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Abstract
In many OECD countries, women are underrepresented in high status, high pay-
ing occupations and overrepresented in lower status work. One reason for this ineq-
uity is the “motherhood penalty,” where women with children face more roadblocks 
in hiring and promotions than women without children or men with children. This 
research focuses on divergent occupational outcomes between men and women 
with children and analyzes whether parental gender gaps in occupational status are 
more extreme for immigrant populations. Using data from the Luxembourg Cross-
National Data Center, I compare changes in gendered occupational segregation from 
2000 to 2016 in Germany and the USA among immigrant and native-born parents. 
Multinomial logistic regression models and predicted probabilities show that despite 
instituting policies intended to reduce parental gender inequality in the workforce, 
Germany fares worse than the USA in gendered occupational outcomes overall. 
While the gap between mothers’ and fathers’ probabilities of employment in high 
status jobs is shrinking over time in Germany, particularly for immigrant mothers, 
Germany’s gender gaps in professional occupations are consistently larger than 
gaps in the US. Likewise, gender gaps in elementary/labor work participation are 
also larger in Germany, with immigrant mothers having a much higher likelihood 
of working in labor/elementary occupations than any other group—including US 
immigrant women. These findings suggest that work-family policies—at least those 
implemented in Germany—are not cure-all solutions for entrenched gender inequal-
ity. Results also demonstrate the importance of considering the interaction between 
gender and other demographic characteristics—like immigrant status—when deter-
mining the potential effectiveness of proposed work-family policies.

Keywords  Gender · Immigrant · Occupational status · Occupational inequality · 
Policy

 *	 Paige N. Park 
	 paige_park@berkeley.edu

1	 Department of Demography, University of California, Berkeley, CA, USA

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5930-6758
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11113-022-09744-0&domain=pdf


2448	 P. N. Park 

1 3

Introduction

In the Global North, women are more educated, politically active, and economi-
cally participative than ever before (World Economic Forum, 2020), but despite 
these marked improvements, persistent patterns of inequality remain (World 
Economic Forum, 2020). Gender gaps in occupational status still exist in many 
countries around the world, which is problematic since occupational prestige is 
closely tied to career and material stability, class identity, and wages (Conley & 
Yeung, 2005; Gangl & Ziefle, 2009). Mothers in particular face additional barri-
ers to entering into and progressing within certain occupations, a concept schol-
ars deem the “motherhood penalty” in the literature (Budig et al., 2012; Correll 
et  al., 2007). To combat these persistent divides, many OECD countries have 
implemented policies at least partially intended to eradicate gender gaps in the 
economic sphere, offering paid parental leave and public childcare options for 
young parents (OECD, 2021a). Although there is substantial evidence support-
ing the hypothesis that some policy formulations are beneficial for mothers, other 
research shows that government-led solutions are not universally effective and 
have sometimes exacerbated disparities between low-and high-SES women (Man-
del, 2011; McKay et al., 2016; Misra et al., 2011).

Research on the heterogeneous effects of family work policies on population 
subgroups tends to focus on income-related disadvantages over other types of 
vulnerability. This study expands the literature on subgroups by examining immi-
grant parents’ occupational status following family work policy changes. Immi-
grant mothers may face unique barriers to entering and advancing in employment 
that current policies may not account for, including lack of social networks, gen-
der norms in native countries, and cultural and legal barriers that make career 
advancement more difficult (Abrego & Lakhani, 2015; Gomberg-Munoz, 2017; 
Hagan, 1998; Villares-Varela, 2018). Understanding how immigrant mothers 
experience additional penalties in the workforce and how they respond to pol-
icy changes is a crucial next step in the unfolding conversation around gendered 
occupational segregation and family work policy.

While there is considerable research on motherhood penalties and immigrant 
occupational outcomes there is little research that combines these topics and 
studies them over time and cross-nationally. Research shows that mothers and 
immigrant women face barriers to entering high status positions at work (Djamba 
& Kimuna, 2012; Jee et  al., 2019; Villares-Varela, 2018), but few studies focus 
on barriers faced by women who are immigrants and mothers and employed in 
the paid labor force. The large size of the LIS data allows for multiple layers of 
subgroups analysis like this, while other datasets may lack this kind of robust-
ness. The rich data used in this study allows for greater understanding of the het-
erogeneity within the larger group of employed individuals in these countries. 
Repeated cross sectional (or longitudinal) and cross-national studies measuring 
occupational status among parents, especially parental subgroups like immigrant 
parents, are sorely needed as work-family policies continue to evolve in OECD 
countries. Thus, this paper’s contribution centers around the rich contextual 
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information it provides about parental subgroups that can improve conversations 
among policymakers and academics about status inequities in the Global North.

Using repeated cross-sectional data from the LIS Cross-National Data Center’s Lux-
embourg Income Study (LIS), I examine gender and immigrant inequality among par-
ents in the labor force, by investigating gender/immigrant gaps in occupational status in 
two OECD countries: Germany, a country that has implemented several governmental 
policies to address gender inequality, and the US, a country that has not implemented 
similar federal policies. More specifically, the three research questions I consider are:

1.	 How does the probability of parents’ employment in high/low prestige occupa-
tional positions differ by gender and by immigrant status in two countries with 
vastly different family work policy contexts?

2.	 How does the relationship between occupational status and gender/immigrant 
status change over time?

3.	 Does the identity of “mother” interact with the identity of “immigrant” to predict 
lower occupational prestige?

The comparison of occupational status in this study focuses on four primary vari-
ables: parent gender (mothers compared to fathers), parent immigrant status (foreign-
born compared to native-born), country/policy context (Germany compared to the 
USA), and time (2000–2016). I find that immigrant status and gender both matter for 
predicting occupational status and that they tend to matter more together. Immigrant 
mothers are the most disadvantaged in terms of occupational status in both countries. 
However, in the USA, immigrant fathers approach the same level of disadvantage by 
2010 and 2016, and in Germany, immigrant mothers are more likely to be in profes-
sional work, both absolutely and relative to native-born mothers. Despite improve-
ments, gaps in gendered-immigrant occupational status are larger in Germany than in 
the USA at all time points, despite the policies they have implemented to counteract 
these trends.

I begin the paper with an overview of the literature on female and immigrant dis-
advantages in the labor force, particularly disadvantages related to motherhood. Then, 
I describe the public policy solutions many countries have implemented to ameliorate 
some of these career impediments. Next, I delve into the primary research questions of 
the study that I briefly presented above. I then describe the similarities and differences 
in the economic, social, immigrant, and policy landscapes in Germany and the USA 
to allow for better interpretation of what might have led to divergent results in the two 
countries. Finally, the methods, results, and discussion and conclusions sections outline 
my process of analysis, the findings of the study, and the contribution of these results to 
academic and policy conversations.
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Gendered Occupational Segregation and Motherhood Penalties

Social scientists and feminist theorists largely agree that gender continues to be a 
mechanism of social stratification in many OECD countries. Some theorists argue 
that although more women are entering the workforce than ever before, they are 
entering on “male terms,” and are subject to the hegemonic masculine nature of 
workplaces and bureaucracies (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Hochschild, 1997). 
In other words, the workforce, which primarily employed men with stay-at-home 
partners for much of the modern age has not fully adjusted to increases in moth-
ers’ employment. As a result, social and structural pressures on women to leave the 
workforce, or at least reduce their working hours, are strong, as women continue to 
take responsibility for the bulk of childrearing and household duties (England, 2010; 
Hochschild, 1989; Pailhé et al., 2021), face discrimination in promotion decisions 
(Ibarra et al., 2010; Javdani & McGee, 2019), and make less on average than their 
male counterparts (Blau & Kahn, 2017; Christofides et al., 2013).

Surprisingly, rather than “opting out” of the male-centric workforce for its failure 
to accommodate their needs (Percheski, 2008), women often stay, instead gravitat-
ing towards traditionally female occupations, or feminine fields within tradition-
ally male occupations—like social science or humanities in academia—with only 
some of the most highly educated women entering traditionally male-dominated 
occupations (England, 2010). “Female occupations” often include those that focus 
on working conditions rather than pay, like public sector jobs, which tend to focus 
on benefits like flexible hours and long parental leaves. Women tend to gravitate 
towards careers and positions that are more “family-friendly,” while men are more 
comfortable with careers that require long and rigid working hours, and where there 
are usually financial rewards that coincide with putting in long hours (Goldin, 2014; 
Kleven et al., 2019a, 2019b).

