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Theoretical propositions on the importance of social effects arising from informal interaction 
on fertility change are not yet supported by systematic empirical evidence (Kohler et al. 
2002). The correct identification of informal relationships sali1ent for fertility decision-
making and the comparability of social networks across population subgroups present major 
problems. This paper illustrates the design of a research project that specifically addresses 
these two problems. The project investigates the role of informal social networks on fertility 
decisions in East and West Germany by employing a multi-method research strategy. We use 
a combination of in-depth interviews, network charts, and network grids to elicit a map of 
individual personal relationships and to analyze their influence on respondents’ fertility 
decisions and intentions. We collect information in parallel from the respondents and from up 
to three members of their social network.  

1 Introduction 

The life course of otherwise similar individuals may differ because the social environment 

they are embedded in differs. As the social environment varies, so do the practices, norms, 

and values about the time and forms in which life events occur or should occur as well as how 

they are sequenced or expected to be. These norms and practices are grounded in the 

cumulative consciousness and experience of the society and experienced by the individual 

through the concrete networks of people (s)he is in contact with.  

Some of the most significant events marking a turning point in the life course of young men 

and women are related to the development of family formation. The birth of the first child 

brings in its wake a reallocation of time and resources, the re-organization of daily activities 

and time use, temporary or definitive changes as to participation in the labor force, role and 

identity redefinition as adults, as parents, as couple, and, finally, changes in the relationships 

with relatives and friends. All of these changes are likely to be considered by potential 

parents, who may have tasted them from the experience of others.  

The relationship between the individual’s social environment and his or her decision-making 

as to childbearing can be studied from two different perspectives: One can focus on how the 
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social environment changes as a consequence of parental behavior or, alternatively, on how 

social relationships affect childbearing choices. The first perspective mainly looks at the effect 

of having or not children on the social environment of parents, like changes in the social 

network composition as a consequence of the birth of the first child or according to the age of 

the youngest child. The second perspective concentrates on the opposite causal relationship, 

which is the influence of the social environment on individual or couple childbearing 

decision-making.  Our research takes the second perspective, though we are aware that this 

distinction is a useful analytic tool and does not necessarily mirror the real processes, given 

that the actual causal relationship is likely to be a complex one implying recursiveness1. We 

are interested in the question of how the characteristics of social interaction in informal social 

networks of kin and peers influence childbearing expectations, attitudes, preferences, and 

ultimately behavior in different social contexts. We do not answer questions on the 

mechanisms regulating a change in (or the stability of) social networks as such as a 

consequence of childbearing choices. In Section 2, we outline the way in which social 

interaction is gaining relevance in demographic explanations of fertility behavior. There 

follows a definition of our research design in Section 3. The next presents our analyzing 

strategy, and in Section 5, we illustrate the potential of this strategy by means of some 

selected examples from preliminary analyses.  

2 The social network and fertility: background 

2.1 Social networks and fertility change 

Recent years have witnessed an increasing inclusion of social interaction effects in 

demographic accounts on fertility change (Behrman at al. 2002). The recognition that 

individuals and couples are socialized actors embedded in a web of informal relationships 

with kin relatives and peers led researchers to include social mechanisms, like social learning 

and social influence, in their models (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996). Despite the fact that 

fertility choice belongs to the sphere of private decision-making, individual fertility 

preferences may be shaped by social interaction in that individuals engage in a reciprocal 

exchange of information about the consequences of specific childbearing choices. They may 

question their evaluations on this matter by learning about the experiences and preferences of 

others, become aware of social norms and expectations about family-related behavior, and 

may adjust their feelings on the desirability of alternative choices. If these models are true, it 

                                                   

1 A discussion on ‘thin behavior’ held in Chattoe (2003) is relevant to this point. 
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would mean that there is some interdependence in individual fertility preferences and 

behavior due to the social interaction among relatively small groups of individuals. This 

interdependence produces social effects observable in macro patterns, for instance by 

affecting the pace of fertility change in the population. The main idea is that social interaction 

can accelerate or decelerate the rhythm of changes in fertility behavior. These changes may 

have been initiated as a response to changes within the socioeconomic or institutional 

framework of incentives, but their effect is multiplied by the social mechanisms of learning 

and influence (Kohler et al. 2002).  

 

The first models of fertility change incorporated social interaction only at the aggregate level 

(Montgomery and Casterline 1993, Rosero-Bixby and Casterline 1994). In these models 

social interaction effects accounted for observed patterns of behavioral diffusion like the 

diffusion of family size in England and Wales (Bocquet-Appel and Jacobi 1998)2. The main 

idea of these models was that innovative fertility preferences diffuse within a population 

through the patterns of social interaction (Rogers and Kincaid 1981, Retherford and Palmore 

1983, Knodel et al. 1984). Typically, in these models a diffusion process travels through 

institutional and informal channels of communication and its dynamics are subject to 

acceleration and deceleration, as in an epidemiological contagion model. This leads to the 

possibility of very rapid and persistent changes in fertility behavior, at a pace that may be 

unrelated to the pace of socioeconomic or institutional policy changes (Kohler et al. 2002). 

The power of informal relationships in influencing individual childbearing behavior is also 

dependent on the structure and intensity of social interaction (Kohler 2000)3. Models 

including these kinds of social effects are called into cause in the explanation of the spatial 

dynamics of the first fertility transition4 in XIXth century Europe and in XXth century 

African and Asian developing countries (Knodel and van de Walle 1979, Watkins 1987, 

Cleland and Wilson 1987, Pollak and Watkins 1993, Palloni 1998).  

