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Abstract 

Several countries in Northern and Western Europe report cohort fertility rates of close to two 

children per woman, including Belgium, France, and Denmark. By contrast, most Central and 

Southern European countries have cohort fertility levels of only around 1.5-1.6 children. 

Germany is part of this second group. In order to explain these country differences in fertility 

levels, some scholars have stressed the role of the social policy context, while others have 

pointed to differences in social fertility norms. However, due to the interdependence of these 

two factors, it is cumbersome to isolate their impact on fertility trends. In our study we at-

tempt to disentangle these influences by drawing on a quasi-natural experiment. In the after-

math of World War I, Germany was forced to cede the territory of Eupen-Malmedy to Bel-

gium. The population in this area retained its German linguistic identity, but has been subject 

to Belgian social policies since the early 1920s. Our main research question is whether the 

fertility trends in this German-speaking region of Belgium follow the Belgian or the German 

pattern more closely. To answer this question, we use (micro)-census data to compare the 

fertility behavior in the German-speaking region in Belgium with data for western Germany 

and the Belgian Flemish- and French-speaking regions, controlling for individual-level char-

acteristics. Our findings indicate that the overall fertility outcomes of the German-speaking 

region in Belgium resemble the Belgian pattern more than the German one. This provides 

support for the view that institutional factors play an important role for understanding the cur-

rent fertility differences in Western Europe. 
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The Fertility Divide in Western Europe1 

In recent decades, a distinct fertility divide has emerged in Western Europe. Countries in Cen-

tral and Southern Europe are reporting cohort fertility rates far below replacement level. 

Among these are the German-speaking countries, where fertility has long been at sub-

replacement levels (Frejka and Prskawetz 2011; Sobotka 2011). In Germany, the cohort fertil-

ity rates for women born in 1960 are at a level of around 1.6. This is well below the figures 

for neighboring countries to the west and north: Belgium (1.9), France (2.1), and Denmark 

(1.9) register values close to replacement level (GGP 2012). Interestingly, these fertility dif-

ferences are not just discrepancies in national averages, as can be seen in the map of Figure 1, 

which displays fertility levels for Europe at the regional level. A clear dividing line seems to 

run through Western Europe which largely follows national borders. Overall, the map gives 

the impression that a person who was crossing the western or northern state border of Germa-

ny would also be crossing a boundary between two distinct fertility regimes. 

Which factors contributed to the emergence of this spatial fertility divide in Western 

Europe has been a matter of dispute among demographers. Some scholars have argued that 

differences in family policies play an important role in shaping Europe’s fertility landscape 

(e.g., Gauthier 1996; Chesnais 1998; Kaufmann et al. 2002; McDonald 2008). High fertility 

levels are thus explained by the work- and family-friendly policies of the Nordic countries, 

France, and Belgium; while the low fertility levels reported for the German-speaking coun-

tries are attributed to the fact that family policies in these areas of Europe have remained tra-

ditional and supportive of the male-breadwinner model (Esping-Andersen 1999; 2009). Other 

scholars have pointed out that the decline in cohort fertility in the German-speaking countries 

has been accompanied by the emergence of low family size ideals (Goldstein et al. 2003) and 

a high prevalence of “child-free lifestyles” (Sobotka and Testa 2008). It is, however, difficult 

to disentangle the roles of social norms and policies in influencing fertility trends, as they are 

interrelated (Hantrais 2004; Neyer and Andersson 2008; Mätzke and Ostner 2010). Because 

politicians in democracies are likely to shape their policies in response to the dominant views 

of their constituents, conservative family policies may partially mirror conservative images 

that prevail in society (for general considerations, see Streeck and Thelen 2005, pp. 13 ff.). 

                                                           

1 The maps used in this publication are partly based on the following source: © EuroGeographics for the admin-

istrative boundaries. 



4 

 

These policies may in turn reinforce existing social norms, as the policy context is likely to 

create economic incentives that reward norm-compliant behavior. 
 

Fig. 1: Regional Period TFR-Variation2 across Europe 2008 – The Fertility Divide in Western Europe 

 

Source: Statistical Offices, Eurostat 
Basemap: MPIDR and CGG 2012, partly based on © EuroGeographics for the administrative boundaries 

 
This study draws on an aspect of Europe’s political geography that could enable us to 

disentangle the role of the institutional context and social norms in understanding fertility 

trends. We focus on the German-speaking region in eastern Belgium, which is situated in the 

direct vicinity of the fertility divide line displayed in Figure 1. In the aftermath of World War 

I, Germany had to cede the territory of Eupen-Malmedy to Belgium as a compensation for its 

attack on the neutral Belgian state. The predominantly German-speaking municipalities of this 
                                                           

2 The map displays period TFR values. As the period TFR is distorted by tempo effects (Sobotka and Lutz 2010), 

cohort fertility rates are preferable for depicting fertility levels. But as we wanted to display sub-national differ-

ences, we were faced with the limitation that sub-national cohort fertility rates are not available for many coun-

tries. However, we can rule out the possibility that the fertility divide line in Western Europe is completely an 

artifact of tempo effects, as the divide is also clearly visible in a national-level cohort fertility map. 
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territory form today the so-called German-speaking Community in Belgium (Deutschspra-

chige Gemeinschaft in Belgien). This community enjoys the same constitutional rights as the 

language communities of the two dominant language groups of the country, the Flemish and 

the French.3 In the German-speaking Community, German is the official language of commu-

nication in the administration and all public education institutions. There is frequent contact 

with Germany in the form of commuter relations or through the consumption of German mass 

media. But the German-speaking area of Belgium has been subject to the institutional context 

of the Belgian state, including its family and labor market policies, for the better part of the 

last century.4 These policies differ considerably from the policies implemented in western 

Germany, as Belgium has long had a strong emphasis on providing a high level of child care 

coverage, which supported parents in combining work and family. 

