BIC and LRT requires merging national data sets
based on extensive permission procedures to upload the British and German
survey data into the remote systems of Statistics Finland and Statistics

4 We replicated the analyses with net earnings for all countries except Finland because of
data limitations. Results were qualitatively the same. For selected countries, replications
with the Erikson/Goldthorpe/Portocarero (EGP) class scheme suggested similar findings
but with smaller gender differences, as could be expected (available from authors).
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Denmark. Data protection regulations made directly comparing the Finnish
and Danish administrative data impossible.

State distribution plots and relative frequency (RF) sequence plots (Fasang
and Liao 2014) visualize the qualitative differences between the lowest earn-
ing life course types across countries (research question 2). RF sequence plots
select a set of representative sequences for each cluster and visually follow
volatility in individual sequences.

Three indicators assess the primary sources of economic support and rel-
ative living standards (research question 3). The average equivalized post-
to pregovernment household income ratio for each life course type by age
assesses the degree of state support (see app. B on components of household
income and equivalization). The ratio of average pregovernment household
income to individual gross earnings for each life course type by age, includ-
ing zero earnings, indicates the degree of family support. The percentage de-
viation of mean equivalized postgovernment household income for each life
course type from the cohort median measures relative living standards (see
table 3). We can only construct household incomes after age 27 for our study
cohorts for Finland because of data limitations.

To assess gender inequality (research question 4), we estimate logistic re-
gression models on women’s probabilities of experiencing different life course
types ranked by accumulated earnings. We consider female disadvantage
strongest, where women are least likely to enter high-earning life course types
and most likely to enter low-earning life course types compared to men.

Silhouette values indicate the degree of cluster coherence based on the
similarity of each individual to the cluster he or she was assigned to relative
to the next closest cluster (Studer 2013). We analyze the full life course ty-
pologies, including sequences with low silhouettes, in all analyses except
for the regression models on women’s likelihood of being in different life
course types. Robustness checks excluding individuals with silhouettes be-
low zero (15%-19% of each national sample) yielded similar results and sup-
ported the same substantive conclusions. Effect sizes are slightly lower for
the entire sample than when we exclude individuals with low silhouette val-
ues and contrast “pure” types in the regression models (comparison avail-
able from authors). All sequence and cluster analyses used the R packages
TraMineR, TraMineRExtras (Gabadinho, Ritschard, and Studer 2011), and
WeightedCluster (Studer 2013). The sequence plots used the RColorBrewer
and wesanderson packages (Neuwirth 2014; Ram and Wickham 2018).

RESULTS

We first contrast cross-national differences in the highest earning life course
types to differences between low-earning types. Figure 2 shows the fanning
out of average accumulated earnings by age for the highest earning life
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F1G. 2.—Average accumulated gross earnings by age 40 for highest earning and low-
earning life course types. Solid lines indicate 60% of cohort median accumulated earnings.

course type and the low-earning life course types with below 60% of their
cohort median accumulated earnings by age 40 for each country (see state
distribution plots of full typologies in fig. C3). The solid lines in figure 2 in-
dicate the 60% of the cohort median accumulated earnings threshold on the
basis of which we define low-earning life course types. Low-earning life
course types in all countries show sizable earnings gaps to the medium-
earning groups (plots of mean accumulated earnings for all life course types
available from authors). We find three low-earning groups in the United
Kingdom and reunified Germany and two low-earning groups in West Ger-
many, Finland, and Denmark. The higher number of low-earning life
course types in the United Kingdom corresponds with previous research
showing that life courses are more destandardized and cluster into more less
coherent types in liberal welfare states (Leisering 2003). In reunified Ger-
many, a higher number of low-earning life course types signifies the coexis-
tence of old and new life course types after a paradigm shift in family policy.

Cross-National Similarity in Life Course Types That Accumulate
the Highest Earnings

Figure 3 shows BIC values for the highest earning and low-earning life
course types (values in table 4). In line with hypothesis 1, work-family life
courses that accumulate the highest earnings are similar across countries.
In contrast, low-earning life course types differ starkly across countries,
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Fic. 3.—BIC difference between family and work lives of highest and lowest earning
life course types. Vertical lines mark BIC differences of 10 and 25 (thresholds for strong
difference). Register data of Finland and Denmark cannot directly be compared because
of data protection legislation.