However, the indirect nature of the evidence of social influence mechanisms provided by 

aggregate data is unsatisfactory for at least two reasons. First, time and geographical patterns 

of diffusion constitute empirical evidence of social effects, but the social mechanisms that 

cause them cannot be specified by looking only at the outcome (McNicoll 1992, Strang and 

Soule 1998, Manski 2000). The micro-foundation of diffusion models rests on the social 

                                                   
2 See the first chapter in Bernardi (2002) for a review  
3 Kohler (2000) illustrates this point by way of analysis in that he developed a dynamic model where 
social interaction mechanisms lead to multiple stable equilibria, corresponding to different 
demographic regimes, and characterized by a specific fertility rate and tempo. This exercise shows that 
individual and population fertility are interdependent and, more importantly, that the total effect of the 
interaction depends on the configuration of social interaction within the population. 
4 The expression ‘first fertility transition’ refers to the process by which fertility levels decline to 
population replacement levels.  
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mechanisms working at the individual level, like social learning and social influence. The 

interdependence of individual preferences and behavior needs to be justified by an appropriate 

theory of action, whereas the inclusion of social interaction in the demographic theoretical 

framework is based on relatively simplistic hypotheses on the social mechanisms (Chattoe 

2003, Montgomery and Casterline 1996:159). Secondly, any test of social network effects is 

incomplete if it cannot reconstruct “who is connected to whom”, that is the structure of the 

channels through which social mechanisms act. These two aspects still require thorough 

empirical investigation in order to define how social influence affects fertility choice. Despite 

its growing prominence within the explanatory frameworks of demographic transition, the 

empirical assessment of the social mechanisms through which diffusion works proves to be 

challenging. While there is substantial effort in modeling the role that social interaction plays 

in the dynamics of fertility preferences, there is little empirical evidence on the social 

mechanisms at work and on the variation in the composition of the networks of informal 

relationships in relation to fertility behavior. In the next section, we provide an overview of 

some of these studies. 

2.2  Social networks and fertility intentions and behavior 

The need for direct evidence of social mechanisms and of testable propositions on the effect 

of ties and network characteristics on fertility behavior points to the collection of individual 

level data on social networks both by means of representative surveys and ethnographic or 

qualitative studies. Examples of research studying in-depth the role of kin members in 

determining the patterns of union formation are more common in the social demographic 

literature dealing with non-European populations as opposed to European populations. 

However, there are a few examples of empirical research on social networks directed at 

explaining current family and fertility changes in Europe (Nazio and Blossfeld 2003, Rosina 

and Di Giulio 2003). A few qualitative studies register the existence of normative pressure on 

childbearing decisions by relevant others, but they neither focus on the different ways in 

which influence is conveyed nor on the impact of network characteristics (Busfield and 

Paddon 1977, Campbell 1985, McAllister and Clarke 1998, Gerson 1985). In-depth 

interviews with Italian women on the social context of reproductive decisions highlight the 

importance of non-cognitive grounds for social effects, like emotions and affective factors 

circulating in social interaction. The consequence of cognitive and non-cognitive mechanisms 

is a plausible synchronization effect of childbearing events in close-knit groups of friends, a 

sort of social clock that starts ticking when childbearing events become visible and close by 

vicarious experience in the social network (Bernardi 2002). Social mechanisms of influence 

can be more or less hindered, depending on their interaction with local dominant family 
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values that regulate the occasions and the forms of acceptable social interaction (Bernardi 

2004).  

 

Social networks are not only influential as a channel for the circulation, creation, and 

enforcement of beliefs, meanings, attitudes, norms, and preferences,  analyses on ego-

centered social networks currently available and based on large surveys stress a 

complementary interpretation of the role of social interaction in informal networks, based on 

the sociological literature on social capital. In this perspective, social networks are mainly 

pools of additional resources available to the individual (Lin 1999). Social relationships 

understood as social capital may affect childbearing decision-making in two ways: they a) 

constitute a pool of resources available to the individual or b) are in themselves the resources 

that individuals hope to gain through parenthood.  

The first scenario is rather straightforward, though most research focuses on social support as 

a resource ex post, when potentially stressful demographic events occurred, like adolescence, 

single motherhood (Amato 1991, Tietjen 1985), or divorce (Leslie and Gradly 1985). Some 

recent empirical evidence from countries under considerable economic uncertainty where 

social capital is particularly important show that the number of supportive relationships 

(parents, friends, and colleagues) and the intention to have a second child are highly 

correlated (Bühler and Fractak 2004).  

The second scenario is that childbearing is one form of parents’ investment, yielding expected 

returns in social capital. In this perspective, the positive association between the intention to 

have a child and the expectations that this would lead to a closer relationship with parents and 

partners, as observed in Bulgaria, would mean that the transition to parenthood is triggered by 

individual expectations to increase the number of supportive relationships through offspring 

(Bühler 2004). 

 

Our necessarily brief review of studies on the relationship between individual social networks 

and fertility choices suggests that the link between the theoretical arguments on the relevance 

of social networks to fertility decisions and the empirical implementation of research designs 

is still an open challenge. Little is known about the conditions under which the mechanisms of 

social influence are more or less likely to work and how their efficacy or prominence varies 

according to variations in the characteristics of individual ties, network configurations, and 

specific cultural and societal environments.  

 
In the following sections, we describe an on-going research, which is designed to meet some 

of these challenges. The focus of the paper is on the methodological and sampling approach. 

The investigation addresses the question of how family formation and parenthood are 
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embedded in social interactions occurring within a young adult’s network of friends, peers, 

and family in East and West Germany. This study takes a qualitative focus via subject-

centered interviews with Egos and some of their Alters, but it also collects standardized 

information concerning specific characteristics of the ego-centered networks and their 

members. The study has three aims. First, we aim at capturing the young adults’ subjective 

framework of meanings and relevance in East and West Germany concerning family 

formation (that is, the birth of a first child) and family extension (in our case, the birth of a 

second child). Second, we want to understand which social mechanisms that affect fertility 

behavior are present in informal networks and how they work. Finally, we want to assess in 

what ways differences in social network composition and in social context conditions vary the 

effectiveness of the social mechanisms themselves. 