Women’s gravitation toward family friendly careers may be largely explained by 
“the particular [way] in which getting a living is integrated with raising children” 
(Elson, 1995; 7). Because biology often forces women with children to take primary 
responsibility for a new baby (through pregnancy, birth, and breastfeeding), Elson 
(1995) theorizes that they are more likely to get locked into the later phases of chil-
drearing as well. This theory is supported by empirical evidence showing that even 
after the “gender revolution” associated with women’s dramatic movement into the 
paid workforce, mothers often continue to take on the bulk of unpaid work in the 
home (Pailhé et al., 2021), and the most egalitarian households are often those in 
which fathers became involved in childrearing during the earliest stages of a child’s 
life (Earle & Heymann, 2019; Patnaik, 2019; Raub et al., 2018).

The expectation that mothers will shoulder most of the caregiving responsibilities 
leads employers to perceive mothers as less reliable and they may hesitate to hire or 
promote women with children (Correll et al., 2007). The difficulties women face in 
gaining, maintaining, and progressing in their careers after having children contrib-
ute to a concept known as the “motherhood penalty,” where mothers face system-
atic disadvantages in hiring, pay, and promotions, among other things (Budig et al., 
2012; Correll et al., 2007; Jee et al., 2019). In contrast, fathers do not tend to face 
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the same penalty after having children and are often largely unaffected profession-
ally by a new birth (Kleven et al., 2019a, 2019b). The female penalties associated 
with having children explain much of the remaining gender gaps in earnings and are 
closely associated with gaps in other indicators like occupational status and promo-
tion (Kleven et al., 2019a, 2019b). Additionally, the contribution of child penalties 
to workplace gender inequality has increased dramatically since the 1980s (Kleven 
et al., 2019a, 2019b). Figuring out how to lessen the impacts of child penalties on 
women’s professional lives is essential for workplace equality and for sustainable 
family life.

Immigrant Mothers and Gender Inequality

Workplace gender bias and motherhood penalties may be even more severe among 
immigrant populations in various OECD countries. While both male and female 
immigrants, even highly educated immigrants, struggle to have job mobility and 
attain occupational prestige (Fellini et  al., 2018; Golash-Boza, 2015; Hall et  al., 
2019; Kanas & van Tubergen, 2009), immigrant women face unique barriers that 
further marginalize them. They are more likely than immigrant men to limit their 
career goals in favor of their spouses’ goals, to lack social capital, and to decide to 
stay home with children because of strict gender norms in origin countries (Gomb-
erg-Munoz, 2017; Hagan, 1998; Villares-Varela, 2018). As a result, employment 
rates and earnings tend to be lower among immigrant women (Blau et  al., 2011; 
Browne & Misra, 2003; Djamba & Kimuna, 2012; Man, 2004; Sprengholz et  al., 
2021), despite the increasing social legitimacy of female labor migration (Oishi, 
2005).

Building on the immigrant labor market literature, this research investigates gen-
der occupational inequality among immigrant parents in the USA and Germany. 
Intersectional research on gender occupational segregation in the US often examines 
racial and ethnic differences rather than immigration status, or it isolates gender-
immigrant studies to single racial groups like Hispanic or Black migrants (Mintz 
& Krymkowski, 2010; Pettit & Hook, 2009; Tesfai & Thomas, 2020). These stud-
ies predictably find that having multiple marginalized identities (e.g. being Black 
and an immigrant and a woman) creates more barriers to occupational equality than 
only having one marginalized identity (Tesfai & Thomas, 2020). In Germany, many 
longitudinal studies on immigrant occupational outcomes consider citizenship status 
rather than immigrant status (Pettit & Hook, 2009; Sprengholz et al., 2021; Winkler, 
2019), which is a critical limitation in German immigration research. Of the gen-
der research in Germany that does consider immigrant status explicitly, few studies 
include cross-national research components (Fleischmann & Höhne, 2013). The cur-
rent study addresses this limitation in the literature by comparing immigrant occu-
pational outcomes by gender in Germany and the US over time. This research also 
investigates mothers’ and fathers’ outcomes exclusively and references work-family 
policies as a potential factor influencing occupational outcomes, another element not 
included in many other studies on gender-immigrant occupational status disparities.
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In sum, while previous research has analyzed gender (and motherhood) gaps in 
occupational status cross-nationally and over time (Abendroth et  al., 2014; Budig 
et al., 2012), immigrant gaps in occupational status cross-nationally and over time 
(Chiswick et  al., 2003; Pichler, 2011; van Tubergen, 2006; Winkler, 2019), and 
immigrant status and gender, few studies have analyzed all four of these elements 
(gender and motherhood, immigrant status, country context, and time) simultane-
ously. This research will expand the literature by including these four components 
and by limiting the analysis to employed parents to better capture possible work-
family policy influences. By investigating the disparities that exist not only between 
mothers and fathers, but also among native-born parents and immigrant parents, this 
study can better inform family work policy conversations.

Public Policy Solutions

Because motherhood plays such a significant role in female employment outcomes, 
policymakers have often focused reform efforts on family friendly work policies, 
like parental leave and government-funded childcare. The least successful poli-
cies are those that offer mothers too much time off after a baby is born because the 
longer mothers spend out of the workforce, the more likely they are to stay at home 
long term, to take part-time positions, and experience downward movement in their 
careers (Aisenbrey et al., 2009; Baker & Milligan, 2008; Blau & Kahn, 2013; Pettit 
& Hook, 2009). Moderate length leaves, by contrast, may have positive effects on 
women’s career outcomes (Misra et al., 2011).

Family leave policies can also harm women when they are strictly reserved for 
mothers, by sending the message that family responsibilities are a woman’s affair 
and that only mothers should expect to take time off when a baby is born (Adema, 
2013). In recent years, many countries have taken steps to counter this idea by estab-
lishing policies that incentivize fathers to take parental leave, using tactics like 
“daddy quotas,” where fathers must either take a portion of the leave or couples lose 
the benefit altogether (Dunatchik and Ozcan, 2020; Patnaik, 2019). Some research 
shows that father quotas are quite effective at reducing long term gender inequality 
in the workforce—and within heterosexual relationships at home—since fathers are 
much more likely to take the leave when it is reserved for them (Budig et al., 2016; 
Dunatchik and Ozcan, 2020; Mayer & Le Bourdais, 2019; Patnaik, 2019; Raub 
et al., 2018).

Public childcare policies may also be more effective at improving female labor 
market outcomes, like occupational status, because public childcare is a work-facili-
tating policy, rather than a work-reducing policy (Budig et al., 2016; Pettit & Hook, 
2009). In other words, providing a free childcare service for working mothers, as 
opposed to offering long parental leaves where mothers can stay home with chil-
dren, allows women to return to work faster after having a child. Thus, the most 
successful work-family policies typically offer shorter leaves to mothers, encourage 
fathers’ involvement in parenting, and support mothers as they return to work.

Yet, other scholars argue that even the more successful policies may fail to 
remove gender barriers in some contexts. For example, in Austria, where officials 
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have implemented various policies including parental leave and public childcare, the 
policies have had “virtually no impact on gender convergence” in labor market out-
comes (Kleven et al., 2020, p. 1). Research also finds that vulnerable groups, like 
lower-SES families, may not take advantage of or benefit from work-family poli-
cies as much as higher-SES families do (Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2019; McKay et al., 
2016; Misra et al., 2011). Likewise, while public childcare is one of the best ways to 
facilitate mothers’ returns to work, this is mostly true of women with at least a voca-
tional degree (Zoch, 2020). The provision of free childcare is less effective for low-
income and less educated women (particularly immigrant women) whose non-stand-
ard schedules make it difficult to find available childcare during their working hours 
(Sandstrom & Chaudry, 2012). Immigrant fathers are also less likely than native-
born fathers to take parental leave when it is offered (Ellingsæter et al., 2020; Ter-
vola et al., 2017) and immigrant mothers may hesitate to take up family leave poli-
cies when they are intertwined with immigration policies (Straut‐Eppsteiner, 2021). 
These studies suggest that many work-family policy formulations may not improve 
occupational outcomes across the board, especially for lower income, less educated, 
and foreign-born individuals. Determining when and why policies are not effectively 
closing gender gaps is necessary for advancing gender equality in the labor force.