especially for family lives. For family lives, BIC differences in the pairwise
country comparisons average 9.7 for the highest earning life course types,
compared to 70.5 for the lowest earning and 69.4 for the second lowest earn-
ing life course types (table 4, fig. 3). BIC differences for the work lives of the
highest earners average 11.4, compared to 6.0 for the lowest earners and 12.1
for the second lowest earning life course types. Slight deviations in BIC val-
ues should not be overinterpreted. BIC differences between the family lives of
low-earning life course types are, on average, manifold higher than those of
the highest earning life course types. Work lives of low-earning life course
types are more similar across countries than family lives, as they tend to
share experiences of extended and recurrent periods of nonemployment.
The highest earning life course types resemble each other in transitioning
from higher education directly into the highest paying jobs in all countries
(see RF sequence plots for highest earners in fig. C4). By age 30, they settle in
stable, well-paid jobs, and their earnings accumulation strongly diverges
from other life course types (fig. 2). In all countries, the highest earning work
lives come with family lives of cohabitation and marriage after completing
education, followed by mainly two children in a stable marriage (fig. A4).
The highest earning life course type conforms to life course norms about
the appropriate timing and sequencing of work and family events in young
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TABLE 4
DEGREE OF DIFFERENCE IN LirE COURSE TYPES

HicHEST EARNERS/
MARRIAGE LowEsT EARNING SECOND LOWEST
2 CHILDREN* CLUSTERS' EARNING CLUSTERS!

ABIC LRT P  ABIC LRT P ABIC LRT P

Family life courses:

DE-WDE ......... 5.98 11.23 .001 —.712 459 .038 37 5.67 .018
DE-UK........... 5.54 10.84 .002 85.46 90.67 .000 37.96 43.26 .000
DE-DK........... 13.80 19.10 .000 92.29 97.59 .000 93.27 98.57 .000
DE-FI............ 24.44 29.74 .000 91.40 96.70 .000 110.90 116.20 .000
WDE-UK ......... .63 5.92 019 85.46 90.76  .000 30.80 36.10 .000
WDE-DK ......... 5.95 11.25 .001 91.04 96.33 .000 77.20 82.50 .000
WDE-FI .......... 24.44 29.74 .000 97.96 103.26  .000 94.43 99.73 .000
DK-UK........... 2.96 8.25 .008 75.14 80.43 .000 81.90 87.20 .000
FI-UK ........... 3.89 9.19 .005 16.96 22.25 .000 97.91 103.21 .000
Mean ............ 9.7 70.5 69.4
Work life courses:

DE-WDE ......... 7.25 12.55 .001 —1.415 3.88 .051 .97 6.27 .012
DE-UK ........... 25.51 20.21 .000 2.08 7.38 .009 11.33 16.63 .000
DE-DK........... 5.31 10.61 .002 10.42 15.72  .000 13.48 18.78 .000
DE-FI............ 7.06 12.36 .001 10.80 16.09 .000 13.05 18.35 .000
WDE-UK ......... 14.68 19.98 .000 —.70 4.60 .035 6.77 12.07 .001
WDE-DK ......... 3.61 8.91 .005 4.20 9.49  .002 12.61 17.91 .000
WDE-FI.......... 3.90 9.20 .003 12.22 17.52  .000 17.97 23.26 .000
DK-UK........... 23.33 28.63 .000 7.12 12.42  .000 11.54 16.84 .000
FI-UK ........... 11.52 16.82 .000 9.55 14.85 .000 21.25 26.55 .000
Mean ............ 11.4 6.0 12.1

NoTe.—DE = reunified Germany, DK = Denmark, FI = Finland, UK = United Kingdom,
and WDE = former West Germany.

* High earners in all countries.

T UK: family complexity; DE: many children, out of labor force; WDE: many children, out
of labor force; FI: single parents; DK: single childless.

# UK: many children, out of labor force; DE: low-earning mothers; WDE: low-earning
mothers; FI: single childless; DK: single parents.

adulthood. Work-life courses of the highest earners in Denmark, (West)
Germany, and Finland are particularly similar due to similarities in higher
education systems. Conversely, because British young adults, on average,
complete college at an earlier age, the highest earning life course type in
the United Kingdom has slightly higher BIC differences than the other
countries (table 4). In all countries, young adults’ education is highest in
the highest earning life course type, and 70%—80% are men (tables C1-C5).

Low-Earning Life Course Types: State Support, Family Support,
and Relative Living Standard

We present low-earning life course types for each country and jointly con-
sider the various interrelated outcomes hypothesized in table 3. Figure 4
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Lowest earning Second lowest Third lowest
UK Family complexity (10%) Many children/OLF (9%) Low-earning mothers (14%)
L
West DE Many children/OLF (10%) Low-earning mothers (20%)
DE Many children/OLF (8%) Low-earning mothers (19%) Single parent/benefits (6%)

= =

el

2w 0 R %W M 2T N R %W

R R

22w % R % W m TN R B W

FI Single parent/benefits (7%)

Single childless/benefits (16%)

wowwm e woww T NH B W

numowwowm mouTHH W W

Single no child

Single parent
Cohabitation no child
Cohabitation 1 child
Cohabitation 2+ children
Marriage no child
Marriage 1 child
Marriage 2 children
Marriage 3+ children