It therefore appears that the German minority5 in eastern Belgium has been exposed to 

two potentially conflicting influences on their fertility decisions: the German minority has 

been influenced by the incentive structure created by Belgian families policies, as well as by 

the social norms prevalent among the German society as the result of frequent cross-border 

contacts and exposure to societal debates on “German” fertility and family images. It is surely 

simplistic to assume that the mass media have the power to shape fertility behavior. However, 

it is undisputed that there are normative constraints that shape our actions, and these forces 

may be just as influential as the institutional contexts we are exposed to. In the realm of fami-

ly life, the family images and the attitudes regarding maternal employment and child care are 

frequently cited as prime determinants of Germany’s low maternal employment rates and fer-

tility rates (Kremer 2007). How such attitudes evolve, whether they are passed on through 

generations, and why they are so resistant to change are key questions in the debate on family 

change. The “Belgian case” may shed some light on these very basic issues. We know that the 

German minority, like the Flemish- and the French-speaking inhabitants of Belgium, has been 

exposed to policies that promote work-family balance. But the degree to which these policies 

affect attitudes about fertility and maternal employment might depend on the family images 

                                                           

3 For background information on the federal system of the Belgian state, see Swenden and Jans (2006).  
4 With the exception of a short period during World War II, in which Belgium was occupied by Germany (1940-

1944). 
5 When we refer in this paper to the German minority, we mean the population residing in the territory of the 
German-speaking Community. 
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conveyed in the “German” debate. In this sense, the German-speaking Community in Bel-

gium may allow us to disentangle the influence of the institutional context and social norms 

on fertility trends. 

In this paper, we compare the fertility patterns among the German-speaking Commu-

nity in Belgium with the fertility patterns observed among women in western Germany6 and 

in the Flemish and French-speaking regions of Belgium. This is done by analyzing individual-

level (micro-)census data. Our main hypothesis can be summarized as follows: If national 

family policies are the most important factor behind the differences in the fertility levels of 

Belgium and western Germany, we would expect to find that the fertility of the German mi-

nority in Belgium resembles that of the populations in the other parts of Belgium. If, however, 

social norms are predominantly responsible for the divide in fertility outcomes, the fertility 

outcomes of the German minority should follow the pattern observed in western Germany. 

Our paper is structured as follows. We first provide additional background information 

on the Belgian German-speaking Community and our reasons for focusing on this European 

minority in our comparative study. We then discuss some theoretical considerations regarding 

the role of the institutional context and of social norms in fertility decision-making processes. 

In the section that follows, we provide an overview of the differences between Belgium and 

(West) Germany, both with respect to the development of the institutional context as well as 

prevailing social fertility norms. We then turn to our comparative micro-level analyses of cen-

sus and micro-census data of the Belgian and western German cohorts born between 1935 and 

1959. In this section, we first give an overview of the data and methods used, and then present 

the results of our analysis. The final section contains the concluding remarks. 

 

The German-Speaking Region in Eastern Belgium 

The German-speaking Community is situated in the Belgian region of Wallonia at the border 

to Germany. It consists of two towns and seven rural municipalities with an area of 845 km² 

(see Fig. 2). The community’s 75,716 inhabitants (as of Jan. 1, 2011) represent approximately 

0.75% of the total Belgian population. 

 

                                                           

6 We focus on western Germany, as the demographic behavior of the eastern German population is still very 

distinct as a result of the GDR legacy (Goldstein and Kreyenfeld 2011). 
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Fig. 2: The Research Area 

 
Basemap: GADM; MPIDR and CGG 2012, partly based on © Eurogeographics for the administrative boundaries 

 
Despite having been a part of the Belgian state for more than 90 years, the German-

speaking Community has retained its linguistic identity. The population benefited from being 

integrated into the Belgian state, as German had, e.g. in censuses, been considered one of the 

three national languages of Belgium even before World War I.7 In addition, the German mi-

norities profited from the Belgian political system, in which compromises were constantly 

being arranged between the interests of the predominantly Flemish-speaking northern part and 

the predominantly French-speaking southern part of the country. Flemish politicians in partic-

ular were highly supportive of protecting the rights of the German minority, as the Flemish 

and German languages are closely linked. As a result, the German minority in Belgium has 

enjoyed strong minority rights since the 1920s (Markusse 1999, pp. 62 f.).8 
                                                           

7 There were already small German minorities living in the eastern and southern parts of Belgium prior to the 

annexation of the Eupen-Malmedy territory after World War I. Today these minorities are to a large degree as-

similated (Nelde 1984). In addition, the Belgian monarchs, who were installed after independence was achieved 

in 1831, were from the Belgian line of the German House of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. 
8 The only period in which minority rights were very limited was a short period directly following World War II, 

in which the German minority was accused of collaboration with the German enemy. However, by 1960 the old 

institutional position of the German language had been more or less restored (Markusse 1999, p. 62 f.), and fur-
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Since 1963, German has been, in addition to Flemish and French, one of the official 

languages of Belgium. The German-speaking Community has had its own parliamentary 

council since 1973. In 1984, the Community was granted its own executive government, 

headed by a prime minister, that is mostly responsible for education and social issues. In the 

German-speaking Community, German is the official language of communication in the ad-

ministration and in all public education institutions, although support for French speakers has 

to be provided. Belgium has not collected any official statistics on the mother tongues of the 

country’s inhabitants in the most recent censuses, but a social science survey carried out in 

2011 showed that approximately 90% of the population in the German-speaking Community 

speak German as their mother tongue (Polis+Sinus 2011, p. 13). There is no evidence that 

German is losing importance among the younger cohorts (ibid, p. 13). 