3  The social network and fertility: the research design  

3.1 Project location  

In order to explore social interactions in different social contexts, we have chosen to place our 

study in two different urban settings, the cities of Rostock in East Germany and Lübeck in 

West Germany, emulating in part the logics of a social ‘natural experiment’. The two cities 

are located at the opposite sides of the former border of East and West Germany’s former 

border, and are only 100km apart. On the one hand they share many common features, on the 

other they belong to what has been designated as two different fertility “regimes”.  

As to the similarities between the two cities, they have a comparable historical and societal 

background, e.g., until the postwar period they were largely comparable "Hanseatic twins". 

Today, they are largely similar concerning their population size (classed as medium cities in 

Germany, with about 200.000 vs. 215.000 inhabitants), their socio-economic situation 

(economic strains, with unemployment being a little higher in Rostock: 18% vs. 13%) and age 

structure (demographically, Lübeck is an “old” city, while Rostock is an “aging” one due to 

the out-migration of younger cohorts and a sharp fertility decline after reunification).  

The differences between East and West Germany before unification in 1990 in the timing of 

fertility, the typologies of families, and gender relations have been amply researched. In this 

paper, and drawing heavily on Kreyenfeld (2002), we just sketch the main features of the 

differences in fertility patterns, referring to two of the most important and usual indicators: 

age at first birth and the percentage of definitive childlessness. Comparing the behavior of the 

same cohorts in East and West Germany, women born in 1940 and living in East Germany 

had their first child on average at 22 versus 24.2 for their western counterparts. This 
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difference of two years constantly increased and reached up to 4 years for the cohorts born in 

1958. The level of childlessness diverged substantially as well, starting from the same level, 

12%,  for the cohort norm in 1940. In East Germany, 8% of the women born in 1958 stayed 

childless, while in the West the level of definitive childlessness reached the very high level of 

23%. Another remarkable difference related to family formation is the high share of employed 

women in the former GDR. In 1989, women’s employment rate5 in the GDR was 82% 

compared to only 56% in the FRG (Hülser 1996: 47 f). Additionally, part-time work was 

more common in  the FRG6, with 32% of the employed women working part-time (whereof 

the majority worked less than 25 hours a week) compared to 27% in the GDR (whereof the 

majority worked more than 25 hours a week) (Hülser 1996: 51). While in the GDR, it was 

common for mothers to work full-time, the male breadwinner model prevailed in the FRG. 

This brief outline reveals how different the family formation experience has been for the 

parents of those who are in fertility ages today, and these latter are the basis of our sample. 

3.2 A purposive sampling strategy 

Our purposive sample strategy targets individuals belonging to the cohorts who left secondary 

school in 1994; they are aged between 26 and 31 in 2004 (which is an age range in which on 

average first and second births among women occur). The choice of these cohorts means that 

we have interviewees for whom family formation and parenthood is likely to be a salient topic 

and who may have experienced directly parenthood or vicarious parenthood in their social 

circle. In order to control for influences coming from early socialization during adolescence, 

we recruit respondents who experienced the same schooling in each of the two settings. Half 

of the sample (32) graduated from the same German 'Gymnasium' - higher level secondary 

education institution - and the other half from the same 'Realschule' - an institution of middle-

level secondary education - and attended the same school class. It is among men and women 

with high and medium educational levels that fertility behavior has changed considerably in 

Germany in recent years (Kreyenfeld 2001). 

 

In addition to the 64 main interviews, we directly collect information from up to three 

relatives and peers. In each setting, our interviewees are divided into two groups: main 

respondents (from now on Ego) and the members of his or her social networks (from now on 

Alters). Interviews with Alters are generally conducted with one of Ego's parents, the current 

                                                   
5 The rate of female employees as to all women aged 15-60 (GDR) or 15-65 (FRG). 
6 Also, the definition of part-time work differed in the two German states. In the GDR, any working 
time less than 40 hours was considered part-time work. In the FRG, however, part time work had to be 
less than 36 hours by definition. 
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partner, and a close friend when available. The school class approach to a certain extent 

facilitates the recruitment of both egos and alters since potential interviewees are more likely 

to accept interview if someone else they know has participated in it already. If potential 

interviewees no longer live in the city where they obtained their secondary studies diploma, 

we interview them at their current place of residence. We are aware of the possibility that 

those who are far from Rostock or Lübeck since long are also those who are less likely to be 

found because the chain of contacts is more likely to have broken with distance. Figure 1 

shows the sample design and Table 1 presents the sample achieved as late as March 2005.  

 

[Figures 1 and Table 1 about here] 

3.3 Mix-method data collection 

The nuts and bolts of our data collection consist of three parts: a) a problem-centered 

interview guideline, b) a network chart and a network grid integrated in the interview 

guidelines, c) a short socio-demographic questionnaire submitted at the end of the interview. 

3.3.1 The interview guideline 

Our problem-centered interview (PCI, Witzel 1985, 2000)7 is designed to combine in one 

instrument two objectives: methodical openness to capture the meanings and subjective 

framework of references and a specific focus on childbearing decisions and social interaction. 

In order to achieve openness at the start of the interview, we begin with a non-directive input 

that asks the respondents to provide a narration on their life after school without any further 

specifications of which life domains to focus on. Education histories, employment histories, 

past and current partnerships, family of origin, family formation, and relationships with peers 

colleted in the first part of the interview reflect the respondents’ subjective frame of 

relevance. This openness provides us with the opportunity to appreciate how meanings, 

motives, and desires concerning family formation are embedded in the context of 

respondents’ life-course (Flick et al. 2000:14).8  

In order to achieve the second objective, that is to focus on central topics in the interview, we 

direct the interview toward questions based on the theoretical assumptions of fertility 

decisions, social interaction, and social influence.  The PCI method explicitly requires the use 

                                                   
7 The PCI is based on the tradition of Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1998) as an elaborate 
method for combining deductive and inductive elements in a flexible interplay (Mey 1999: 145; Keim 
2004; von der Lippe, 2004: 104). 
8 This also means that the respondents need to have the possibility to state that certain topics are 
irrelevant for them and why so. 
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of an interview guideline. Our guideline consists of seven blocks of questions (see box A). 