EEEOmREOEO

DK

Single childless/benefits (8%)

Single parent/benefits (8%)

In education or training
Unemployed
Out-of-employment

Q1 - Low wage

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5 - High wage

EEEO0O0OEO@

F1c. 4—RF sequence plots of low-earning life course types

shows RF sequence plots for low-earning life course types (research ques-
tion 2). Figures 5, 6, and 7 present the degree of state support, family sup-
port, and relative living standards, respectively, for low-earning life course
types (research question 3). Figure 8 shows estimates from logistic regression
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Fi1c. 5.—State support: ratio of post- to pregovernment household income for low-
earning life course types.
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models on women’s probability of being in the highest earning life course
type and the low-earning life course types in each country (research question 4;
full tables and graphs for the full typologies are available from the authors).

United Kingdom.—In line with expectations (table 3), in a policy con-
stellation of low decommodification and implicit familization, low-earning
life course types receive low state support (fig. 5) and moderate family support
(fig. 6) and experience substantially lower living standards relative to their
cohort peers (fig. 7). Women are substantially more likely to experience all
three low-earning types than men (fig. 8). The lowest earning life course type
is characterized by family complexity with single parenthood, frequent
repartnering, cycling in and out of low-earning work, and extended periods
out of the labor force (9%; fig. 4). This family complexity group receives the
highest state support in the United Kingdom. However, their absolute ratio
of post- to pregovernment household income is low compared to all other
countries at around .8. That is, their postgovernment household income is
80% of their pregovernment household income. Family support is more ex-
tensive than state support. Household income is twice as high as individual
earnings between ages 25 and 30 and dissipates to a ratio of 1.5 after age 30
when individuals in this group increasingly separate. Relative living stan-
dards amount to only 60% of the cohort-median postgovernment household
income at age 25 but recovered to 80% by age 40.

In line with expectations (table 3), the second lowest earning life course
type in the United Kingdom comprises early marriage with three or more
children, combined with extended periods out of the labor force (9%).
The third lowest earning group similarly experiences parenthood in stable
marriages. However, young adults in this group have only two children and
reenter the labor market to a greater extent than their peers with more chil-
dren. This group mainly comprises women who earned medium wages until
they had children, then took relatively short care leaves followed by low-
earning part-time work in which they remained until age 40 (figs. 4 and
8). Because state support is low, married female homemaker life course
types rely on family support that peaks at age 30 when they typically have
their second or third child. Relative living standards hover around 80% of
the cohort-median household income for the three-child group and is higher
at around 90% for the group with only two children and more robust labor
market attachment, which signifies the one-and-a-half earner model in the
United Kingdom.

Overall, findings corroborate implicit familization in the United King-
dom due to low decommodification and few familizing or defamilizing pol-
icies, where market mechanisms do not effectively secure young adult life
courses (Leitner 2003). Low-earning individuals in stable marriages, mainly
women, are secured through a second earner in the household. In contrast,
the volatile family complexity group suffers from severely lower relative
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living standards, particularly around age 30 when single parenting young
children.

West Germany, cohorts 1963—71.—As expected for a policy constellation
of selective decommodification and explicit familization, the lowest earning
life course types in West Germany mainly comprise women (fig. 8) who com-
bine two or three children in stable marriages with extended periods out of
the labor force (fig. 4). Being married with three children is associated with
the lowest earnings accumulation, followed by a cluster of being married with
two children and more consistent reemployment into low-paid jobs following
care interruptions. The two lowest earning groups in West Germany closely
correspond to Britain’s second and third lowest earners and signify typical
female life courses in explicitly or implicitly familizing welfare states. The
two married female homemaker groups are more sizable in West Germany
at around 20% each compared to 9% and 14% in Britain (fig. 4).

In West Germany and Britain, women with three or more children and
extended periods out of the labor force receive similar family support at a
pregovernment household income of about twice their earnings and a rela-
tive living standard of around 80% of their cohort-median postgovernment
household income. In contrast, the life course type with only two children
and earlier reemployment enjoys higher family support in West Germany
through well-secured male breadwinners in the selectively decommodifying
welfare state, which lifts their relative living standard very close to their co-
hort’s median.

Reunified Germany, cohorts 1972—-81.—In line with assumptions for se-
lective decommodification and coexisting familizing and defamilizing poli-
cies, the two typical female homemaker life course types found in West Ger-
many continue for younger cohorts in reunified Germany (fig. 4). They are
only slightly less prevalent by 1 and 2 percentage points. Women still have
an elevated probability of experiencing these life course types but to a lesser
extent than older cohorts in West Germany (fig. 8). As expected, after major
defamilizing policy reforms, we find a new low-earning life course type of
stable single parenthood with volatile work lives that cycle between unem-
ployment, being out of the labor force, and low-paid work. Women’s like-
lihood of experiencing the single parenthood life course type is only slightly
elevated compared to single (resident and nonresident) fathers, who make
up a sizable share of this group.