There are many social links and communication pathways between the German minor-

ity in Belgium and western Germany. Almost 20% of the economically active population liv-

ing in the German-speaking Community commute to Germany for work (Polis+Sinus 2011, p. 

33). The region has also received substantial in-migration from Germany in recent decades 

(DGstat 2010, pp. 3.1-14 ff.; Capron et al. 2002). In addition, as the German-language mass 

media in the Belgian German-speaking Community are, due to the small population size, very 

local in character, the German minority regularly turn to German mass media for information 

(Die Zeit 24.09.1965; Pfeil 2006; Combuchen 2008). Thus, it is very likely that the German 

minority in Belgium is influenced by German-language discussions on family images, life-

styles, and social norms related to fertility decisions featured in the German media. 

Apart from the German-speaking Community in Belgium, there are other ethnic mi-

norities in Western Europe who might also have been of interest to us in answering our re-

search question. These include the German and Danish minorities in the Danish-German bor-

der region and the populations of Luxembourg and Alsace-Lorraine, among whom German 

dialects are or were widespread, as these territories belonged to Germany for periods of time 

during the 19th or 20th centuries. Another interesting case might be the Basque population on 

both sides of the border between France and Spain. But we believe the German-speaking re-

gion in Belgium is the most suitable for disentangling the influences of social norms and poli-

                                                                                                                                                                                     

ther increased in subsequent decades. A study comparing minority rights in 36 European states concluded that, 

apart from Finland, Belgium is the country that provides the most far-reaching rights to its national minorities 

(Pan 2006, p. 645). 
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cies on fertility choices for several reasons. First, the German-speaking Community in Bel-

gium enjoys exceptional minority rights, which have enabled the population to maintain its 

German linguistic identity (Pan 2006). Second, in contrast to, for example, the minorities in 

the Danish-German border region, the German minority in eastern Belgium lives, to a large 

degree, spatially segregated from the Flemish- and French-speaking Belgians within their own 

municipalities, where they constitute the vast majority. Third, the population of the German-

speaking Community is large enough to generate statistically meaningful results, but—in con-

trast to, for example, the Luxembourgers9—it probably is not numerous enough to have de-

veloped its own unique regional identity, which would set it strongly apart from the popula-

tion of (western) Germany in terms of linguistic and cultural dimensions and mass media dis-

cussions. 

 

The Role of Policies and Social Norms in Influencing Fertility Decisions 

In our study, we are comparing two highly developed countries which differ very little in 

terms of their economic performance, but which differ greatly in terms of their family policy 

development. Comparative welfare state research tells us that family policies shape gender 

roles as well as employment and fertility decisions (Esping-Andersen 1999; Gauthier 2007). 

Welfare states can help to decrease the direct costs of raising children through benefits and 

transfers. In addition, parental leave schemes and public assistance with child care can lessen 

opportunity costs, which occur when one or both parents reduce their labor market participa-

tion in order to fulfill their childrearing obligations.10 However, the empirical evidence on the 

impact of family policies on fertility is rather ambiguous. This is partly attributable to the 

complex nature of the reproductive decision-making processes, which makes it very difficult 

to separate out the institutional context from other potential influences (Neyer and Andersson 

2008). In a review of the existing literature on the impact of family policies on fertility, 

                                                           

9 In the 19th century, Luxembourg had close cultural, political, and economic ties to Germany. But the Luxem-

bourgian population was able to develop and maintain a unique identity by, for example, turning its Mosel-

Franconian dialect in a standardized language (Luxembourgish), and making French the lingua franca in the 

work sphere (see Weber 1994). 
10 In addition to these core family policies, other types of policies—such as labor market regulations, social sup-

port schemes, and housing policies—can also have an impact on people’s fertility decisions, as they might affect 

the general conditions for families and the career opportunities of individuals with young children. 
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Gauthier concluded that there is some evidence for positive effects. “However, the impact 

tends to be small and also to vary highly depending on the type of data used and on the type 

of policies” (Gauthier 2007, p. 342). Moreover, she added, the results are often contradictory, 

“especially when it comes to the magnitude of the impact of policies and on the differential 

impact by birth order” (ibid, p. 342). 

The association between social norms and fertility choices (see, e.g., Ajzen 1985, 

Lesthaeghe 1980; Astone 1999) is potentially even more difficult to disentangle from other 

influencing factors. In relation to life course decisions, Liefbroer and Billari (2010, p. 290) 

distinguished three categories of social norms: age, quantum, and sequencing norms. For our 

research, the latter two are likely to be particularly relevant. Quantum norms include views on 

the ideal number of children and on the acceptability of childlessness, which vary substantial-

ly across Europe (Goldstein et al. 2003; Sobotka and Testa 2008). Sequencing norms are per-

ceptions regarding the proper order of life course events, which might pertain to a combina-

tion of events in different life domains, such as family and work. One important norm to 

which we will devote considerable attention in our study is related to when a mother should 

return to work after the birth of a child. In some societies, there is a widespread perception 

that it is harmful for the development of the child if the mother goes back to work early. In 

these societies women face substantial challenges in reconciling their family and career goals, 

which can affect fertility decisions. Highly educated women in particular are more likely to 

remain childless in such contexts, thereby contributing to a “polarized” fertility pattern 

(Huinink 2002). In addition to these life course norms, other social norms also influence de-

mographic decision processes. These include, for example, gender role attitudes and attitudes 

regarding the use of public day care, which are also known to vary widely between countries 

(Kremer 2007). As perceptions of public day care might again depend on the degree to which 

the institutional context provides good access to high-quality public child care, the interde-

pendence of social norms and family policies is apparent here as well. 