Research Questions

While I cannot directly answer the question of how policies caused different out-
comes in gender-immigrant occupation patterns, I can address how these patterns 
differ between two similar OECD countries with quite different approaches to work-
family policy. I will compare occupational outcomes from 2000 to 2016 in Ger-
many, with its more extensive and far-reaching work-family policies, and the USA, 
with its less centralized and more haphazard approach. With that in mind, this study 
investigates (1) how gender-immigrant parental occupational status might differ in 
two countries with vastly different policy contexts, (2) how immigrant status and 
gender influence the occupational status of parents over time, and (3) how immi-
grant status and gender interact with each other to predict occupational status. Work-
family policy research suggests that in countries with more generous and work-facil-
itating policies and where support for the policies is high, particularly in countries 
with “daddy quotas” and public childcare, women may have more opportunities for 
career advancement and fewer barriers restricting them from pursuing more pres-
tigious full-time careers (Budig et al., 2012; Dunatchik & Özcan, 2020). Research 
also suggests that work-family policies are generally less effective for disadvantaged 
populations like migrants (Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2019; McKay et al., 2016; Misra 
et al., 2011; Sandstrom & Chaudry, 2012).

Surprisingly, I found that gaps in occupational status between mothers and fathers 
were larger in Germany than gaps in the US across time, suggesting that even in a 
context with more macro-level policies in place, disparities in occupational status 
still exist. I also found that immigrant mothers were often over-represented in the 
lowest status jobs and under-represented in the highest status jobs in both countries 
regardless of policy context. This finding indicates that the immigrant experience 
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should be considered in workplace gender equality conversations and policy 
development.

Study Context: Germany and the USA

Germany and the USA are ideal contexts to investigate my research questions 
because while the countries have relatively similar economic systems, sociocul-
tural norms, and migrant-dense populations (CIA, 2021a, CIA, 2021b; Fuwa, 2004; 
Wilde & Diekman, 2005), they have very different work-family policy approaches. 
I detail the economic situation, social and gender norms, immigration history, and 
public policy approach of each country below.

Economy

The economic systems in Germany and the US are similar in terms of employment 
rates and are two of the largest, strongest, and most influential in the world, mak-
ing them excellent choices for international comparisons. Over the last 20  years, 
employment rates—among the working-age population (defined by the OECD 
as 15 to 64)—in the USA and Germany ranged between 65 and 77%, though the 
US employment rate has decreased over the period from 2000 to 2020—from 74 
to 67%—while the employment rate in Germany has increased—from 65 to 77% 
(OECD 2021b). The US and Germany both have large economies in terms of GDP 
(CIA, 2021a; CIA, 2021b). While the US economy is much larger than the German 
economy, they both fall within the top four largest economies in the world (IMF, 
2021). Out of these four economies (China, US, Japan, Germany), the US and Ger-
many are the most similar in their major industries, government systems, and cul-
tural and social norms, making them the best comparison groups among these large 
economy countries.

In terms of dominant industries, the two countries are more similar to each other 
than they are to countries with emerging markets, but different enough to require 
consideration in the context of this paper (CIA, 2021a; CIA, 2021b). Germany’s 
industry sector (economic activities that produce material goods) is larger than the 
industry sector in the US with 24% of the German population working industry jobs 
compared to 19% of the American population (CIA, 2021a; CIA, 2021b). By con-
trast, the service sector (economic activities that don’t produce material goods) in 
the US is larger than the service sector in Germany with 80% of the American pop-
ulation working in the service sector compared to 74% in Germany (CIA, 2021a; 
CIA, 2021b). This difference between industries reflects Germany’s greater empha-
sis on export-focused trade, and their resulting trade surplus. The US, on the other 
hand, has a trade deficit. Around 1% of the population in both countries is employed 
in the agricultural sector (CIA, 2021a; CIA, 2021b).

Another important difference between the German and the US economies is their 
response to and recovery from the Great Recession, the most salient exogenous 
shock that occurred during the time frame of this study. While the recession affected 
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both countries, the impacts on the US were much longer lasting and more severe. 
Though the time frame of the recession is usually cited as falling between 2007 and 
2009, the US recovery was slow, with real GDP not recovering to pre-recession 
levels until 2011 and employment rates not recovering until 2014 (FRED, 2021a, 
FRED, 2021b). Experts attribute the severity of the recession to major housing sec-
tor damage, credits for borrowing and spending not being as readily available, and 
government spending not being adequate enough to offset losses in the private sector 
(Bernanke, 2012). Germany on the other hand emerged from the recession incred-
ibly strong, without experiencing an employment decline or an increase in unem-
ployment (Rinne & Zimmermann, 2012). In fact, by 2009, Germany’s labor market 
became stable, and GDP began to steadily grow from 2010 onwards (Rinne & Zim-
mermann, 2012).

Social and Gender Norms

Another similarity between the US and Germany, at least relative to many other 
countries around the globe, are their social and gender norms. American and Ger-
man perceptions of men and women, as well as their slow shifts towards more egali-
tarian gender role attitudes, closely resemble each other (Lee et al., 2007; Scott & 
Braun, 2009; Wilde & Diekman, 2005).

However, the similarities that justify the use of Germany and the US as com-
parison groups cannot completely account for smaller differences in gender attitudes 
and gendered trajectories in the two countries. Work-family trajectories are highly 
gendered in Germany and are less gendered in the US, especially when it comes to 
the highest prestige occupations. That is, because of family related barriers, German 
women may not be as likely as American women to be in high-status jobs (Aisen-
brey et al., 2009). Women in Germany might also be less committed to their careers 
than women in the US, leading them to opt-out of the labor force more often, as is 
the case during the unfolding COVID-19 pandemic (Gangl & Ziefle, 2015; Reichelt 
et al., 2021). In these ways, gender roles in Germany may be more rigid than gender 
roles in the US. On the other hand, the annual Global Gender Gap Report ranks Ger-
many higher in gender equality than the US (Germany is number 10 while the US is 
number 53) (World Economic Forum, 2020). The World Economic Forum explains 
that Germany’s high ranking is largely due to its political gender equality and that 
the US’s poor ranking is a result of progress towards gender parity stalling (see also: 
Scott & Braun, 2009). The large wage gap and the lack of women in the top business 
positions also contribute to the US ranking. Thus, it is unclear which country “wins 
out” in terms of gender equality; they both have strengths and weaknesses.

One final difference between the two countries’ gender and work norms is their 
utilization of the family network for childcare. In the US, parents are slightly more 
likely than parents in Germany to employ informal childcare options, like the fam-
ily network, especially when their kids are two or younger (Laub, 2016; OECD, 
2021d). This difference makes sense in the context of policy differences between the 
two countries; there are free formal childcare options in Germany, but not in the US 
(SPLASH, 2014).
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Immigration

Germany and the US are both home to extremely large numbers of immigrants; 
nearly 45 million immigrants reside in the US, which is equivalent to about 14% of 
the US population, and around 13 million immigrants live in Germany, about 20% 
of their population (Batalova et al., 2021; United Nations, 2019). They both receive 
high influxes of immigrants each year as the top two migrant-receiving countries 
in the world (United Nations, 2019), and as such, the migrant stock in both coun-
tries has increased considerably over the time period of the current study (Budiman, 
2020; Statista, 2021). While both are popular immigrant destinations, the demo-
graphic characteristics of immigrants to the US and Germany are quite distinct. The 
composition of US/German migrants have varied over the years, but immigrants 
to Germany are most commonly white Europeans, coming from Eastern European 
countries like Turkey, Poland, and Romania (Destatis, 2019), while immigrants to 
the US are more diverse in terms of race and ethnicity, and are dominantly Hispanic 
and Asian, primarily from Mexico, China, India, and the Philippines (Budiman, 
2020). Additionally, women make up a slight majority (around 51%) of the foreign 
population in both Germany and the US (OECD, 2021c).