The sequence of boxes and of questions within each box is flexible and adjusted to the 

narrative flow. 

 

 

 

Box A. Structure of the interview guideline 

A) Questions on the course of life after leaving school. This includes a narration on the time 
spent since leaving school until the current situation, plans for the future, the education 
and employment history, the migration history, and all topics relevant to the respondents’ 
life-course.  

B) Questions on the partnership history: This section collects information on the (present or 
former) partnership(s) and ideas on the future direction of their partnership. As to singles, 
we explore how they view their present situation and their experiences in former 
partnerships. 

C) Questions on having children: We ask interviewees to provide us with information on 
their ideas, meanings, expectations, and experiences that they link or have linked to 
entering parenthood and starting a family. A special focus is on the process of decision 
making both on the individual and the couple level.  

D) Questions on social relations: We explore how the respondent experiences her 
interactions with parents, friends, relatives, and peers regarding family formation, like 
talks or observations. We also ask for information on the perceptions of attitudes and 
actions of others concerning family formation. 

E) This sections contains the structured survey of respondents’ social networks (ego-
centered network), using a network chart and network grid. Additionally, the 
characteristics of the network partners and the relationships between this network and the 
interviewees are explored in depth (see the explanations in the next paragraph).  

F) Questions on the perception of societal change: We ask the respondents to provide us 
with his or her views on the situation in Germany in general, on the 1990’s (the time after 
unification for the respondents in East Germany) and on the local residential area or city 
concerning childcare supply and general attitudes on children and family. 

G) Finally, questions on general values and aims in life: To sum up, we ask the respondents 
to tell us about their basic life orientations (such as religion, beliefs, values, life goals, 
etc.). 

 

 

3.3.2 The standardized tools: network chart, descriptors, and network grid  

The identification of the network relevant for a specific behavior is a central problem in 

research on social networks. The network-generator stimulus, generally a question - or a set of 

questions - affects the definition of the network and the consequent inferences that can be 

made on social influence (Hollstein 2003). In an effort to both assess and evaluate social 
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networks of influence on fertility choices, we use an adapted version of the hierarchical 

mapping procedure that has been successfully employed in social psychology (Kahn and 

Antonucci 1980, Antonucci 1986). The original technique consists of asking respondents to 

use a diagram of graded concentric circles, with a smaller circle in the center containing a 

word representing Ego (see Figure 3).  

[Figure 3 about here] 

 

Our network chart is a slightly modified version of Kahn and Antonucci (1980) consisting of 

seven concentric circles. Each of the circles represents different levels of the perceived 

relevance of the network partner to the interviewee9. Respondents are free to define what they 

regard as a ‘relevant' relationship. This can be related to Ego's degree of identification with 

Alter, to their emotional closeness, to his or her helpfulness in specific matters, or even to his 

or her negative impact on Ego’s life. We use this open stimulus as a first step to explore the 

variety of different dimensions of relevance and in order to asses what kind of relationships 

are relevant for fertility decision-making10.  

 

In addition, we can explore whether these differences are systematically related to the 

respondent's characteristics or to the research setting (East or West Germany).While the 

respondents fill out the charts, we also ask them to explain in their own words the choices 

they are making, like the reason behind including a specific person and the meaning of 

placing that person in a given circle. Since previous studies show that emotional and material 

support have significant effects on fertility intentions and behavior (Hammer et al. 1982, 

Belsky and Rovine 1984, Kohler and Buehler 2001), we always ask the respondent to specify 

the way in which the person is relevant.  The aim of this step is to identify the social networks 

defined at least along the two important dimensions of emotional closeness and social 

support11. For each individual mentioned in the network, ‘descriptors’ are collected in order to 

                                                   
9 In the center circle, the term “I” is given, the two next innermost circles are labeled “very important”. 
The following two circles and the two outermost are labeled “important” and “a little bit important” 
respectively. Outside the circles there are two additional fields which are labeled “problematic” persons 
and persons who are “not important”. 
10 The stimulus reads like this: “The circle in the center of the chart is you. In the circles around you, 
you can place the people you know: You can say at the same time how important they are to you at 
present. In the two innermost circles you can place persons that are very important to you, in the two 
middle circles persons that are important, but nor very important, and in the two outermost circles 
persons who have little importance to you. If there are people who are problematic at the moment or for 
whom you explicitly want to state that they are not important to you, please place them in the 
additional fields.” 
11 We initially required interviewees to fill out two additional charts that were specifically formulated 
to capture the dimensions of emotional closeness and material support. Here we were varying the 
network generating stimulus to elicit social network configurations related to these dimensions. 
However, we had to abandon the idea since the interviewees were not responding positively to these 
shifts.     



 11 

have an essential demographic profile and a qualification of the relationship with ego. These 

descriptors are individual characteristics like their age, occupation, marital and union status, 

where they live, whether and if so, since when they have children, their attitudes on children 

and family, the duration of their ties with Ego, the frequency of their contacts, and in which 

occasions they meet or talk.  

 

The chart method has some advantages and disadvantages. An advantage is the cognitive 

facilitation for the respondents when placing their network-partners into a graph. This 

improves clarity and the recalling of the network partners. Another advantage is the 

possibility of comparing the network characteristics (e.g. size, density, composition). The 

methodological drawback of the chart is that its reliability and validity are open to criticism. 