 

Family Policy Developments in Belgium and Germany 

From a pan-European comparative perspective, the welfare state arrangements of Belgium 

and Germany are similar in many ways. Both countries are regarded as corporatist Bismarcki-

an-type welfare states in which social insurance plays an important role, and in which the 

state is actively engaged in regulating the labor market (Morel 2007). Like in (western) Ger-
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many, welfare policies in Belgium largely had a male-breadwinner orientation in the 20th cen-

tury (Hummelsheim and Hirschle 2010). The development of family allowances and parental 

leave schemes unfolded similarly in the two countries. In Germany, tax benefits were intro-

duced in the early 1920s and child benefits first began in the mid-1930s, while in Belgium 

family allowances have been provided since the late 1920s (Watson 1954, pp. 163 ff.; Popula-

tion Europe/MPIDR 2012). 

Leave schemes were also established at a very similar time. Belgium introduced a vol-

untary career break in 1985, while Germany first implemented a parental leave scheme in 

1986.11 The Belgian scheme was not limited to parents, but was open to anybody who wanted 

to take leave from work for a limited period. The employer had to replace the employee dur-

ing the leave with an unemployed person. The amount of financial support provided was very 

small, as it was paid at the lowest unemployment insurance rate available. This made taking 

the leave a less attractive option for individuals with high salaries, and contributed to a gender 

bias among those who took advantage of it (Morel 2007, pp. 628 f.). In 1998 Belgium intro-

duced in addition to the voluntary career break a leave scheme solely for parents. However, it 

only covers a short period of three months (full-time) or six months (half-time) (GGP 2012). 

Germany offers longer parental leave schemes (since 1992, up to 36 months), but until recent-

ly the level of financial support provided was very low. Substantial reforms to these schemes 

occurred in Belgium in 2001 and in Germany in 2007. The 2007 reform in Germany is widely 

regarded as a move away from the male-breadwinner model, as it was intended to foster gen-

der equality and support work-family balance (Ostner 2006; Henninger et al. 2008). However, 

this very recent reform is not addressed in our comparison of fertility trends. 

Large differences between the two countries exist in the development of pre-school 

and child care coverage. Belgium followed the French example, offering broad preschool 

coverage at a relatively early date. According to Morel (2007), this policy decision was based 

on a desire to provide all children with a good start in life, rather than on pro-natalist consid-

erations. However, at least in the French-speaking region of Belgium, which experienced a 

decline in fertility much earlier than the Flemish-speaking region, concerns about the low 

fertility rates also played a role in family policy debates (see, e.g., Watson 1954, pp. 157 f.). 

Today, Belgium’s preschool education system is almost universal and free of charge for three- 

                                                           

11 A maternal leave system had been in place since 1979. 
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to six-year-olds, as it is funded by the state (Van Lancker and Ghysels 2012, p. 130). Most of 

the preschools offer additional child care before and after school hours. 

Throughout the last 60 years, Belgium has always been among the top-ranked coun-

tries worldwide in the level of child care provided (O´Connor 1988, p. 26). As early as in 

1956, 74% of the three-to-four-year-olds were in a preschool institution (see Tab. 1). For 

western Germany, the first statistics available are for 1970-71. The data show that western 

Germany was lagging far behind the developments in Belgium at that time. It is also im-

portant to point out that, in western Germany, most of the available institutional child care 

was (and still is) part-time, which limits the ability of parents to actively participate in the 

labor market. Despite recent improvements in Germany, the availability of institutional child 

care for children under age three, as well as full-time child care for three- to six-year-olds, is 

still relatively low compared to other European countries (Morel 2007, p. 630). In 2008, 43% 

of all zero- to three-year-olds were in formal child care in Belgium, compared to 10% in 

western Germany (Tab. 1). 
 

Tab. 1: Pre-school and Child Care Coverage by Age*  

 Western Germany Belgium 
1956-57:  3-4 years  
1964-65:  3-4 years 

Not available 
Not available 

74%  
86% 

1970-71:  2 years 
                  3 years 
                  4 years 
                  5 years 
                  6 years 

  1% 
10% 
35% 
70% 
99% 

15% 
90% 
95% 
99% 
99% 

1985:       below 3 years       3%**                      20-25% 
1994:       below 3 years   2% 30% 
2008:       below 3 years       10%*** 43% 
*    1956-57, 1964-65, 1970 and 2008: Child care usage ratio 
      1985, 1994: Child care provision ratio 
**   Including day care 
*** Numbers 2008: Western Germany without West Berlin 

Source: Coulon 1967; Austin 1970; Deutsches Jugendinstitut 1998; Statistisches Bundesamt 2009; GGP 2012 

 

However, the numbers for Belgium are national level averages. For our research de-

sign, it is important to know whether these numbers differ for the German-speaking Commu-

nity. Unfortunately, data on the development of preschool education and child care in the 