Since immigrant groups in Germany and the US are coming from such different 
areas of the world, considering differences in the social or gender norms of native 
countries is necessary. For example, on the World Economic Forum’s ranking of 
gender equality (where 0 is no parity and 1 is total parity), Eastern Europe scores 
0.732 on “Economic Participation and Opportunity” while Latin America scores 
0.642 and South Asia scores a mere 0.365 (World Economic Forum, 2020). It is 
possible then that immigrants to the US may have internalized stricter gender norms 
around work than immigrants to Germany, which may affect immigrant women’s 
occupational outcomes.

Though immigrants to the US and Germany may be demographically and cultur-
ally distinct, they often take similar occupational roles in both countries. Immigrants 
generally struggle to completely integrate into the labor market, and are less likely 
to be employed and more likely to take lower status positions than native-born resi-
dents in both Germany and the US, even after controlling for education (Eckstein 
& Peri, 2018; Heilbrunn et al., 2010; Kogan, 2011; Winkler, 2019). Occupational 
fields with particularly large shares of immigrants—particularly Hispanic migrants 
in the US and African and Turkish migrants in Germany—include agriculture, con-
struction, manufacturing, and unskilled jobs (Eckstein & Peri, 2018; Kogan, 2011), 
though Chinese and Indian migrants in the US are most often employed in high-
skilled occupations like computer programming and managerial work (Eckstein & 
Peri, 2018). Influxes of highly educated immigrants to Germany over the past few 
years contributed to higher occupational attainment among recently arrived cohorts, 
but occupational status tends to decrease as cohorts are tracked across time, prob-
ably due to outmigration of the most skilled migrants (Sprengholz et al., 2021). This 
suggests that the long-term “stayers” in Germany may have lower occupational sta-
tuses than those who leave after a few years (Sprengholz et al., 2021).

Finally, the immigration and citizenship policies in Germany and the US likely 
play a role in shaping immigrant occupational status as well. In some ways, the two 
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countries have similar immigration laws. Both have instituted measures designed to 
control “irregular immigration” including penalties for employers of undocumented 
migrants and fines or deportation for irregular migrants (United Nations, 2017). 
They have also both regularized legal status under certain conditions to encourage 
legal migration (United Nations, 2017).). However, the rationale for each country’s 
policies is distinct and might reflect what types of work each country hopes immi-
grants will consider. In both countries, immigration policy is motivated by demand 
for workers in certain sectors of the economy, but for Germany, population decline 
and population aging are other motivating factors that may funnel migrant workers 
into geriatric care roles or other jobs related to elder support (United Nations, 2017). 
In terms of citizenship, the US has unrestricted, jus soli citizenship laws whereas 
Germany’s birthright laws are restricted; for a child to gain German citizenship 
at birth, one parent must have lived in Germany for at least 8 years (United States 
Office of Personnel Management, 2001). Citizenship is an important aspect of immi-
grant integration that can shape immigrants’ professional decision-making. Differ-
ences in citizenship policy must consequently be considered in the study of migrant 
occupational status.

Work‑Family and Gender Equality Policies

Germany

Within the last 15 years, Germany has instituted three policies expected to greatly 
reduce gender gaps in employment outcomes. First, in 2007, Germany updated their 
parental leave policy to include a paternity quota or “daddy quota,” which reserves 
two months of non-transferable leave for fathers after a child is born. The 2007 pol-
icy also specified that parents should receive earnings-related parental leave ben-
efits rather than the mean-tested flat rate benefits that parents received before, mean-
ing that those taking leave would now receive income-dependent payments. In this 
case, parents would receive 67% of their average earnings—from the year before the 
child was born—for the months they took off from work (OECD, 2020). All benefits 
would reset with the birth of each new child (OECD, 2020). Shortly after the policy 
changes, Germany saw a marked rise in the percentages of fathers who took the 
leave, indicating that father’s quotas may be more effective than the gender-neutral 
leave policies of the decades before (Giesler and Krayenfeld, 2019). The 2007 pol-
icy also decreased the duration of mothers’ time out of the workforce and increased 
their overall employment rates and working hours (Spiess & Wrohlich, 2008; Ziefle 
& Gangl, 2014).

Second, Germany implemented a reform in 2013 that gave all children ages one 
through three a right to childcare (SPLASH, 2014). This essentially means that 
affordable or free childcare must be available to every parent in Germany; if the gov-
ernment does not provide childcare, parents have the right to sue (SPLASH, 2014). 
Public childcare in Germany is provided by non-profit organizations, churches, 
and city governments—and family daycare centers are typically state-subsidized 
(SPLASH, 2014). While Germany’s childcare system has always been one of the 
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most affordable of the OECD countries (Immervoll & Barber, 2006), the 2013 pol-
icy, in theory, prevents any parents who may have previously lacked access to free or 
affordable care from having to go without it.

Finally, in 2015, Germany introduced an Act that requires companies to ensure 
that at least 30% of their 50/50 co-determined supervisory boards (i.e. boards where 
half of the members are employees) are women (Binder & Zeppenfeld, 2015). If 
the 30% quota is not met in board elections, the election will be deemed void, and 
empty seats will remain until the next election (Binder & Zeppenfeld, 2015). Addi-
tionally, for a larger group of German companies, the Act requires that they set their 
own goals for gender composition of the supervisory and managing boards and other 
leadership positions (Binder & Zeppenfeld, 2015). The only requirements for com-
pany-determined goals are that target proportions for women’s participation must 
not fall below the status quo if less than 30% of current leaders and board members 
are women, or that women’s participation must not be less than 30% if the status 
quo is above 30% (Binder & Zeppenfeld, 2015). Targets (and whether or not targets 
were met) must be published in management reports to keep companies accountable 
(Binder & Zeppenfeld, 2015).

USA

While Germany has implemented far-reaching and evidence-supported work-family 
policies, the USA has not, or at least not to the same extent. As a result, federal-level 
policies aimed at helping working mothers (and fathers) have not changed much 
since the early 90 s. Prior to 2020, the USA had only instituted one federal leave pol-
icy: The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). This law, passed in 1993, offers 
eligible employees 12 weeks of unpaid leave after the birth of a child (U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor n.d). The policy is limited because (1) it doesn’t provide compensa-
tion for those who take the leave and (2) it is not universally applicable; only slightly 
over half of the employees in the US meet the qualifications to receive this benefit1 
(Klerman et  al., 2012). Additionally, many eligible individuals choose not to take 
leave, or to return early, because they cannot afford to take extensive unpaid time off 
(Klerman et al., 2012).

Despite not having a widespread, paid parental leave policy, US states have the 
freedom to implement their own paid leave policies. However, as of 2016, the last 
year included in this study, only three states (California, New Jersey, and Rhode 
Island) had such laws in place (Brainerd, 2017). Private businesses in any state can 
also offer paid leave benefits if they choose to, but in 2017, only 16% of employees 
had access to paid benefits, and most of these employees were in higher status posi-
tions (Donovan, 2019; Isaacs et al., 2017).

Childcare in the US is primarily privately run and tends to be very expensive for 
children under 3 (OECD, 2020). Children older than three can attend preschool, but 
it is not always affordable or is only offered for half of the day (NCES 2020). When 

1  These qualifications include 1) working in a firm with at least 50 employees, 2) working for the firm 
for at least one year, and 3) having at least 1,250 h of service in the previous year (24 h a week).
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children reach age five in the US, they are old enough to begin kindergarten, which 
is federally funded, but in many states, kindergartens, like most preschools, are only 
held for half of the day (NCES, 2020).