Compared to the British family complexity cluster, single parenthood in
reunified Germany is more stable with less repartnering. Relative to the
British family complexity cluster, the German single-parent group is smaller,
spends more time in employment, accumulates higher earnings than the
typical female homemaker life courses, is less female dominated, and re-
ceives no family support but far more state support. As a result, the relative
living standard of single parents in reunified Germany is higher at around

410



Lives in Welfare States

80% of their cohort-median household income compared to 60% in the
United Kingdom. The German single-parent group resembles the single-
parent life course type found in the Nordic countries (see below), as expected
for defamilizing work-family reconciliation policies that foster reemploy-
ment and lower parents’ economic dependence on a second earner.

Finland and Denmark.—As expected for policy constellations of high
decommodification and strong defamilization, the two lowest-earning life
course types in Denmark and Finland comprise either single parents or single
childless individuals. The single-parent groups comprise around 8% of the
population in both Nordic countries. In Finland, single parenthood, on aver-
age, starts a few years later and more often through separation than being sin-
gle at birth, as in Denmark. Corresponding work lives are similar in Finland
and Denmark, cycling between benefits, brief periods out of the labor force,
and low- to medium-earning work (fig. 4). Around age 30, before they typically
separate, young adults in the single-parent cluster receive moderate family
support in Finland but not in Denmark, where single parents are more fre-
quently single parents at birth without preceding cohabiting partnerships
(fig. 6). In both countries, the single-parent group receives substantial net
state support (fig. 5), granting them a relative living standard of around
70% of their cohort median postgovernment household income (fig. 7).

Consistent with the severe recession during which our study cohorts en-
tered the labor market in Finland, the relative sizes and specific expressions
of the single childless groups differ within the same Nordic policy constel-
lation, highlighting within-regime variation with economic conditions.
The single childless group is twice as large in Finland (16%) as in Denmark
(8%), with notably different work lives in the two countries. The smaller
Danish group appears more negatively selected. After brief periods of (re)train-
ing and low-paid work, the Danish single childless group increasingly moves
into enduring benefit receipt first on unemployment (indicated by yellow in
fig. 4) and then out of the labor force on other types of benefits, also seen in
the high and rising state support until midlife (fig. 5).

Consistent with prior research (Sobotka et al. 2011), young adults delay
or forgo family formation when they cannot attain secure labor market po-
sitions. The Finnish single childless group shows extended periods of unem-
ployment benefits after completing education, interrupted by low-paid
work until they slowly stabilize into medium-paid jobs in their thirties after
the recession (fig. 4). State support for the Finnish single childless group dis-
sipates toward midlife (fig. 5). Their relative living standard recuperates
from 80% of the cohort’s median household income to approximating the
median at age 40 (fig. 7). Conversely, in Denmark, the more negatively se-
lected smaller group of single childless people suffers from continually de-
teriorating relative living standards to just below 60% of the cohort median
at age 35 (fig. 7). Unlike women’s elevated likelihood of experiencing the
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lowest earning life course types in West Germany, the United Kingdom, and
reunified Germany, the lowest earning life courses are most gender equal in
Denmark and Finland (fig. 8; hypothesis 4).

DISCUSSION

The timing and sequencing of events in work and family lives are tightly
linked to earnings accumulation across the life course. Life courses depend
on structural opportunities that vary across countries with different policy
constellations—for individuals who accumulate low earnings until midlife
more so than for those who accumulate high earnings, as we showed in this
study. The empirical analyses used longitudinal survey and register data
that, for the first time, allowed us to map 20 years of young to midadulthood
using prospective earnings and employment information in five European
country cases. Multichannel sequence analysis collapsed complex multidi-
mensional life courses into meaningful types. The BIC and LRT for se-
quence comparison allowed a more rigorous empirical test of degrees of dif-
ference and the statistical significance of life course differences across
countries than was possible before.

Our contribution is threefold. First, we show that work-family life courses
with high earnings accumulation are similar, irrespective of national welfare
states. In contrast, young adults who accumulate low earnings differ widely
regarding their typical family lives, the extent of state and family support they
receive, and their relative living standard (see also Kangas and Rostgaard
2007; Zimmermann and Konietzka 2018).