Here, the instructions provided at the beginning determine the course. The more specific the 

instruction is formulated, the greater is the reliability of the method, but the more the validity 

to the research topic becomes questionable—and vice versa, therefore particular caution is 

necessary when interpreting the measures.12 From the network chart we learn about the 

network size, its composition and the closeness between Ego and Alters. However, we are 

still missing the information about the relative density of the network and the strength of the 

ties between the Alters. This information is collected by means of a classic network grid. 

 

The ten persons rated most highly in the chart are entered in a matrix grid. The respondents 

are asked to indicate the extent to which these persons are acquainted or befriended with each 

other (on a 0-4 scale). By means of the combined use of the chart and the grid, we can 

calculate Ego’s and Alter’s network characteristics as strength of ties and density. With chart 

and grid, we obtain five different quantitative indices for each network, its size, the average 

closeness, the average strength, the density, and the percentage of kin (the definition of these 

indexes can be found in Box B). The respondent’s perceptions of his or her personal 

relationships collected in the unstructured part of the interview are read also in the light of the 

configuration of his or her social networks. While these numerical indices are only 

moderately reliable and valid for the individual case when comparing groups of respondents, 

the differences between their average ratings can be tested for statistical significance between 

population subgroups (East-West, women- men).  

 

 

                                                   
12 In this study, we apply a compromise solution by providing open initial instructions which we extend 
in the following qualitative part by including two additional dimensions (“emotional close” and 
“practically supportive”). For details, see Hollstein (2001, 48ff.) and Bernardi, Keim and von der Lippe 
(forthcoming).  
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Box B.  Description of social network indexes 

1. Network size: the number of network members as provided in the network chart.  

2. Network density: the number of existing ties (alter knows alter) over the number of 
potential ties among the Alteri mentioned in the network grid, that is the most important 
ten. 

3. Network closeness: the average rating of the Alters in the network chart (range 0-6) 

4. Network strength: the average rating of the weight (or strength) of the relationships 
among Alteri in the grid (range 0-4). 

 

 

3.3.3 Interviews with Alters as dyads interviews  

As described in the sampling procedure, we aim at interviewing up to three network members 

in addition to Ego. We focus on individuals rated as the most important to Ego, generally one 

of the best friends, the partner, one of the parents, one of the siblings. We conduct the same 

interviews with peers (friends, partners, or siblings) as with Ego. As to interviews with Alters 

from the parent generation, we focus on the current relations with Ego and his or her family 

behavior and do not investigate the retrospective childbearing decision-process of Alter or her 

current social networks. With these dyad interviews, we move beyond the information on 

Alters provided by Ego and explore the perspective of Alters on our research questions and on 

Ego. The advantage here is the unique opportunity to compare different peers, and gender and 

generational perspectives on the same family formation process.  

4 Method of analysis13 

The research design outlined above is strictly related to our analytical approach. It  aims at 

revealing the meanings associated with fertility decisions in different social contexts and the 

way in which the mechanisms of social influence on fertility decisions vary depending on the 

characteristics of social interaction. Qualitative and quantitative analysis are directed towards 

this research focus.   

 

The comparative method is the dominant principle of the analytical process in qualitative 

research. As to our qualitative analysis, we proceed with a method suited to the group 

comparison of social representations, namely “thematic coding” (Flick 1999, 2002). This 

analytical approach to open interview data assumes that in different social groups there are 

                                                   
13 Given that the collection and entering of data are far from complete only part of the procedure we 
expose in this section has been applied so far. 
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different views on and understanding of processes, events, or social occasions. The processes 

we want to understand for our purposes are childbearing decision-making as to first and 

second birth and the effect of social interaction on this process. We have two levels of 

comparison of groups. On the one hand, we compare groups defined by different socio-

demographic characteristics like East and West Germans, the higher and lower educated, men 

and women (our purposive sampling criteria). On the other hand, we compare dyadic 

relations, like pairs of friends, pairs of partners or couples, pairs of parents and children as a 

meaningful grouping typology for the processes of social influence. In both cases, we follow 

sequential steps in the analysis, which we will sketch here14:  

� The subdivision of the interview text in extracts of straightforward content 

interpretation; these constitute the thematic structure (TS) of the interview (for 

instance; all passages of respondents talking about their ideas on working part-time 

after the child has been born are coded as “prefers working part-time”). 

� The re-organization of the text extracts on a conceptual level in meaningful categories 

(for example, the code “prefers working part-time” is listed under the category 

“compatibility of family and work”) and a summary of the interview’s main 

contribution to the research questions. 

� A comparison of categories between interviews in the same dyad and the summary 

(here, we look for similar expressions and ideas mentioned by Ego and Alter, for 

example if both of them support the male bread-winner model).  

� A comparison of categories between interviews in the same subgroup and the 

summary  

� A comparison between similar interviews across subgroups and the summary. This 

system of categories constitutes the specific TS of the subgroup, which can be 

compared with the system of other subgroups. From this comparison, the emergence 

of similarities and differences between the TS is the main ground to capture the 

various meanings associated with processes and events in various subgroups.  

 

The quantitative part of the analysis focuses on the dyad and network information. Taken 

together, our interviews will have produced data on about 60 ego-centered networks of close 

ties, each of which potentially provides information on network structure and composition, 

like the percentage of family and peers, childless individuals and parents, men and women, 

employed and unemployed. Basic statistical techniques to test differences across groups 

constitute the first stage of the quantitative analysis.  Further, we focus on the various network 

configurations and construct a coherent model of influence, which takes into account this 

                                                   
14 The reader can refer to Boeije (2002) for a complete discussion of the rationale of this procedure 
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element. In addition to network data, there are 120 peer dyads that contain information on the 

quality of the tie (like the strength of the tie, the multiple role of the relationship, homophily), 

the kind of conversation or observation on family formation events exchanged within each 

relationship, the kind of social influence mechanisms at work, if any. With appropriate 

standardized coding, this information could provide a unique dataset to test the theories on 

variations in social influence mechanisms according to tie characteristics. For example, we 

would be able to test gender specific domains of influence, like the fact that staying childless 

is more likely to be a topic of conversation for women than for men in their 30s.  