Within the last couple years, there have been more rapid policy changes in the 
US at both the state and federal level. Three new states, New York, Washington, and 
Massachusetts, as well as Washington D.C., have enacted paid family leave policies 
that became effective as of 2020 (Bipartisan Policy Center, 2019). The entitlements 
offered by each state include gender-neutral parental leave with length ranging from 
four weeks to 12 weeks and benefits ranging from 55% of income to 90% (Biparti-
san Policy Center, 2019). In addition to state-level policies, the Federal Employee 
Paid Leave Act (FEPLA) was signed into law in December of 2019 (AFGE, 2021). 
The law gives federal employees up to 12 weeks of paid time off after the birth or 
adoption of a new child and went into effect in October of 2020 (AFGE, 2021). 
Another bill introduced in December of 2019 allows working parents to collect a 
portion of their child-tax early to support them if they decide to take time off (Con-
gressional Research Service, 2019). Even more recently, President Biden announced 
his American Families Plan which, if implemented, would drastically reform the 
current work-family system (The White House, 2021). It would provide support to 
low and middle income families by providing improved access to quality childcare, 
offer a comprehensive family and medical leave program, and extend tax credits for 
low and middle income families (The White House, 2021). These more recent pol-
icy developments in the US, while noteworthy, are not applicable to this study since 
the analysis ends in 2016. Future research should continue monitoring women’s 
employment outcomes in the aftermath of these policy changes.

Methods

Data

This study uses both individual and household-level data from the cross-national 
and repeated cross-sectional Luxembourg Income Study (LIS)—years 2000, 2004, 
2010, and 2016—to analyze how gendered occupational segregation among parents 
has changed over time in Germany and the USA and how these patterns may differ 
for immigrants and native-born residents. The LIS database includes data related 
to income, wealth, employment, and demographic information for 53 industrialized 
countries. There have been over eleven waves of data collection spanning the years 
1980–2018, though data from every country were not collected every year. The LIS 
staff collects the data, renders it comparable between countries, and makes it acces-
sible to researchers worldwide. Scholars can access the data using the data center’s 
remote statistical interface.

Although sample size varies between countries and years, LIS data is robust and 
representative at the national level. For this analysis, sample sizes were restricted 
up front to include respondents who are (1) employed in the paid labor force, (2) 
the primary adults in each household, that is, the head of household or the spouse 
or cohabitating partner of the head of household, and (3) parents with their own 
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children (ages 0–18) living in their home. With these restrictions applied, the sample 
of households and individuals in each year and each country—used in the regression 
estimation—are presented in Table 1. The unit of analysis in the regression mod-
els is at the individual level. Additionally, Table 1 includes descriptive statistics on 
the percentage of respondents not living with a partner, an important demographic 
group that later subsample analysis (included in the appendix) examines. Germany 
has a lower percentage of respondents not living with a partner at all time points 
except 2010, where the percentage jumps up about 10%, from 6.9 to 16.54%. Each 
observation provides full data for all explanatory variables included in the models, 
and there are no observations with missing estimation variables.

Measures

The primary dependent variable in the models is an occupational status measure. 
The variable comes from a question asking respondents to identify the classification 
of their first (or primary) job, and responses were re-coded by the LIS team accord-
ing to ISCO-88 or ISCO-08 standards (ISCO, 2007). The ISCO-88 and ISCO-08 
categorize occupational information based on the skill-level and skill-specializa-
tion required for the job. The occupational groupings created by ISCO systems are 
strongly correlated with occupational status, income, and job quality. I use a version 
of the measure that was collapsed (by the LIS team) from a ten-category occupa-
tion variable into a broader three-category variable where 1 = managers/profession-
als, 2 = other skilled workers, and 3 = laborer/elementary. The manager/professional 
category includes occupations that involve directing, leading, and creating policy or 
that require a high level of professional knowledge and skill (i.e. CEOs, scientists, 
doctors, lawyers, etc.). “Other skilled” occupations require technical knowledge, 
organizational skill, or skill in a craft or trade (i.e. technicians, associate profession-
als, clerical support workers, sales workers, crafts and trades professionals, etc.). 
“Elementary” occupations require knowledge and skill to perform simple and rou-
tine tasks (i.e. cleaners, agricultural workers, miners, food preparers, refuse workers, 
etc.).

A secondary dependent variable, used in solely in initial cross-tabulations, is 
respondent employment status. While I focus the bulk of the analysis on parents who 

Table 1   Estimation sample sizes 
and percentage of respondents 
not living with a partner

2000 2004 2010 2016

Germany
Number of households 3513 2934 6141 5032
Number of observations 5133 4345 8647 7536
% Not living with partner 6.35% 6.90% 16.54% 11.01%
USA
Number of households 31,668 29,491 26,142 22,612
Number of observations 49,246 45,185 39,409 34,417
% Not living with partner 11.58% 12.05% 12.14% 12.38%
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are employed, I ran basic cross-tabulations of employment to provide greater context 
around the labor market situation in these two countries. Understanding the overall 
picture of who works in paid labor and who does not allows for clearer interpreta-
tion of my primary findings, which center on the occupational status of employed 
individuals. For example, if subsequent analysis were to show that employed moth-
ers have similar levels of occupational prestige as fathers, it would be important to 
acknowledge that if they also have much lower employment rates, there is still ine-
quality in the labor market. The employment variable is dichotomous: 1 = employed 
and 0 = unemployed. This variable was re-coded by the LIS team from a “labor force 
status” variable that identifies respondents’ self-assessed employment status. The 
variable originally distinguished between those who are employed, unemployed, and 
not in the labor force, but the transformed indicator variable collapses the unem-
ployed and not in the labor force categories.

The primary independent variables in this analysis are the parent sex and immi-
grant variables. Respondent sex is a dichotomous indicator variable re-coded as 
1 = fathers and 0 = mothers, since only parents are included in the analysis. Respond-
ent immigrant status is also a dichotomous indicator, where 1 = immigrant and 
0 = non-immigrant. Respondents are flagged as immigrants if (1) the data provider 
defined them as immigrant, (2) they self-define as immigrants, (3) they are citizens 
of another country, or (4) they were born in another country.

Control variables were theoretically motivated by existing literature and include 
indicators measuring family structure (Eckstein et  al., 2019), self-reported health 
(Laaksonen et al., 2005), age (Ganzeboom et al., 1992), place of residence (Smith 
& Glauber, 2013), and socioeconomic status (Ganzeboom et  al., 1992). Unfortu-
nately, I could not include more demographically specific variables (i.e., fertility 
preferences, reasons for migrating, country of origin, etc.) that other authors writ-
ing on this topic have, since they are not included in the LIS data or were highly 
colinear with other variables in the models. In any case, the variables I have selected 
should be sufficient for the current analysis. The family structure variables are (1) 
marital status (1 = married, 2 = never married, and 3 = divorced/separated/widowed) 
where “married” serves as the reference group, living arrangements (1 = living with 
partner, 0 = not living with partner), and (2) children under four (1 = has own chil-
dren under age four living in house, 0 = has own children age four to age 18 liv-
ing in house). Since many of the family work policies implemented in Germany are 
directed at parents with children too young for school, the “children under four” 
variable captures targeted parents and allows for occupational status comparisons 
between parents with young children at home and parents with school-age children 
at home. Socioeconomic status is measured by level of education (eight categories 
ranging from “less than primary” to “doctorate or equivalent”, used in the model as 
a continuous variable), and household income (total income/1000). Other control 
variables include age, disabled (1 = disabled, 0 = not disabled), self-reported health 
(1 = good health, 0 = poor health), rurality (1 = rural, 0 = non-rural) and region (for 
Germany: 1 = East Germany, 0 = West Germany; for the US: 1 = Midwest, 2 = South, 
3 = West, 0 = Northeast). In all models, the mean-centered versions of age and edu-
cation are used, a practice that can alleviate “micro” multicollinearity and ensure 
that variance inflation factors (VIFs) remain low (Iacobucci et al., 2016).
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Analytic Strategy

To gain a clearer picture of overall employment rates for fathers and mothers 
at each time point, I ran cross-tabulations of the parent sex, immigration sta-
tus, and employment variables at each time point. I also examined occupational 
status descriptively for immigrant and native-born fathers and mothers in both 
countries. Then, using used multinomial logistic regression with probability 
weighted data (using person weights provided by LIS) and clustered standard 
errors (by household), I predicted the likelihood of fathers’ and immigrants’ 
employment in “other skilled” and “labor/elementary” occupations over profes-
sional occupations and compared to mothers and non-immigrants. Multinomial 
regression is the best choice of model since I want to predict occupational sta-
tus, a categorical variable, with a set of variables that are not all continuous (the 
control variables mentioned above). Rather than using simple logistic regres-
sion to analyze a binary occupational status outcome, I felt that the distinction 
between the three categories of occupational status were significant enough that 
combining, for example, the “other skilled” and “elementary” categories would 
not capture key ontological differences between these groups.