Second, we proposed a theoretical framework based on constellations of
policies relevant to the life stage of young adulthood, to hypothesize cross-
national differences in low-earning life courses, their primary sources of eco-
nomic support, and their relative living standards from early adulthood to mid-
life. Constellations of decommodifying, familizing, and defamilizing policies
jointly either emphasize the market (United Kingdom), family (West Germany),
family and state (reunified Germany), or state (Denmark and Finland) as the
primary welfare provider for securing low-earning life courses. To link policy
constellations to life courses, we used indicators that directly assess state sup-
port, family support, and relative living standards among low-earning life
courses. Our comparative design contrasted a split country case before and
after Germany’s reunification and major defamilizing reforms. In addition,
our analyses reveal differences in low-earning life courses within the social
democratic welfare model, with and without a recession during labor market
entry. We thereby highlight life course variation between and within welfare
states. To place countries in the policy space of decommodification, familiza-
tion, and defamilization in young adulthood, we relied on high-quality com-
parative policy data from the SPIN databases (Nelson et al. 2020).
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Third, we show that women predominantly populate the lowest earning
life course types in all countries characterized by explicit familization (West
Germany, reunified Germany) or implicit familization (United Kingdom).
These lowest earning life course types include married mothers with extended
periods out of the labor force who rely on substantial family support to secure
arelative living standard that is only moderately below their cohort median.
All countries with extensive defamilization (Denmark, Finland, and reuni-
fied Germany) comprise a stable single-parent group that receives extensive
state support.

The family complexity group in the implicitly familizing policy constella-
tion of the United Kingdom differs notably from the single-parent groups
in contexts of high defamilization (Denmark, Finland), even if defamilization
coexists with familizing policies (reunified Germany). In defamilizing policy
constellations, single parents accumulate higher earnings, spend more years
in employment, receive substantial state support, and enjoy only moderately
lower living standards than their cohort peers. Selective, high decommod-
ification of male breadwinners in West Germany reinforces explicit famil-
ization, which jointly suppresses single parenthood and separation among
low earners to the extent that it does not occur as a prevalent typical life
course experience. The suppression of separation and divorce is consistent
with predictions for the conservative life course mobility regime (DiPrete
2002).

Policy constellations of universal high decommodification and strong
defamilization (Denmark and Finland) further include a low-earning single
childless group that relies on substantial net state support. Consistent with
delayed family formation and protracted labor market entry during reces-
sions, this group is more sizable in Finland than in Denmark. In Denmark
and Finland, typical low-earning life courses are relatively gender equal. In
contrast, our findings highlight the feminization of low earnings accumula-
tion in familizing welfare states. Consistent with the gender welfare state
paradox (Mandel and Semyonov 2006), women have between 15% and
20% lower chances of entering the highest earning life course type in all
countries, including the ostensibly more egalitarian Nordic countries.

More generally, our comparative design corroborates a higher number of
low-earning life course types in liberal welfare states with passive life course
policies that leave the formation of life courses to market forces (Leisering
2003). Findings further support a higher number of life course types after
policy shifts, such as the German reunification and defamilizing family pol-
icy reforms in the 2000s. More low-earning life course types are likely as old
types dissipate and new types emerge in changed policy contexts. In con-
trast, the within-Nordic comparison suggests that economic recessions in-
stead alter the relative size and exact expression of low-earning life course
types but do not lead to entirely new types. Institutional regulatory frameworks
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with specific policy constellations shape the number of low-earning life course
types, whereas economic cycles seem to alter the relative size of life course
types.

Several implications arise from our findings. First, women are most con-
centrated in low-earning life course types in countries where the welfare
state least supports them, such as Germany and the United Kingdom. Given
limited public provision, West Germany and the United Kingdom have
strong legacies of outsourcing unpaid care work to female homemakers.
In contrast, the Nordic countries collectivize care in state-funded provision
in which women are independently employed and accumulate moderate
earnings. Younger cohorts of women in reunified Germany had more access
to paid parental leave and public child care, similar to the Nordic countries,
and gender inequality in the low-earning life course types indeed decreased
compared to older cohorts in West Germany.

Second, the life course typologies inform the intergenerational reproduc-
tion of social inequality by showing differential fertility attached to typical
trajectories of status attainment (Hillmert 2015; Lawrence and Breen 2016).
In Germany and the United Kingdom, low-earning life course types have
above-average fertility. The opposite is the case in the Nordic countries.
Consequently, the next generation will have, on average, more advantaged
and more equal starting conditions in Finland and Denmark, compared to
Germany and the United Kingdom. As a result, early family support and
education policies should target a larger share of children from socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged backgrounds in Germany and the United King-
dom. Recent policy changes in the United Kingdom do the opposite by lim-
iting the generosity of benefits and increasing the poverty risk for large
families (Stewart et al. 2022).