 

The final step of the analysis is to compare the findings of the network and dyad analyses to 

the categories of meanings issued from the interview analyses. We are then able to investigate 

whether similar network structures and ties of comparable strength have different ways of 

conveying social influence if embedded in different group-specific ‘cultures of reproduction’.   

5 First insights (from a limited data set) 

In the following, we present some first insights based on twelve dyad interviews of Egos and 

their best friends. Figure 4 shows the basic characteristics of these interviews.  

 

[Figure 4 about here] 

 

The best friend dyads are already available for the twelve ego-interviews, and allow a varied 

scope of different living arrangements, parities, and gender. They all belong to the same 

educational subgroup, that is, the higher educated sample.  We analyzed them and used them 

as a basis for provisional reflections, with the purpose of illustrating the potential analysis to 

be performed with this dataset when the interviews are completed and available. In the first 

subsection, we demonstrate how a comparison of single interviews across groups provides 

interesting insights into the conceptualization of the fertility decision-making process as well 

as the role of social influence in this process. In the second and third subsection, we discuss 

the potential use of dyad interviews but the analysis is at too early a stage to draw 

conclusions. Similarly, in the last subsection we discuss the use of the network characteristics 

in a comparative perspective across groups and give an illustration comparing the East and 

West German sample of higher educated respondents. 
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5.1 Subjective meanings: stability and parenthood  

The role of stable employment and career perspectives emerges as one of the fundamental 

categories that differentiate East and West Germans when analyzing the intention of and the 

actual transition to parenthood. In the Lübeck context, parenthood is conceivable only in 

conjunction with stable or promising employment which is repeatedly indicated as  

‘Grundlage’15 for a family (L05 man childless). In the context of Rostock, parenthood is 

conceived and realized within a more flexible framework as far as employment conditions are 

concerned.  

Among our relatively young adults in their late 20s, the degree to which children and the 

family as such are appreciated is generally high, both in the Lübeck and the Rostock sub-

sample. The thematic categories related to the desire for children are comparable in their 

content. A life with children is mostly taken for granted, particularly by women. In parallel, 

men are relatively sure to join the family plans of their partners.  

 

However, the categories associated with these general aspirations to parenthood, those 

referring to the conditions and the ideal situation for having children read very diverse.   

In the West, when and at which conditions family planning can be conceived is well 

summarized in the sequence of words that seem to be echoed across the interviews:  “first 

education, then a job, then a first child”. Most important for men, this sequencing applies to 

both men and women. In other words, the establishment of one of the two partners in the 

labor market is a general condition for changing from a latent desire for children to a concrete 

family-planning situation.  

“It was always a question of when to have children. Yes, first [my partner] wanted to 
finish his studies, then he wanted to have a job. It was never a question whether or not to 
have children, only a question of when. And when he finished his studies and got a job, 
we said OK” (L17,female ego, one child) 

 “I want to finish my education first and then find a job. This would be all very important 
for me [concerning starting a family], that at least one partner can rely on a steady 
income” (L02, male ego, childless) 

 

A stable job situation and the model of the male breadwinner as well as an alternation of 

staying at home and part-time employment for the woman are choices that seem natural to the 

interviewees in Lübeck and these respondents do not feel they have to give further 

justifications for their choice. 

“In the ideal case [of family-formation], with a man at my side who then - well, 
somebody needs to work, doesn’t he - who is working and I am at home and take care of 

                                                   
15 basis 
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the child. (…) Well, if I give birth to a child, I would really like to enjoy this time. I 
would like to stay at home then and be there for the child. (…) I imagine that I will stay 
at home as long as I want to and then can go back to work” (L04, female ego, childless) 

 

In the “Eastern interviews”, the thematic structure seems to associate family planning with 

secure jobs in a way much different to the western interviews, either because the two are 

simply not connected or because the sequencing is turned around. Giving birth appears to be a 

well-suited choice in times of professional uncertainty, job transition, or while waiting to 

continue studies. East German women evaluate improvisation of childbearing timing 

positively and order the sequencing of their life events in a flexible way. They sometimes 

express an almost ideological polemic position against the western pattern: 

“For me, this attitude is very strange: that you need to have so many things prepared in 
order to have a child, that thousands of things are important conditions for a child. There 
is real stress for many people, all that you need to consider and justify before having a 
child—it almost seems impossible to just simple get one. (…) Well for me, when I 
waited to be accepted by the university, I told myself: Either I am accepted now or I get a 
child. And then I was very quickly pregnant. (…) My boyfriend was still doing his 
studies at this time but now he has graduated” (R16, female ego, one child) 

“And this friend of mine is really in a ‘dead end ’ in her job at the moment. The owner of 
her company is changing constantly, she never knows if her team will dissolve or not or 
if she will lose her job, so that’s well possible that she allows herself a break from all this 
stress [by having a child]” (R11, female ego, one child) 

 

This flexible attitude can’t be interpreted as a consequence of a negative or loose attitude 

towards job-related achievement. For none of the Eastern respondents, flexibility means that 

any of the partners loses his or her work orientation or gives up employment. Having “some 

kind of job” is clearly connected for both men and women with parenthood, but how this job 

should precisely look like and how stable it is no the main point.  This relatively vague 

definition contrasts with the very clear-minded opinion expressed in the narratives of the 

western interviewees. 