For the baseline specifications, I ran regression models with parent sex as the 
sole predictor variable and occupational status as the outcome variable as well 
as models with immigrant status as the sole predictor of occupational status. The 
intention here was to demonstrate the overall relationship the variables had with 
occupational status sans controls, to better understand how the control variables 
might affect the eventual significance of the main variables of interest. I then 
ran the primary models which included both the immigrant and parent sex vari-
ables along with all control variables. Finally, I computed the marginal effects 
for each variable in the model and recorded the point estimates of the effects, 
along with their p-values, in Table 3. In addition to running this analysis on the 
total sample, I also computed logistic regression models and marginal effects 
for two important sub-sample groups, mothers/fathers living with a partner or 
spouse and mothers/fathers living without a partner. Tables with these results 
are included in the appendix.

To answer my third research question, I then ran each of the primary models 
again with an interaction between parent sex and immigrant status. The inter-
action term allowed for comparisons between immigrant mothers, immigrant 
fathers, native-born mothers, and native-born fathers, an important distinc-
tion the models need to make if the literature is correct in concluding that the 
combination of being an immigrant and a mother can exacerbate disadvantage. 
In accordance with American Sociological Review (ASR) guidelines, I did not 
consider the statistical significance of the interaction coefficient in the models; 
rather, I computed the marginal predictions of the interaction and ran a Wald 
test to determine the equality of the effects (Mize, 2019; Mustillo et al., 2018). 
Finally, I plotted the predicted values of the interaction term to allow for easier 
comparisons between each demographic group in question.
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Results

Descriptive Results

Figure  1 shows the descriptive employment rates for native-born and immigrant 
mothers and fathers in Germany and the US over the period of the study. While 
understanding employment in these two countries does not directly answer any of 
my research questions, it is necessary to understand the gendered context of the 
labor force in both countries for proper interpretation of the occupational status 
results. Rates for all subgroups in the US are relatively stable over time. US-born 
mothers’ rates hover around 70% in the USA, while immigrant mothers rates fall 
between 55 and 60%. Immigrant and native-born fathers in the US have quite similar 
rates both fluctuating around 90% over the period. In Germany, the story is similar, 
with immigrant mothers having the lowest rates (~ 50–60%), native-born and immi-
grant fathers having the highest rates (~ 80–95%), and native-born mothers falling 
in between (~ 65–80%). The most striking difference between the two countries is 
the upward trajectory of mothers’ employment (both native-born and immigrant) in 
Germany over time. Native-born mothers’ rates increase in the years following Ger-
many’s work-related policy changes, but immigrant mothers began an upward trajec-
tory in employment before policies were implemented, in 2004.

Both native-born and immigrant mothers are less likely than fathers to be 
employed, which indicates that the mothers included in the estimation sample below 
(restricted to employed respondents) represent a smaller fraction of the total popu-
lation of mothers than the fraction of fathers in the estimation sample. Restricting 
the sample to employed parents might then introduce a selection effect, where the 
smaller fraction of mothers that opt into employment are qualitatively different than 

40%
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2000 2004 2010 2016 2000 2004 2010 2016

Germany US

Native-born Fathers Native-born Mothers

Immigrant Fathers Immigrant Mothers

Fig. 1   Mothers’ and Fathers’ employment rates by immigration status, country, and year
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the larger percentage of fathers (perhaps more career-driven or successful) and the 
sample would then not reflect the labor market reality for all parents. To address this 
possible selection bias, I restrict the “target population” of the study to employed 
parents and emphasize that my findings and their implications only apply to the tar-
get population.

Figure 1 shows what gendered labor participation in Germany and the US looks 
like—in terms of raw employment rates—but it does not say much about how moth-
ers and fathers participate in the labor market. The question of how parents’ experi-
ences in paid employment differ can be explained in part by examining occupational 
status. The primary subject of this paper is to parse out whether the probability of 
attaining a certain occupational status changes over time depending on parent sex, 
immigrant status, or country context. As such, the rest of the analysis in this section 
focuses on changes in occupation over time, rather than changes in employment over 
time. To better address primary research questions, I exclude individuals who are 
not formally employed from the rest of the analysis.

Table  2 shows descriptively that in Germany, the percentage of parents in all 
immigrant and gender subgroups employed in professional occupations increases 
from 2000 to 2016 (with a dip in 2004), indicating that more professional jobs may 
have become available over the period. There are also consistent gaps in professional 
employment percentages between mothers and fathers and between immigrants and 
native-born individuals. In the US, the proportion of fathers and mothers in each 
occupational group have remained somewhat stable, relatively gender equal, and 
notably higher across the board than German proportions. There are more native-
born mothers in professional positions than any other subgroup, including native-
born fathers, at every time point, which is surprising given the extensive literature 
on the motherhood penalty in the US. In both countries, a much higher proportion of 
immigrants is employed in labor/elementary work and a particularly high proportion 
of immigrant mothers are employed in labor occupations in Germany.

Main Effects

Baseline logistic models showed that immigrant status and parent sex were highly 
significant predictors of occupational status in both Germany and the US. While 
parent sex baseline models in several of the years in the US (2000, 2004, and 2016) 
initially returned insignificant results, parent sex became highly significant when the 
marital status variable was added to the model, indicating that the martial status and 
sex variables were likely associated. When the parent sex variable is no longer cap-
turing the partial effect of marital status, it’s true and significant effect is revealed.

Subsequent models including all control variables and the model’s marginal 
effects (recorded in Table  3) show that in Germany, fathers are more likely than 
mothers to hold jobs in the professional/managerial sector across time. In the US, 
the situation is much different. US mothers are more likely than fathers to hold top 
tier occupations, as descriptive statistics suggested. Gaps between mothers and 
fathers in professional work are smaller at all time points in the US than they are 
in Germany, but US gaps are still statistically significant. In the “other skilled” 
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occupational category, differences are much smaller and mostly non-significant in 
both countries. The marginal effects of labor jobs generally show the reverse pattern 
of professional jobs; German mothers are more likely to be employed in labor jobs 
than fathers and US mothers are less likely than fathers to be in labor jobs.

Immigrants are less likely to be employed in professional occupations in both 
countries, but gaps are smaller for both countries in 2016 than they were in 2000 
(Table  3). The gap shrinks particularly quickly in Germany. It was quite large 
(around 9%) in 2000 and essentially disappears by 2016. Again, the gaps in “other 
skilled” jobs are very small and largely not significant between immigrants and 
native-born individuals, indicating that most of the divergent outcomes are occur-
ring at the extremes of the occupational spectrum. Finally, immigrants have a higher 
probability of working in labor occupations than native-born individuals across time 
and in both Germany and the US.