Third, single childless adults with precarious employment are an often-
overlooked risk group in the Nordic countries that does not benefit from pol-
icies targeted at families with children. Universal decommodification miti-
gates economic hardship for single childless young adults in absolute terms,
but their relative living standards are notably lower compared to their cohort
peers. Low-earning single childlessness might be part of the puzzle of recently
declining fertility in the Nordic countries despite their extensive gender-
egalitarian work-family reconciliation policies (Jalovaara et al. 2019). The
Nordic model served as a blueprint to raise female employment and in-
crease fertility in other countries, for example, in the German Elterngeld re-
form in 2007 (Daly and Ferragina 2018), but increasingly seems to fail to
hold fertility above replacement levels also in the Nordic countries.

Our findings come with several limitations. The data did not permit con-
sidering familization and defamilization through young adults’ parents, as
we lacked comparable indicators of parental support and care needs. In ad-
dition, individuals with nonnormative life courses of single childlessness
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and precarious work lives might be more likely to drop out of surveys. A
comparison with German and British birth registers is reassuring that we
cover single childlessness in our cohorts reasonably well in the survey data
(available from authors). Single childless groups appear in our analyses in
all countries coupled with medium- or high-earning work lives. The cou-
pling of a sizable group of single childless people with precarious work ca-
reers and extended periods out of the labor force is distinct for the Nordic
countries and consistent with them being less dependent on a second earner
because of universal high decommodification and defamilization.

Further, nonresident single fathers are likely to be underrepresented, par-
ticularly in the survey data. Our single-parent groups should, therefore, be
considered lower bounds in terms of size and their association with precar-
ious work lives. The yearly data might miss relevant life course volatility on
a shorter time granularity, which is more relevant for the rhythm of work
lives than family lives, particularly in liberal welfare states. Our estimates
of employment volatility are conservative, focusing on longer-term unem-
ployment, which signifies a similar disadvantage in all countries.

Finally, our analysis and small-V country comparison cannot causally
link policies to life course outcomes statistically. We follow a relatively nar-
row range of birth cohorts as they age through specific policy constellations
over two decades of the life course. To strengthen confidence in our inter-
pretation of the link between policy constellations and life courses, we split
the German country case around the reunification and major policy reforms
and present the within-Nordic comparison. In addition, we used indicators
on earnings accumulation and state and family support across early adult-
hood that directly link to core components of our theoretical framework on
state, market, and family emphasis in welfare provision. In future research,
the sequence analysis multistate model might be promising to link single
policy changes to life course trajectories (Studer, Struffolino, and Fasang
2018) but would require data covering a more comprehensive cohort range,
focusing on shorter life course subsequences and only one life dimension.

Future research should explore how life course typologies correlate with
social and political outcomes, including health and political behavior, and
specify the mechanisms that connect them. Young adults with similar work
and family lives share biographical experiences, opportunities, and, to some
extent, time use patterns (Wright and Shin 1988). If similar biographical ex-
periences go along with sharing other environments, they could form simi-
lar identities and exposure to similar lifestyles and attitudes. Life course
types with fuzzy boundaries capture both group-based and gradational
stratification. To assess associations between life course types and out-
comes, it is promising to first focus on firm representatives of a given type.
Weak representatives reflect “outlier life courses” that are interesting in their
own right. Outlier life courses might be associated with unstable attitudes
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that could delay committed life choices typically made in young adulthood.
Our study compared the highest and lowest earning life course types. The
middle classes merit an in-depth investigation. Country-specific analyses
could separate subgroups, for example, for men and women or racial
groups, to assess intersectional inequalities in life courses and earnings ac-
cumulation (Fasang and Aisenbrey 2022). Comparing life courses and eco-
nomic rewards across cohorts instead of countries is one avenue of assessing
social change (Gruijters, Van Winkle, and Fasang 2023).

We conclude that high-earning young adults, disproportionately men,
share a remarkably uniform life experience across countries that combines
rapid earnings accumulation well into midlife with stable married parent-
hood, irrespective of national policy constellations. In contrast, typical low-
earning life courses, disproportionately experienced by women, vary substan-
tially across countries and continue to strongly depend on constellations of
decommodifying, familizing, and defamilizing policies in national welfare
states.

Our study could be interpreted along the lines of a cross-national Anna
Karenina principle in young adult life courses based on Tolstoy’s notion
that “all happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its
own way” (Tolstoy [1878] 2003). Across a range of disciplines (Diamond
1997; Bornmann and Marx 2012; Zaneveld, McMinds, and Thurber 2017),
the Anna Karenina principle denotes that a comprehensive set of condi-
tions has to be met for success, whereas different versions of “not succeed-
ing” arise if any one of the conditions is not met. Our study suggests that wel-
fare policies do not matter much as a condition for the most economically
successful individual life courses. However, on a societal level, different wel-
fare systems struggle in different ways to economically secure their most
vulnerable populations.
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APPENDIX A