German-speaking Community are available only from the 1980s onwards. But we benefit 

from the fact that the Belgian education system was highly centralized until the 1980s, and 
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was under the responsibility of the national government (Schifflers 2009). This system also 

includes the preschools. The German-speaking Community did not have full control over the 

development of its education system until the late 1980s. Thus, it very unlikely that, at least 

before the 1990s, trends in the German-speaking region differed substantially from other re-

gions of Belgium. In the area of child care for children under age three, the German-speaking 

Community has supported a child minder service since 1984. This is in line with develop-

ments elsewhere in Belgium, as the country moved in the 1980s toward a more market-

oriented approach in order to limit the high costs of public institutional child care. Evidence 

that the level of institutional support for families is quite high was also provided by a German 

consultancy study from 2006, which presented the German-speaking Community in Belgium 

as a best-practice example for supporting families with services (Robert Bosch Stiftung 2006, 

pp. 54 ff.). 
 

Tab. 2: Maternal Employment Patterns of Women, Youngest Child 0-2 Years, Column Percent (2001) 12 

 Western 
Germany 

Belgium, 
German 

Language 
 Community 

 

Belgium, 
Wallonia* 

(French 
Speaking) 

Belgium, 
Flanders 
(Dutch 

Speaking) 

Employment Status of Mothers      
Full-time 10.4% 22.6% 33.1% 46.8% 
Part-time 19.7% 37.9% 23.6% 25.7% 
Parental Leave 19.3%    7.9%    2.2%    4.3% 
Unemployed    1.5% 13.2% 25.9% 10.8% 
Not in Labor Force 49.0% 18.4% 15.1% 12.4% 
     
*    without German-speaking Community 

Source: Statistics Belgium, 2001 Census; SUF German Microcensus 2001 (own estimates) 

 

Our overview of family policy developments indicates that substantial differences ex-

ist between Belgium and (western) Germany in the areas of preschool education and institu-

tional support for child care. These differences obviously influence the relative opportunities 

of mothers with young children to participate in the labor market. In Table 2 we show the 

employment status of mothers with children aged zero to two in 2001, using data derived 

from our (micro-)censuses. The share of these mothers in full- or part-time employment was 
                                                           

12 For Germany, the analysis only includes mothers who have children co-residing with them in the same house-

hold. The Belgian region of Brussels is excluded from this representation. 
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only 30% in western Germany, while the shares for the Belgian regions range from 56% to 

72%. The rather short parental leave period in Belgium probably contributes to this high labor 

participation rate. The share of part-time employment seems to have been larger in the Ger-

man-speaking Community than in Flanders and French-speaking Wallonia. Overall, however, 

the similarities between the Belgian German-speaking area and the other Belgian regions are 

very high, while the patterns observed in Belgium are very different from those found in 

western Germany. This outcome suggests that differences in the national institutional contexts 

play an important role in shaping maternal employment patterns. This view is also supported 

by the findings of Hummelsheim and Hirschle (2010), who compared the maternal employ-

ment patterns in Germany and Belgium in a longitudinal analysis of panel survey data. The 

study showed that, for mothers with children under age three, the likelihood of being em-

ployed was much higher in Belgium than in Germany. Hummelsheim and Hirschle (2010) 

linked these results to differences in the institutional family policy contexts. 

 

Differences in Social Norms between Belgium and Germany 

Within Western Europe, western Germany is usually characterized as a society in which tradi-

tional family values and gender role attitudes have persisted to a higher degree than in coun-

tries such as the Netherlands or Sweden (Treas and Widmer 2000). The picture is more am-

biguous for Belgium. Some authors have emphasized the strong Catholic roots of the country, 

which had a long-lasting impact on the education system, and were also long visible in the 

participation rates in religious services, especially in Flanders (Dobbelaere and Voyé 1990; 

Hummelsheim and Hirschle 2010). Like in France, there was no strong women’s movement 

in Belgium in late 19th and early 20th centuries. Universal suffrage for women was not intro-

duced until 1948 (Wilcox 1991). Other authors have emphasized the early secularization 

trends in the French-speaking region of Belgium, where a long tradition of strong support for 

liberal and secular parties can also be found (Lesthaeghe 2010). 

Table 3 provides some evidence regarding the differences in attitudes and values be-

tween western Germany and Belgium. It shows that the share of people who disagree with 

non-marital childbearing is still quite high in western Germany, while the percentage who 

think marriage is an outdated institution is rather small. Belgians, by contrast, seem to be 

much more open to alternative family forms. The table also shows differences in the attitudes 

of Belgians and western Germans regarding maternal employment. Until recently, Germans 
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expressed very strong reservations about working mothers. There was even a disparaging col-

loquial term for mothers who worked: raven mother (Rabenmutter) (Ruckdeschel 2009). Re-

garding family size ideals, the results are ambiguous. The Eurobarometer 2001 data show a 

substantial gap between western Germany and Belgium. However, in 2006 and 2011, the Eu-

robarometer values for western Germany were substantially higher, and almost no differences 

were found between the two countries. According to Testa (2012, p. 23), the consistent find-

ings for western Germany in 2006 and 2011 raise doubts about the reliability of the 2001 data 

for the country. 
 

Tab. 3: Attitudinal Differences between Western Germany, Wallonia, and Flanders 

 Western Germany Belgium, 
Wallonia incl. 