  

These insights need further analysis at the level of language used to indicate planning, and 

stability in the different contexts. However, the difference in the theoretical category of 

compatibility already shed some light on the ongoing demographic debate on the reasons for 

the persisting differences in East and West German fertility patterns. As we mentioned in 

Section 3.1., one persisting difference between East and West German fertility is that in the 

East, first children still are born earlier than in the West, and even earlier if the mothers are 

unemployed (Kreyenfeld 2004). How do we interpret these findings? The author has offered 

two speculative arguments. One possibility is that unemployed females are selected women 

who, having small chances to get a job, lean towards a pro-family choice earlier than do 

others. The second possibility, which is equally likely, is that East German women have 
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recently developed a preference for the home-keeper model. This model was socially 

unacceptable until unification and stood in contrast to the high work-orientations emanating 

from the moral and social pressure on women to be mothers and to be employed full-time at 

the same time exerted by the previous regime. When listening to the stories of the young East 

German mothers, potential and current ones, telling about themselves and their planned 

parenthood, and comparing the meaning attributed to them to stability and participation in the 

labor market, the second interpretation does not hold. The labor-force orientation of East 

German women and men is relatively stable but it is more flexible than in the West. 

Economic uncertainty may therefore have very different consequences on the postponement 

of childbearing in the two contexts.  

5.2 Best friends dyads 

In the previous section, we concentrated on the subjective meaning of stability and 

uncertainty as it emerged from the two groups of interviews, considering narratives relatively 

independent from each other. However, in order to appreciate how beliefs, meanings, and 

norms related to parenthood are traded and negotiated within informal personal communities 

(Mitchell 1974) and how social influence works we gain from confronting narratives of 

individuals who interact with each other. One way of investigating these social effects of 

communication and observations among individuals in social interaction is to look at social 

effects on behavior. This approach answers questions like: With all other things being equal, 

is it more likely that individual fertility intentions conform to the expectations and/or 

supporting availability of his or her social network? We provided examples of research 

following this kind of approach in Section 2.2. While this approach shows the presence of 

social effects, it does not investigate directly the social mechanisms at work.  

We prefer a complementary approach, which is to examine pairs of individuals who declare to 

be in frequent and intense contacts. Here, the questions to answer are more of the kind: How 

are expectations as to family formation conveyed within the circles of informal relationships? 

How is the support negotiated? How do people talk about these issues and what kind of 

arguments and behavior are they sensitive to? Ideally, one would want to observe these 

interactions. In most cases, this is unfeasible and very time consuming, given the privacy of 

the setting and the causality with which they may occur. A compromise solution is to listen to 

the multiple voices that participate in these interactions one at a time. Talks and observations 

of parents, friends, colleagues, acquaintances, or other relatives are on topics such as the 

optimal age of childbearing, the division of tasks between the interviewee and the partner, 

decisions in favor of parenthood, family-formation, family planning, children in general and 

childcare in particular.  
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We looked at our few available dyad interviews in this perspective. The ‘products’ of some of 

the exchanges mentioned above, whether they are mentioned by the interviewees themselves 

or reconstructed by means of our comparative strategy of best friends interviews,  are listed 

below:  

� Reinforcement and resistance.  Childbearing desires and hopes to have a family 

(despite the demands of the labor market to the contrary or partnership 

disappointments) are kept alive in frequent conversations (R02ef0 and R02ff0; 

L10ef0 and L10ff0). A delay in family formation despite parental pressure in the 

opposite direction is reinforced as a result of friends’ reciprocal support on the 

positive image of their status. (L16ef0  and L02em0).  

� Mirroring and self reflection. The interaction between friends at very different stages 

of family formation or with very different family orientations intensifies the self-

reflection on (current or future) family choices. Encouragement to have a child is 

received as expectations of future support both in terms of material help and  moral 

support (R15em0 – R10em1; R03em0 – R16ef1; L08ef1 – L04ef0). 

� Vicarious experience and social learning. Social interactions help to reflect on the 

interviewee’s observations of births of second children in their circle of friends and to 

discuss this issue and reflect on their own personal situation (L06ef1 – L17ef1) 

 

This stage of analysis is a very preliminary one. The next step will be a thorough examination 

of the arguments and the language used as well as the occasions in which interactions took 

place. Similarly to best friends, we will consider dyad interviews involving two partners 

living together and dyad interviews involving parent-child couples. These data are not yet 

available. 

5.3 Characterizing social networks and their variation 

The charts and grids instigate in-depth reflection on the respondents' web of relationships and 

influence mechanisms. They can also be used to extract standardized information to 

characterize informal networks and their possible variations between subgroups.  

The data are summarized in indexes, defined in Box B, Section 3.3.2., and are used to 

compare the sub-groups of the respondents. A  comparison (by gender, residence, education) 

enables testing for statistical significance the differences between their average ratings. 
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Below, we show one such comparison of the main network characteristics of the respondents 

from Rostock and Lübeck. Table 2 shows the results of the Welch test16.  

 

Table 2: Network Characteristics 

Network characteristics Differences 

   N Min Max Mean SD t-test df Sign 
 Size Rostock 19 4 27 14,68 4,989 

 Size Lübeck 28 11 48 23,75 9,590 
4,229 42 *** 

 Density Rostock 19 0,07 0,83 0,45 0,176 

St
ru

ct
ur

e 
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s 

 Density Lübeck 27 0,16 0,84 0,53 0,193 
1,597 41 * 

 Closeness Rostock 19 1,38 5,20 3,75 1,008 

 Closeness Lübeck 28 2,48 5,00 3,58 0,729 
0,616 30 Ns 

 Net strength Rostock 19 0,71 2,50 1,58 0,482 T
ie

 
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s 

 Net strength Lübeck 25 0,60 3,02 1,73 0,605 
0,968 42 Ns 

 ***=1%; **=5%; *=10%         

 

There seems to be little difference on average in the strength of and closeness in the 

relationships in the two contexts, although the more general structural characteristics seem to 

vary substantially, with Lübeck ego-networks being denser and larger. Size differences need 

to be read with caution however, since we cannot rule out interviewer effects having been 

exerted in the initial phase of the research project. In Lübeck, the interviewer carried out 

relatively intense probing in order to generate a larger number of names, whereas the Rostock 

interviewees were initially not probed as strongly. A homogeneous procedure has been 

developed after about a third of interviews had been performed.  