Policy Indicators on Decommodification, Defamilization,
and Familization
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F1c. A1.—Policy indicators on the degree of decommodification. All indicators are taken
from the SPIN database: https://www.su.se/social-policy-indicators-database/. A, Replace-
ment rate of average production worker wage for 1 and 26 week unemployment insur-
ance for single and family worker taken from the Social Insurance Entitlement Database
(SIED). B, Replacement rate of average production worker wage for 1 and 26 week sick-
ness insurance for single and family worker taken from SIED. C, Replacement rate of av-
erage production worker wage for combined out-of-work benefits including unemploy-
ment benefits, social assistance, and housing benefits taken from the Out of Work Benefits
Database. D, Average nonrepayable student support as percentage of net average pro-
duction worker wage averaged across three model families taken from the Student Support
and Fees Dataset.
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F1c. A2.—Policy indicators on the selectivity of decommodification. All indicators taken
from the SPIN database: https://www.su.se/social-policy-indicators-database/. Labor force
coverage rate of unemployment insurance (4) and sickness insurance (B) from the Social
Insurance Entitlement Database. For Sickness insurance, Denmark and Finland are plot-
ted on top of each other at 100%.
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F1c. A3.—Policy indicators on familization. All indicators taken from the SPIN database:
https://www.su.se/social-policy-indicators-database/. 4, Net replacement rate of average
production worker wage of all child benefits taken from the Child Benefits Database,
which calculates benefit levels for a two-parent model family with two children ages 2
and 7. Only one of the spouses is assumed to work full time, either earning an average
production workers’ wage or earning half an average standard workers’ wage. The other
spouse is defined as being out of the labor force. B, See Leitner (2003) and Lohmann and
Zagel (2016).
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F1c. A4 —Policy indicators on familization. All indicators taken from the SPIN database:
https://www.su.se/social-policy-indicators-database/. A, Duration of total paid parental
leave for mothers and fathers taken from the Parental Leave Benefits Dataset (PLB).
B, Net replacement rate of average production worker wage for paid parental leave in
the child’s first year taken from the PLB. Benefit levels are calculated for a model family
with two earners and two children ages 0 and 5, where both parents have been engaged
in paid work two years before the birth of the second child. PLB data assume that both
parents have earned an average production workers wage, in order to capture the levels
of earnings-related parental insurance that are central for gender egalitarian outcomes.
Taxes are estimated on the basis of income tax legislation. C, Percentage of children
under age 3 in formal child care in the 1990s taken from Leitner (2003, p. 361).
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tics, German Statistical Office.

APPENDIX B

Data Appendix

Missing Values and Imputation in the Survey Data for the United
Kingdom and Germany

For Germany and the United Kingdom, missing prospective family infor-
mation was filled with retrospective family histories. We allowed for a max-
imum of five years of missing values in the survey data, which resulted in
missing values on 8% of person-years in work sequences and 3% of person-
years in family sequences in Germany. In Germany gross earnings were
missing for 8% of person-years, and pre- and postgovernment household in-
come both for 7% of person-years. In the United Kingdom, 13% and 4% of
person-years had missing values in work and family sequences, respectively.
In the United Kingdom gross earnings were missing for 14% of person-years,
pregovernment household income was missing for 15% of person-years, and
postgovernment household income was missing for 22% of person-years.
We compared three different strategies for dealing with missing values:
(1) adding a missing value state in the sequences, (2) a simple multiple impu-
tation model, and (3) a more complex age-sensitive multiple imputation model.
Results were very similar, always suggesting six or seven clusters as the best
groupings with small changes between these two options. Specifically, in all
three scenarios, the clusters with the highest and lowest cumulative earnings
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that are the main focus of our analysis remained the same. There was some
change in the middle of the life course distribution (see an overview of typol-
ogies with different imputation scenarios in fig. B1).

Specifically, in scenario 1, “missing value state,” we defined a missing value
state coded in dark gray in the sequences. Scenario 2, “simple imputation,”
uses multiple imputation based on gender, education, work and family states,
birth cohort, and earnings at age 40. Scenario 3, “age-specific imputation,”
uses multiple imputation with the variables in scenario 2 additionally includ-
ing number of children and, for the United Kingdom, a 16 category region
code that was not necessary for Germany, which is already restricted to only
West German regions. We further include earnings at all ages, age, and age®
as variables that should capture the age-specific occurrence of different fam-
ily states in the observed data during the imputation. We used the imputed
work and family states to impute earnings and added all of these to impute
pre- and postgovernment household incomes and again maintain the age
and age® variables for age-sensitive imputation. Imputed values for earnings
and pre- and postgovernment household incomes from scenario 3 were very
similar to imputation based on the Little and Su method (Fisher et al. 2019)
for longitudinal imputation, further strengthening confidence that our impu-
tation approach is reasonable or at least a good approximation based on the
information available.