German-speaking 
Community 

Belgium, 
Flanders 

Marriage and cohabitation    
Share who approve of non-marital 
childbirth (2006) 

21.8% 47.8%* 75.5% 

Share who believe that marriage is 
an outdated institution  
(Germany: 2005; Belgium: 2009) 

12.9% 28.8% 25.0% 

    
Work and care arrangements    
Share who disapprove if the moth-
er has a full-time job while having 
children under three (2006) 

29.3% 19.3%* 11.8% 

Share who agree that a preschool 
child is likely to suffer if the moth-
er works (2006) 

52.7% 47.6%* 35.1% 

    
Ideal family size    
Personal ideal  
number of children of 
- women aged 20-34 (2001) 
- women aged 25-39 (2006) 
- women aged 25-39 (2011) 

 
 

1.7 
2.1 
2.0 

 
 

2.2 
2.2 
2.1 

* In Wallonia small number of respondents in ESS wave 3 (only around 570) 
Sources: Generations and Gender Survey; European Social Survey; Eurobarometer 

 

Unfortunately, none of the cross-country comparative social surveys we are aware of 

provides a representative sample of the Belgian German-speaking Community. Therefore, we 

are not able to measure directly whether the family norms prevalent among the German mi-

nority are more comparable to those of the western Germans or to those of the Belgian 
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French- and Flemish-speaking Communities, and how these norms changed over time. Never-

theless, the data presented above on the employment arrangements of mothers with children 

under age three show that the pattern for the German-speaking Community generally follows 

the Belgian pattern. This might be interpreted as evidence that the disapproval of such behav-

ior is less prevalent among the population of the Belgian German-speaking area than among 

western Germans. 

As we have no survey data on the attitudes of the German minority, we refer to elec-

tion outcomes. Before World War I, the most important party in Eupen and Malmedy was the 

Catholic Zentrum party, which received between 75% and more than 90% of the votes in 

Reichstag elections (Galloway et al. 199413). This is of relevance for our research, as the 

Zentrum party is the most important predecessor of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), 

which played a dominant role in shaping (western) German family policies after 1945. After 

World War I, the German minority continued to show a high level of support for Christian 

parties in elections.14 The bordering French-speaking region of Wallonia, on the other hand, 

has a long tradition of strong support for secular parties. As early as in the 1919 election, 

more than 50% of Walloons voted for liberal, socialist, or communist parties (Lesthaeghe 

2010, p. 9). The strong support for Christian parties in the German-speaking Community con-

tinues until today (DG Parlament 2012), with German-speaking Belgians tending to follow 

the election patterns of the bordering German districts rather than those of the adjacent 

French-speaking area of Wallonia. 

In sum, there are substantial differences between the policy developments and social 

fertility norms of western Germany and Belgium. We also find empirical evidence that the 

Belgian German-speaking Community makes use of the better child care availability in Bel-

gium, as the employment statistics of mothers with young children in this region largely fol-

low the Belgian pattern. In addition, the voting data provide support for our assumption that, 

in terms of social norms, there are still substantial similarities between the Belgian German-

speaking Community and western Germany. 

 

 
                                                           

13 Prussia Dataset by Patrick Galloway. 
14 Although there has also been substantial support for nationalist pro-Germany parties, especially in the 1930s 

(Markusse 1999, p. 62). 
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Empirical Research Strategy 

We will now turn to our comparative analysis of fertility trends in the Belgian German-

speaking Community, western Germany, and Belgium. Our study setting may be considered 

as a quasi-natural experiment that could help us to disentangle the role of social norms and 

institutional constraints for fertility choices. In a natural experiment (see Dunning 2008) or 

spatial critical juncture setting (see Neyer and Andersson 2008), two populations receive dras-

tically different policy treatments with strong effects on the contextual conditions for fertility 

decisions. A natural experiment approach can be seen as a special form of a randomized con-

trolled experiment, with the latter having three hallmarks (Dunning 2008, pp. 282 f.). The first 

is that there are experimental subjects who receive a “treatment” (in our case, a policy inter-

vention with relevance to family formation behavior) and whose responses can be compared 

to those of a control group who do not receive the treatment. The second criterion is that sub-

jects are randomly assigned to treatment and control groups, while the third is that the exper-

iment is under the control of the researcher. 

The quasi-natural experiment setting differs from the randomized controlled experi-

ment in that the data are drawn from naturally occurring phenomena. As these are usually not 

under the control of the researcher, the third condition of a randomized controlled experiment 

is violated (Dunning 2008), which is also true in our case. Our research design does, however, 

fulfill the first criterion, if we view the family policies that the Belgian German-speaking 

Community has been exposed to—in contrast to those to which the western German popula-

tion has been exposed—as a “treatment.” With regard to the second criterion—i.e., that sub-

jects can be considered as if they were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups—

we investigated whether the “treatment group” (the population of Eupen-Malmedy) differed 

in their fertility behavior from the “control group” (the population of western Germany) even 

before the start of the “experiment” after World War I. Detailed results of this analysis are 

presented in Appendix 1. They indicate that, before 1918, the fertility trends in the districts of 

Eupen and Malmedy were very similar to those in Germany and the German border region of 

Aachen, to which these two districts belonged. This provides support for the argument that the 

second criterion is fulfilled. 
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Data and Methods 

For our analysis, we use data from the Belgian census of 2001 and from the Scientific Use 

File of the German Microcensus of 2008 (FDZ 2010a).15 Our key dependent variable is the 

total number of children. In addition, we study the proportion of women who have remained 

childless, as a high share of childless women is an important characteristic of the low fertility 

levels in Germany (Sobotka and Testa 2008). The study population includes women of the 

birth cohorts 1935-59. These cohorts are the most relevant for our analysis, as the second half 

of the 20th century was the period in which we could see the strongest divergence in family 

policies between Belgium and Germany. As was mentioned above, we restrict the sample for 

Germany to the western part of the country16. For Belgium, we omit women living in the capi-

tal region of Brussels at the time of the census because, while the majority of the city’s resi-

dents are French speakers, a substantial number of residents are primarily Flemish speakers, 

but cannot be identified as such in the census dataset. Our analytical strategy is to provide in a 

first step descriptive results on the fertility patterns. We then estimate in a second step logit 

models on childlessness and ordered probit models on the total number of children per wom-

en, in which we control for a number of demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. 