Control variables that have the most consistent association with occupational sta-
tus include education, income, and age (Table 3). This is not surprising given that 
education, income, and occupational status are often used to represent the single 

Table 2   Percentage of immigrant and native-born mothers and fathers working in various occupational 
categories

Note Descriptive statistics generated with weighted sample

Germany US

Immigrant Native-born Immigrant Native-born

Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers

2000
Manager/professional 8.07 12.51 17.81 28.66 24.05 28.65 36.74 36.46
Other skilled workers 67.55 76.08 74.42 67.01 60.81 56.79 57.22 57.57
Laborer/elementary 24.38 11.41 7.77 4.33 14.14 14.57 6.03 5.96
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
2004
Manager/professional 5.47 8.79 14.98 26.36 26.62 29.05 38.33 36.71
Other skilled workers 69.57 80.2 77.25 69.23 59.57 59.97 57.78 57.98
Laborer/elementary 24.96 11.02 7.77 4.4 13.81 10.98 3.89 5.31
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
2010
Manager/professional 15.03 16.51 21.55 33.02 27.41 25.59 38.29 35.52
Other skilled workers 67.2 75.15 72.03 63.33 58.46 58.49 58.75 57.40
Laborer/elementary 17.77 8.34 6.41 3.65 14.13 15.92 2.96 7.08
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
2016
Manager/professional 17.39 24.84 23.16 35.22 30.63 31.09 41.60 37.73
Other skilled workers 60.37 65.45 70.78 61.19 54.64 54.04 55.29 55.28
Laborer/elementary 22.24 9.7 6.07 3.59 14.73 14.87 3.11 7.00
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
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concept of SES and must therefore be highly correlated. Age can often confound 
occupational outcomes, since older employed individuals may be further along in 
their careers and thus have higher occupational statuses (Ganzeboom et al., 1992). 
Marital status is also a consistent predictor of occupational status over time in the 
US, but not in Germany. Respondent living arrangements are associated with occu-
pational status as well; in both Germany and the US, individuals living with their 
partner are more likely to be in labor/elementary positions, though the size of this 
effect shrinks over time. In the US, living in a rural community correlates with a 
lower probability of working in professional jobs in 2000, 2004, and 2016, a higher 
probability of working in either “other skilled” or labor jobs in 2000, 2004, and 
2016. In Germany, rurality predicts lower occupational status only in 2016. Disabled 
individuals in Germany and the US tend to be less likely to work in professional 
jobs, but the effect disappears for both countries in 2016. Other variables that are 
sporadically and/or only marginally significant in both countries are having children 
under four, region, and self-reported health.

The Combined Influence of Gender and Immigrant Status

Both parent sex and immigrant status mattered for predicting probabilities associ-
ated with occupation but understanding how they play together requires analyzing 
their interaction. Tables  4, 5 and 6 display the predicted probabilities, confidence 
intervals, and outcomes of a post-estimation Wald test for the parent sex-immigrant 
interaction. The predicted probabilities from this analysis are displayed graphically 
in Figs. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7. Notably, all interactions were significant in the US, but 
in Germany interactions in 2000 and 2004 were not significant, potentially due to 
smaller counts of immigrants in these years which contribute to greater standard 
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Fig. 2   Predicted Probability of Employment in Professional/Managerial Occupations (Germany)
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errors and wider confidence intervals. However, the interaction was significant in 
2010 and marginally significant in 2016 in Germany (Tables 4, 5, 6).

In Germany, there is clearly convergence in gender and immigrant gaps in profes-
sional/managerial jobs over time (Fig. 2). Predictably, German-born fathers are the 
most likely group to be employed in professional/managerial jobs across time, and 
immigrant mothers are the least likely group to be employed in these jobs. However, 

0
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0.15

0.2

0.25

2000 2004 2010 2016

DE-born Mothers Immigrant Mothers

DE-born Fathers Immigrant Fathers

Fig. 3   Predicted probability of employment in labor/elementary occupations (Germany)

0.5
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Fig. 4   Predicted probability of employment in other skilled occupations (Germany)
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the gap between immigrant mothers and native-born fathers (and by default, gaps 
between these groups and immigrant fathers/German-born mothers) shrinks consid-
erably over time, with the most drastic changes occurring in 2010, the first measured 
time point after the parental leave policy change in 2007. The gap remains small in 
2016, the time point after the childcare policy changes in 2013 and leadership policy 
changes in 2015. Additionally, the gap between immigrant and German-born fathers 
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Fig. 5   Predicted probability of employment in professional/managerial occupations (US)
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US-born Fathers Immigrant Fathers

Fig. 6   Predicted probability of employment in labor/elementary occupations (US)
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in professional jobs—a significant gap in 2000 according to predicted probability 
confidence intervals—begins to close in 2010 and completely disappears, demon-
strated by largely overlapping confidence intervals, in 2016. Immigrant and native-
born mothers show a similar trajectory with significantly different probabilities in 
2000 and 2004, and nearly complete convergence by 2010 and 2016. There is, how-
ever, still a significant difference between professional probabilities of all mothers 
and all fathers in 2016. The convergence of native-born and immigrant parents in 
professional occupations may be due to recent influxes of educated immigrants from 
Eastern Europe (Sprengholz et  al., 2021). It appears that all groups experienced 
increases in their likelihood of employment in professional jobs from 2000 to 2016.

Figure  3 demonstrates that although more immigrant mothers are participating 
in higher status professions in Germany over time, they are consistently much more 
likely to be employed in labor/elementary occupations. At all time points, the pre-
dicted probability of immigrant mothers employed in labor/elementary work was 
around 10% higher than any other group. Unlike the shrinking gender and immi-
grant gaps apparent in managerial/professional positions, in Germany, gaps in labor/
elementary occupations for immigrant mothers remain large over time.

There do not appear to be any large gaps in “other skilled” professions over the 
period according to Fig. 4. Confidence intervals of marginal probabilities indicate 
that the only significant differences in skilled work are between immigrant fathers 
and native-born fathers in 2010 (with immigrant fathers being more likely to partici-
pate in other skilled work) and between immigrant and native-born mothers in 2016 
(with native-born mothers being more likely to be employed in other skilled work).

Graphs for the US tell a different story. First, almost all demographic groups in 
the US have higher probabilities of working in managerial/professional jobs than 
any of the demographic groups in Germany (Fig. 5). In fact, German-born fathers, 
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Fig. 7   Predicted probability of employment in other skilled occupations (US)
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the highest achieving group in Germany, are consistently less likely than immigrant 
parents in the USA, the lowest-achieving groups in the US, of being employed in the 
top jobs. Second, the gaps between the various demographic groups are also much 
smaller at all time points than gaps in Germany. Figure 5 shows a slight convergence 
between groups over time, though the convergence appears much less dramatic than 
the convergence in Germany. Immigrant men also seem to take a different trajectory 
in the US than those in Germany—while German immigrant men experience an 
increase in their professional employment probability over time, US immigrant men 
experience a decline. Finally, US-born fathers are less likely than US-born mothers 
to be employed in professional/managerial jobs at all time points.

Figure  6 shows US predicted probabilities for labor/elementary occupations. 
Several differences between the US labor graph and the German labor graph are 
apparent. First, rather than solely immigrant mothers being the most likely group to 
be in labor jobs, immigrant mothers and immigrant fathers, share the higher prob-
ability (apart from 2004 where immigrant mothers do have a higher probability). 
In the US, the differing probabilities may have more to do with immigrant status 
than they do with the combination of immigrant status and gender. Second, the dif-
ference between US immigrants’ probability of being in elementary work and the 
probabilities of US-born parents is much smaller than the difference between immi-
grant mothers and all other subgroups in Germany. Finally, the gap between US-
born mothers and fathers grows over the period, with fathers becoming increasingly 
likely to be employed in labor jobs and mothers becoming less likely participate in 
these jobs.

Figure 7 demonstrates the lack of variation in “other skilled” occupation partici-
pation in the US. All subgroups are clustered between predicted probabilities of 55% 
and 62% in 2000, and all groups converge further over time to about 55% to 57% in 
2016. It seems that there is much less variation in probabilities for other skilled work 
by gender and immigrant status than variation in professional and labor occupations, 
indicating that the biggest gender/immigrant differences occur at the occupational 
poles. This is true of both the US and Germany.

Discussion and Conclusions

Using LIS data, I investigate gendered and immigrant occupational segregation 
among parents in Germany and the US from 2000 to 2016. I find that parent sex 
and immigrant status are predictive of occupational status in both countries and 
across time. Surprisingly, the relationship between gender and occupational sta-
tus is contrasting in Germany and the US; German-born fathers are more likely 
than mothers to hold higher status jobs and less likely to hold lower status jobs, 
while the opposite is true in the US. Immigrants in both countries are more likely 
to be in lower status work across time. An interaction between parents’ immigrant 
status and gender demonstrates closing gaps between immigrant and native-born 
parents in professional jobs in Germany but no closing gap by gender, as well as 
a consistently high predicted probability for immigrant mothers in labor employ-
ment compared to all other groups in Germany. It also reveals smaller gaps by 
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gender and immigration status in the US at most time points. These findings 
suggest that mothers in Germany, and particularly immigrant mothers, still face 
substantial barriers in achieving occupational parity with fathers, especially (and 
unexpectedly) in comparison with the US.