The difference in density may be the result of large out-migration from East Germany after 

the Wende, which interested about one million people only in the two years between 1989 and 

1991. The extent of the migration movement varies as to urban and rural settlements, the 

latter having lost proportionally more of its population than the former. However, between 

1993 and 2002, even the city of Rostock recorded a decrease in its population of up to 20%, 

from about 230.000 inhabitants to 200.000, that is, within a ten year-time interval (Voigt 

2004, p. 115 and 120). Particularly the younger cohorts who stayed in the city experienced a 

“forced” drain of friends and acquaintances, something that our interviewees constantly 

mentioned17. For many of them, the physical distance translated into relational distance. 

                                                   
16 We used a Welch test for independent sampling (Welch 1947) because of its robustness to unequal 
variances in the two samples.   
17 Many of the Egos and their friends who obtained their Abitur in 1994 are no longer living in Rostock 

or spend considerable time elsewhere before returning.  



 20 

At the end of the study, taken together, our interviews will have produced data on 64 ego-

centered networks of close ties, each of which provides information on network composition. 

We envisage to investigate also these compositional aspects of the networks in terms of socio-

demographic characteristics, like age, union, gender and parity, and in terms of the kind of 

relationship involved, like the percentage of kin versus that of friends and so forth.  

In addition to network data, there will be 120 peer dyads that contain information on the 

quality of the ties (like its strength and multiple role, homophily), the kind of conversation or 

observation on family formation events exchanged within each relationship, and the kind of 

social influence mechanisms. We expect that matching the information on the thematic 

structure of single and dyad interviews concerning the influential mechanisms and the 

network configurations will allow us to construct a coherent model of social influence on 

fertility decision–making.  

5.3 Conclusions 

In this paper, we have introduced a research design for studying social influence on fertility. 

The innovative aspect of the study is its flexible data collection tool consisting of in-depth 

interviewing, network charts and grids, all of which allows for the contextual collection of 

very rich information on the social influence exerted on individual fertility decision-making 

from multiple perspectives We gain these multiple perspectives from the analysis of the single 

dyads of relationships (partners, parent children, best friends) as well as from the comparison 

of different contexts (gender, education, or family culture). The study is still under way; 

therefore there are no empirical insights yet to summarize or discuss unless they are taken as 

illustration that the analysis to follow has. We recall the three main focuses of the analysis. 

First, the vocabulary of attitudes, expectations, and preferences on fertility and parenthood 

which defines the meanings associated with parenthood and the conditions for it as well as the 

relation between these meanings.  

Second, we focus on the exploration of the reported perception of social mechanisms from 

multiple points of view. The voice of our respondents is collected from the multiple voices of 

ego and relevant others within the network. A content analysis of these related narrative 

interviews reveals the presence of social influence on the construction of meanings related to 

fertility.  

Third, a methodological approach that contextually collects and analyzes narrative in-depth 

interviews and comparable measures of network characteristics breaks with the artificial 

distinctions between qualitative and quantitative approaches. We expect that the triangulation 

implicit in these multiple perspectives will be a source of reflection on the different 

methodologies used and on the advantages and disadvantages of each of them.  
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Tables and figures  

 

Figure 1: Sample design  

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Interviews collected until March 2005 

 

 Rostock (East) Lübeck (West) 

11 female Egos 7 male Egos 12 female Egos 6 male Egos 

H
ig

he
r 

ed
uc

at
io

n 

 

2 single, parity 0 
2 LAT, par. 0 
4 cohabiting, par. 0 
3 cohabiting, par. 1 

 

1 single, parity 0 
3 cohabiting, par. 0 
1 cohabiting, par. 1 
1 married, par. 1 
1 married, par. 2 

 

2 singles, parity 0 
3 LAT, par. 0 
2 cohabiting, par. 0 
1 cohabiting, par. 1 
4 married, parity 1 

 

3 singles, parity 0 
1 LAT, par. 0 
2 married, par. 0 

 + 17 Alters + 13 Alters + 21Alters + 10 Alters 

A
lt

er
s 

 

2 partners 
21 friends 
7 parents 

 

 

6 partners 
17 friends 
4 mothers 
4 others 

 

 18 Egos + 30 Alters 18 Egos + 31 Alters 

LAT = living apart together 

 

 32 Egos with 
higher 

education  
 

+ 96 Alters 

 32 Egos with 
middle level 

education 
 

+ 96 Alters 

 16 female 
Egos + 

48 Alters 

 16 male 
Egos + 

48 Alters 

G
ym

nasium
 

R
ealschule 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

male 

 16 female 
Egos + 

48 Alters 

 16 male 
Egos + 

48 Alters 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

female 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

female 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

male 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

male 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

male 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

female 

3 Alters 

8 Egos, 

female 

Rostock (East) Lübeck (West) 

 64 Egos + 

max. 192 Alters 



 26 

Figure 3: The Networkchart   
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Figure 4: Basic characteristics of best friend dyads  
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The data collection is still under way and the data analysis proceeds in parallel, as it is most often the case for 

qualitative analysis. In this paper we will present insights only from 18 respondents belonging to the higher 

educational class (ABI) in both cities. These 18 respondents constitute 12 dyads of Ego and Alter friendship 

relations (some Egos are also Alters, marked in red). The schema below illustrates how these cases are subdivided 

by residence, union status, gender and parity.  

 

 

 