Using German data from 2008 and Belgian data from 2001 has some implications for 

the fertility outcomes of the youngest cohort born in 1955-1959. In the Belgian data, women 

of this cohort were between the ages of 42 and 46 at the time of the census, which implies that 

not all members of this cohort had reached the end of their reproductive period in 2001. Un-

fortunately, the German data do not contain information on the birth histories, which would 

have allowed us to exclude all children born after 2001. Therefore, the numbers we provide 

for Belgium slightly understate the completed fertility of the youngest cohort. 

A critical issue for our investigation is to find a valid operational definition of an eth-

nic German in Belgium. Obviously, citizenship is a poor indicator, as the vast majority of the 

German minority holds the Belgian citizenship. Our data do not include information about 

                                                           

15 The Belgian file is a 100% individual-level sample of the female population aged 14 and older living in Bel-

gium in 2001 (For details see Deboosere and Willaert, 2004). For Germany, the Scientific Use File of the Micro-

census of 2008 is a 0.7% sample of the population living in Germany. The Microcensus of 2008 was the first to 

collect data on the number of children ever born. The employment patterns of mothers are derived from the Mi-

crocensus of 2001 (FDZ 2010b). Unfortunately, data usage restrictions do not permit us to combine the German 

and the Belgian data for modeling purposes. 
16 We had to exclude West Berlin as well as the dataset does not differentiate between East and West Berlin. 
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ethnic origin or German language fluency. Due to the lack of better indicators, we rely on the 

region of residence at the time of the survey to identify ethnic Germans. A person who is liv-

ing in the nine municipalities of the Belgian German-speaking Community in 2001, when the 

census was conducted, is assumed to be a member of the German minority.17 We define 

membership in the Flemish- and French-speaking Communities in Belgium18, which are used 

for comparisons, in the same way (see Fig. 2). This decision follows the territorial principle, 

which the Belgian state also applies in distinguishing the different language communities. It is 

also supported by the statistics shown above, which demonstrate that more than 90% of the 

population in the German-speaking Community speak German as their mother tongue (Po-

lis+Sinus 2011, p. 13). 

Altogether, we estimate for both the logit model on childlessness and the ordered pro-

bit model on the total number of children three separate models: one for western Germany, a 

second for Belgium19, and a third for the German-speaking Community in Belgium. In our 

models, we include the following covariates: cohort, educational attainment20, settlement size, 

and migration background. For the model on Belgium, we also include a variable that ac-

counts for region of residence in 2001 in order to differentiate between the predominantly 

Flemish-, French-, and German-speaking regions of Belgium. Settlement size is an important 

control variable, as some parts of the German-speaking area are situated in a non-metropolitan 

context, which might have a favorable influence on fertility levels. With the migration back-

ground variable, we distinguish in the models on the Belgian regions between (1) individuals 

who are both Belgian citizens and were born in Belgium, (2) individuals who are German 

citizens and/or were born in Germany, and (3) all other individuals. Unfortunately, the Ger-

man micro-census does not allow us to identify individuals with Belgian citizenship, which is 

                                                           

17 This also includes women who were born in Germany (approximately 18.6% of the population in this area) 

and/or who are German citizens (15.8%). In the analyses, we test the sensitivity of our findings by using alterna-

tive definitions of the German minority in which German nationals and persons who are born in Germany are 

excluded. 
18 We define members of the Flemish-speaking Community as persons living in Flanders at the time of the cen-

sus, and members of the French-speaking Community as individuals living in Wallonia with the exception of the 

nine Walloon municipalities which form the German-speaking Community. 
19 Excluding Brussels. 
20 Educational attainment is defined as follows: low (ISCED 0-2), middle (ISCED 3-4), and high (ISCED 5-6). 
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why in the model on western Germany we only differentiate between two groups: (1) individ-

uals who are German citizens and were born in Germany, and (2) all others persons. 

Cross-country comparative studies often face limitations in terms of the comparative-

ness and/or richness of the available data. Our study is no exception. Despite being able to 

control for a number of relevant socioeconomic variables, there are confounding factors we 

cannot adequately control for. We have neither information on the mother tongue of the wom-

en, nor detailed data on their migration and employment histories.21 We do have information 

on educational attainment, but only at the time of the census. We are also unable to identify 

Belgian respondents who are married to German nationals, as men are not included in the 

Belgian census dataset we have available for our research. 

