
 

 

! " #$"%&' #$&! "#"%' ( )* # ' +&%"+' ( )* #, &)#
- ' . )+)" , &&' / %* , , &( 0"&( %' #, )( )* #&( *

1' %"#( 0* * $&2
' &/ %* , , 2/ 3+( 3%' +&, ( 3$4

567869:; 6&3<=9:>8

Dresden Leibniz Graduate School

CRFR International Conference 2010

Changing Families in a Changing World



 

 
Katharina Ulbrich
Dresden Leibniz Graduate School (DLGS)
CRFR International Conference 2010

Gender and Generational Relations in Families across the Transition to Parenthood. A Cross‐
cultural Study

Research Interest & Relevance

Research Design, Sample & Methods

First Findings

A) Transition to Parenthood: a gender‐based process of role
differentiation

B) The relationship with the families of origin

„natural matrilaterality“ vs. „fragile patrilaterality“

C) Grandparenthood

D) A comparative perspective

Conclusion
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What happens between new parents and their families of
origin across the transition to parenthood in different
cultural contexts?
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Intergenerational relations are in the focus of sociological and political debate

Demographic change, especially population‘s ageing

Redefinition of the responsibility assignment between the welfare state and the
family

The appropriateness of an interactionist‐constructionist approach

Relations between adult family generations not subject to binding rules but
the outcome of negotiation processes (Mason/Finch 1993)
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Family transitions as moments of intense elaboration of meaning of family
relations (Bernardi 2008)

Priviledged observation point for the social construction of the family

Transition to the first child:

assumption of new generational positions

multiplication of individual generational membership

Limitation of existing research to the triadic relationship between mother,
father and child

Broadening the understanding of transition to parenthood towards an
intergenerational perspective
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Research design
Comparative case study of Italian and German families

Secondary analysis of qualitative interview data from a previous research project
(Explaining Low Fertility in Italy) and own interviewing (of German families)

Methods
Semi‐structured qualitative interviews with mothers of one child, their partners
and mothers

19 interviewees belonging to 3 German and 3 Italian family constellations

Data Analysis
Grounded Theory Methodology (Strauss / Corbin 2008)
interpretative, hermeneutical
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Phases of the
transition process

Subjective perceptions /
interpretations

Theoretical description of
the role differentiation
process

Planning / timing

Pregnancy

Delivery / first time with new
born child

Establishment of a daily
routine
Reconciling work and family
life

A) TRANSITION TO PARENTHOOD: A PROCESS OF GENDER-BASED ROLE
DIFFERENTIATION

Female decision-making power,

gender-specific differences of the subjectively
perceived responsibility for the future child

Early parental role differentiation

Subjectively perceived physical role division,

the symbiotic mother-child-dyad, fathers
standing aside

Consolidation of gender-based role
differentiation

Biological parental role concepts

Womens natural mothering competences,

Men lacking such competences

Necessary division of work

„natural maternity“

„fragile paternity“

Gender-based division of care work,

Enhancement  of gendered parental role
division throught different practical
involvement in childcare activities

Competence-based responsibility
assignment

„Traditionalization effect “ (Cox 2006)
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“because you need some time, I myself, it took me
sometime to realize that I am a father, 6C&6&DEF6;&GEH
9I6<:JI&:7&FH>8&I69<:I9, you have, probably already in the
moment when the egg is fertilized, she feels ((laughing))
that there is something joggling and its like that all the time
[…] and the man, for him it is still .. his wife or his girlfriend
with a tummy and nothing more than that, you know it but
you disavow it, you still don’t believe it, you sometimes
even talk if she wasn’t pregnant or so, :7&76KIC&GEH&FH>8
FH>8&<E;LI9?&=I>6HCI&:7&MEIC;N7&>6HCI&78:C&O8GC:>6<&>86;LI
:;C:MI&GEH”
Father of an 11 months old daughter, 25 years, German
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„natural matrilaterality“ „fragile patrilaterality“

Relationship quality

Generational practice

Collectively shared
ideas, stereotypes
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Close, good
communication

Distant, lack of
communication,
potentially conflictual

Frequent contacts,
visits, phone calls,
Exchange of help and
assistance,
Integration into the
childcare arrangement

Less frequent contacts,
visits and phone calls,
less integration into the
childcare arrangement

„the natural sense of
belonging of the
mother“
„the wife dragging the
husband to her families
side“

„the evil mother-in-law“
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“Because then 7I99:=<I&78:;LC&happen […] in the sense
that M6HL87I9C2:;2<6D who don’t want that, that, that,
D8E&ME;N7&<I7&L96;MO69I;7C&QE9&:;C76;>I&CII&78I:9
>8:<M9I;&6;GFE9I&[…] and then there are F I;&D8E&69I
<:KI&=:L&=6=:IC unable to assert themselves […] most
importantly because [women] always 76KI&78IF&7E&78I:9
O69I;7NC&C:MI, you know? But if I consider the cases that I
know, they were always daughters‐in‐law who hadn’t
been well accepted, therefore, do you see? […] and then
you know, mostly these couples LI7&CIO6967IM”
Grandmother of a one year old grandchild, 70 years, Italian
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“and well, the way it is in the families, often it is like that,
that the wife, that she feels, well, closer to her parents
and 6H7EF67:>6<<G&M96LC&78I&8HC=6;M&6&<:77<I&=:7&7E&8I9
C:MI”
Grandmother, 53 years, German



 

 
Katharina Ulbrich
Dresden Leibniz Graduate School (DLGS)
CRFR International Conference 2010

Gender and Generational Relations in Families across the Transition to Parenthood. A Cross‐
cultural Study

Women: protagonists of family life / Men: rather passive and
marginal

Woman‘s preferences and decisions inform the contacts that the
nuclear family establishes with the resp. families of origin

„natural matrilaterality“ as the result of an alliance between the
(adult) daughter and her mother and the female decision‐making
power within the nuclear family
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Parents as the F IM:67E9C between grandparents and grandchildren

Maternal grandmothers are more likely to be involved into childcare and
domestic tasks than paternal grandmothers

-9ITHI;7&:;7I96>7:E;&D:78&78I&>8:<M&and the :;UE<UIFI;7&:;7E&IUI9G2M6G
Q6F:<G&<:QI is considered to be :FOE976;7 with regard to the 9I<67:E;C8:O&D:78
78I&L96;M>8:<M

Paternal grandmothers perceive their positions as OE7I;7:6<<G
M:C6M6U6;76LIM

!9ED:;L&F69:76<&:;C76=:<:7G&as a threat to the father‐child and consequently
to the paternal grandparent‐child‐relationship (child‐custody habitually given
to mothers)
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Italy Germany

Gender and generational
role concepts

Gender and generational
role division

Role of the family of origin
for new parents
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Rather well-defined and
collectively shared

Rather controversial and
subject to negotiation

Tends to be self-evident

Division of work in the
domestic sphere is more
likely to occure between
daughters and mothers (in-
law)

Familial support provided
by (maternal)
grandmothers as the
basis of the childcare
arrangement and the
organization of everyday
family life

Familial support as an
important source of help
and support in
emergency situations

Tends to be conflictuous

Division of work in the
domestic sphere is more
likely to occure between
partners/spouses
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Strong  interrelation  between  gender  and  generational  role  understandings
within the extended family network

Gender‐based  parental  role  differentiation  influences  the  intergenerational
relation between the nuclear family and the resp. families of origin

„natural matrilaterality“ and „fragile patrilaterality“

Attribution of competences  allocation of responsibilities  distribution of
decision‐making power within the familial sphere
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