The main differences for the seven group scenario are that scenarios 1
and 2 split two groups of individuals who remain single childless for extended
periods of time and delayed family formation into a high and medium earn-
ing group (fig. B1). In contrast, the more sophisticated age-sensitive impu-
tation in scenario 3 splits two groups of (a) single childless delayed family
formation with medium to high earnings and (b) a married childless group
with medium earnings. The main differences in the imputation scenarios
thereby refer to less discriminant groups of medium earners who are child-
less for extended periods of time, either single or married, and delay family
formation. These groups are particularly heterogeneous in terms of low av-
erage silhouette width (see fig. C2 on silhouettes by cluster). In contrast, the
top and the bottom of the life course typology distribution remain remark-
ably similar and have higher average silhouette width, thus representing
more coherent groups.
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Components of Household Income

Pregovernment Household Income (SOEP)—Combined income before
taxes and government transfers of all individuals in the household 16 years
of age and older. This variable is the sum of total family income from labor
earnings, asset flows, private retirement income, and private transfers. La-
bor earnings include wages and salary from all employment including train-
ing, self-employment income, and bonuses, overtime, and profit sharing.
Asset flows include income from interest, dividends, and rent. Private trans-
fers include payments from individuals outside of the household including
alimony and child support payments.

Postgovernment Household Income (SOEP).—This variable represents
the combined income after taxes and government transfers in the previous
year of all individuals in the household. It is the sum of total family income
from labor earnings, asset flows, private retirement income, private trans-
fers, public transfers, and social security pensions minus total family taxes.
Labor earnings include wages and salary from all employment including
training, self-employment income, bonuses, overtime, and profit sharing.
Asset flows include income from interest, dividends, and rent. Private trans-
fers include payments from individuals outside of the household including
alimony and child support payments. Public transfers include housing al-
lowances, child benefits, subsistence assistance from the Social Welfare Au-
thority, special circumstances benefits from the Social Welfare Authority,
government student assistance, maternity benefits, unemployment benefits,
unemployment assistance, and unemployment subsistence allowance. So-
cial security pensions include payments from old age, disability, and wid-
owhood pension schemes. The tax burdens provided here are based on up-
dated and modified tax calculation routines developed by Schwarze. The
tax burden includes income taxes and payroll taxes (health, unemployment,
retirement insurance, and nursing home insurance taxes). These routines
are described in Schwarze (1995).

APPENDIX C

Methods Appendix
Cluster Cutoff Criteria and Silhouette Widths

There are several cluster cutoff criteria with different strengths and
weaknesses. If several criteria have a local maximum for a certain number
of clusters, this is taken as support for a meaningful cluster structure (Studer
2013). In the United Kingdom, West Germany, and reunified Germany,
cluster cutoff criteria clearly indicate seven clusters as the best grouping
with a local maximum on several cluster cutoff criteria (fig. C1). Finland
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shows about equally strong support for six or seven clusters, and Denmark
shows the strongest support for six groups. In Denmark, moving from six to
seven groups splits a larger group of single childless individuals with hetero-
geneous work trajectories into a higher and lower earning group of single
childless people who are substantively important and therefore retained.
In Finland, the high and low earning single childless group was only sepa-
rated in an eight-cluster grouping, whereas seven clusters separated cohab-
itants with and without children who were similar in their work trajectories
(available from authors). We therefore retain the cohabitants as one group
but split the single childless group with widely diverging economic trajec-
tories into seven clusters also in Finland, to augment the comparative inter-
pretation of the seven most salient life course types in each country. Speci-
fying the number of groups is rarely a clear-cut decision in sequence analysis
(Piccarreta and Studer 2019). More generally, a higher number of groups
could indicate a weaker association between work and family lives. If the
same type of family lives co-occurs with many different work lives, these
will appear as separate groups. Absolute values of the cluster cutoff criteria
were relatively low, which is typical of multichannel sequence analysis in
life course applications with relatively few time points of observation
(20 years on a yearly basis in our case). Sequence data are far more complex
than data used in the original cluster analysis applications in which the clus-
ter cutoff criteria were developed (Studer 2013). The sequences are clus-
tered using many characteristics and sorted into the group that best reflects
their overall life experience. This might be marriage for 15 years, even if it is
followed by separation.
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F1c. C1.—Cluster quality criteria for different cluster solutions. ASW = average silhouette
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Full Enlarged State Distribution and Relative Frequency Sequence Plots
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Fi1c. C3.—State distribution plots of seven life course types ranked by accumulated earnings.
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Fic. C4—RF sequence plots: highest earning life course types. Sequences sorted by sil-
houette width, with sequences that most strongly represent the cluster at the top. Each
sorted group is divided into 50 equal-sized frequency groups, for which the medoid se-
quences (lowest sum of distances to all other sequences in the frequency group) are selected
as representatives.
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