Research most strongly supports the occupational patterns observed in Ger-
many, where fathers fare better than mothers and native-born parents fare better 
than immigrant parents in occupational achievement (Blau et  al., 2013; Cohen, 
2013; Golash-Boza, 2015; Hall et al., 2019; Pettit & Hook, 2009). While US find-
ings support the literature on immigrant disadvantages in occupational outcomes 
(Golash-Boza, 2015; Hall et al., 2019), they do not reflect the expected gendered 
occupational pattern. My analysis shows that US-born mothers have higher occu-
pational statuses than fathers, though the practical significance of this finding is 
small. Research on US economic gender inequality finds that women, and espe-
cially mothers, are at a wage and status disadvantage (Blau & Kahn, 2017; Cohen, 
2013; Correll et al., 2007; England, 2010; Gangl & Ziefle, 2009; Jee et al., 2019). 
In contrast, this study finds that employed mothers in the US may not fare poorly 
compared to employed US fathers, at least for native-born mothers and when 
occupations are broken into three broad status categories.

For the most part, these gendered and immigrant patterns in the US hold con-
stant over the 16-year period, while in Germany, striking positive changes in 
predicated probabilities of employment in professional/managerial jobs occur. 
All groups become more likely to be in professional jobs over time, particularly 
in 2010 and 2016 indicating general growth in the professional sector. Notably, 
immigrant/native-born gaps in professional occupations shrink in Germany over 
time as well, suggesting increasing occupational equality between immigrants 
and native-born Germans. The increase in immigrant probability of profes-
sional employment is probably due to a decreasing proportion of immigrants in 
“other skilled” occupations. The period saw a decline in immigrant employment 
in skilled work as immigrant probabilities of employment in professional work 
increased, but little to no change in labor/elementary probabilities.

The significance of the interaction between the identity of “mother” and the 
identity of “immigrant” is not consistent in either country. The literature that 
suggests overlapping marginalized identities, like being a woman with children 
and an immigrant, can harm individuals economically (Barglowski & Pustulka, 
2018; Gomberg-Munoz, 2017; Hagan, 1998; Villares-Varela, 2018), and while 
this seems to be true in some years and for some occupational categories, it may 
not hold true across the board. In Germany, immigrant mothers are consistently 
much more likely than other groups to be employed in the lowest status work 
(Fig. 3), which supports the theoretical literature, but by 2010, their probability 
of being employed in the highest status jobs is not significantly different from 
native-born mothers (Fig.  2). US findings show that immigrant mothers’ prob-
ability of being employed in professional work is not significantly different from 
immigrant fathers’ probability, indicating that immigrant status may be a more 
limiting identity than gender in the US (Fig. 5). Additionally, 2004 was the only 
year that immigrant mothers were more likely than other groups to be in labor 
jobs in the US (Fig. 6).
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This study supports research finding that gender occupational segregation is less 
severe in the US than it is in Germany (Blau & Kahn, 2013). Gender gaps in both 
high and low-status jobs are larger in Germany (greater difference in gendered prob-
abilities of employment in each status sector), indicating that Germany may have 
further to go to achieve gender occupational integration than the US does. This is 
surprising given Germany’s consistently high rankings in the annual Global Gen-
der Gap Report published by the World Economic Forum (World Economic Forum, 
2020) and their progressive family work policies. Though I cannot make any causal 
claims about the efficacy of family work policies for improving mother’s labor mar-
ket outcomes, the lack of change in mother-father gaps in occupational probabilities 
over the period indicates that the policies alone were not enough to thwart status-
related gender gaps between parents.

As is the case with all research, this study is limited in a few ways. First, lim-
itations with available data prevented me from including a variable to account 
for exogenous shocks, like the Great Recession during 2007–2009. In quasi- or 
natural experiments, accounting for these kinds of shocks is important and not 
being able to do so detracted from the ability of my study to produce causal find-
ings. Because I do not claim that the research is an experiment, and is instead 
largely exploratory, my discussion of potentially confounding variables, like the 
recession, in the literature review is sufficient, but future research should include 
exogenous shock variables in statistical models to better account for their effects. 
Another modeling-related limitation is the selection effect produced by artifi-
cially limiting the sample to employed individuals, which creates a endogeneity 
problem where those who have a higher likelihood of finding a job are those in 
employment. Rather than capturing broad occupational outcomes for all moth-
ers and fathers, this study can only comment on the outcomes of those who were 
employed at the time(s) of survey distribution. Because my research questions 
center around policies directed at working parents, I decided to accept this limita-
tion, but it is an important caveat to keep in mind when considering the results of 
the study.

The short time frame of the study may also limit findings. Potential changes in 
occupational outcomes in Germany due to policy will likely play out in the long 
term since recipients of policy changes may only see gains in their career trajecto-
ries unfold over time. Researchers should continue to monitor occupational status in 
Germany (and the US) to determine longer term effects. Continuing to examine the 
occupational statuses of parents who utilize their benefits, compared to those that 
do not, will also be crucial to understanding the effects of the policies themselves, 
rather than the more ambiguous country-context factors cited in this study. Finally, 
I was unable to include country of birth variables in the model specification due to 
collinearity issues. Future research should certainly examine how country of origin 
influences gendered occupational status outcomes.

Despite its limitations, this study provides crucial information that is especially 
relevant now, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic exacerbated 
disparities in gendered employment outcomes in many countries, with mothers 
taking the hardest hits (Alon et al., 2020). It is unclear whether the pandemic has 
reversed the gendered dynamics in occupational status in the US, where mothers 
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were more likely than fathers to be in higher status occupations in 2016. As new 
data is collected and published in LIS and other like datasets, these questions should 
be examined. Understanding how COVID-19—as well as future disasters—may set 
women with children back in terms of occupational status will be an important long-
term research focus.

This study also points out that progressive work-family policies may not have 
the power to reverse gender inequality quickly, and they may not be enough on 
their own. Germany may have more federal-level policies in place, but my study 
shows that simply living in a country with progressive work-family policies 
does not directly correlate with occupational equality, at least in the short term. 
In fact, living a country with more haphazard policies, like the US, is associ-
ated with smaller disparities by gender and makes it more likely for native-born 
mothers to achieve higher occupational statuses. Germany could consider other 
ways to promote more equitable distributions of occupational outcomes. Finally, 
the paper highlights that immigrant women tend to fare worse than (or at least 
on par with) immigrant men in terms of occupational status in both countries. As 
such, governmental and non-governmental programs should direct specific efforts 
to assist immigrant women in the labor market rather than having programs that 
assist women only or immigrants only. The appendix tables, which capture more 
detailed occupational status differences between parents who live together with 
partners and those that live without partners, also provide useful information to 
program directors or policy makers interested in promoting occupational equality 
across other subgroups.

This study investigates questions of occupational inequality among immi-
grant and native-born parents in countries with vastly different work-family policy 
approaches. It illuminates the combined influence of gender and immigrant status on 
parents’ occupational outcomes. I find that both gender and immigrant status mat-
ter for occupational position individually, and that together, they matter even more. 
Surprisingly, US native-born mothers fare better than native-born fathers, whereas 
in Germany, mothers fare worse across the board. Gaps between groups in the pre-
dicted probability of occupational status are also larger in Germany than in the US, 
particularly between migrant mothers and German-born fathers. Implementing pro-
gressive work-family and women-in-leadership policies then is not a foolproof way 
to eradicate gender inequality, particularly for the most vulnerable groups in society, 
at least not in the short term. Future research should continue to analyze women’s 
occupational outcomes in Germany as time goes on, particularly among women that 
have utilized work-family benefits.

Appendix

See Tables 7 and 8.
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