The missing migration histories might be particularly problematic, as we derive the 

cohort fertility rates retrospectively based on the region of residence in 2001. As the territory 

of the German-speaking Community is quite small, the in- and out-migration numbers are not 

completely negligible.22 The in- and out-migration trends would be of concern for our anal-

yses if they occurred in a selective manner which we could not control for. There are indica-

tions that out-migration is to some degree selective by educational attainment, as within the 

German-speaking Community there are only a limited number of tertiary education institu-

tions. Thus, members of the German-speaking Community might choose to migrate out of the 

area at least temporarily to attend higher education institutions (e.g., in Germany). These con-

cerns are supported by census statistics on educational attainment, which show that highly 

educated women are underrepresented in the Belgian German-speaking area. We are able to 

control for this potential distortion in our models, but it is likely to affect our descriptive re-
                                                           

21 For the Belgian census information on socioeconomic status is only available for the cross-section in 2001. 

Similarly, the German micro-census only has this information available for the cross-section of 2008. Therefore, 

we limit ourselves to controlling for educational attainment, which allows us to also capture, at least in part, the 

confounding role of socioeconomic status on fertility. Another potential confounding factor is that a substantial 

share of the German minority in Belgium commutes to Germany for work (approximately 20% of all economi-

cally active persons in 2011). These commuters are embedded not only in the Belgian institutional context, but 

also to some degree in the German context, as they are affected by German labor market regulations. In addition, 

they can also benefit from German family policy measures which are linked to participation in the labor market. 

Unfortunately, the available census data do not allow us to identify such persons/couples. 
22 In 2001, 10,763 women born between 1935 and 1959 resided in the German-speaking Community. Of these, 

61.3% were also born in the German-speaking region, 12.5% had moved here from other parts of Belgium 

(mostly from nearby municipalities), 18.6% were born in Germany, and 7.6% were born in other countries. 



21 

 

sults. Another problematic migration pattern could occur if Germans with strong childbearing 

intentions were to move into the Belgian German-speaking Community because of its more 

favorable family policies. However, we are able to control for this possibility in our models, 

as we can identify individuals who moved from Germany to Belgium. The available data also 

do not suggest that such strategies were widespread among the cohorts studied, as our model 

results show that the Germans who migrated into Belgium generally have very low fertility 

outcomes.23 Overall, we do not see any indications that our retrospective analysis of fertility 

outcomes is severely distorted by selective migration patterns which we would be unable to 

control for in our models. 

 

Descriptive Findings 

We will first present the descriptive results for the cohorts born between 1935 and 1959, as 

we derived them from our census data. In Figure 3 we display the trend developments in the 

average number of children in western Germany, Belgium, and the German-speaking Com-

munity. For the latter we plot two lines: the first shows the numbers for the whole population, 

and the second excludes individuals who were born in Germany or who are German citizens. 

We chose this procedure because a substantial share of the excluded group moved to Belgium 

as adults, which implies that they lived outside of the country for a portion of their reproduc-

tive lifespan. As their overall share was rising from the oldest to the youngest cohort (from 

16% to 23%), it seemed reasonable to exclude this group to prevent the descriptive trend data 

from being affected by this compositional change. 

The cohort fertility trends for western Germany and Belgium24 show that cross-

country differences in fertility levels already existed among the cohorts born between 1935 

and 1939. The numbers of this oldest cohort might already be influenced by disparities in the 
                                                           

23 According to Capron et al. (2002, p. 89), the main motivations for Germans to move into Belgium are the low 

prices for land located close to the city of Aachen, and the tax benefits people who reside in Belgium and work 

in Germany enjoy. Thus, these immigrants might be a select group with a strong employment orientation, and 

many might still be integrated in the German labor market. Numbers presented by Capron et al. (2002, p. 95) 

showed that most of these in-migrants from Germany move to Belgium at higher ages. Between 1993-1998, only 

14.1% of all households that migrated into Belgium had a head who was younger than age 30. This suggests that 

most of the in-migrants have spent a substantial part of their reproductive lifespan in Germany. 
24 We do not plot the trend lines for Wallonia and Flanders to ease the readability of the figure. 
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institutional contexts, as there were substantial differences in the levels of child care coverage 

between Belgium and western Germany at least since the 1950s. The fertility differences 

seem to have increased starting with the cohorts born after 1950. Most remarkable in this con-

text is the finding that there has been an upturn in the cohort fertility trends in Belgium among 

the youngest cohort, while the cohort fertility trends in western Germany have declined con-

secutively. The cohort fertility of the Belgian German-speaking Community (without German 

nationals or German natives) is even above the Belgian level. This may be related to the non-

metropolitan characteristics of parts of the German-speaking area. When we include the Ger-

man nationals/natives, the fertility level is still much closer to the Belgian than to the western 

German level. 

 

Fig. 3: Cohort Fertility Trends 

 
 Source: Statistics Belgium, 2001 Census; SUF German Microcensus 2008, calculations by the authors 

 

Model Results 

In presenting the results of our multivariate models, we will first discuss the outcomes on the 

determinants of childlessness. The estimates of the logit model are displayed in Appendix 2, 

with the first column presenting the outcomes for western Germany, the second column dis-

playing the findings for Belgium (excluding Brussels), and the third column showing the out-

comes for the model focused on the Belgian German-speaking Community. It is important to 
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note that, in the calculations, childless persons are coded with zero and persons with at least 

one child with one. Looking at the results by cohort, we can see that childlessness increased 

for the younger cohorts in western Germany. For the cohorts born in 1955-1959, the odds of 

having at least one child are reduced by 36% relative to those of the reference cohorts born in 

1935-1939. This pattern is typical of western German fertility trends (Gonzàlez and Jurado-

Guerrero 2006, p. 326; Sobotka and Testa 2008). 

In the model for Belgium, only the youngest cohort exhibits a significantly higher lev-

el of childlessness, but the odds of having at least one child are only 6% lower relative to 

those of the cohort born between 1935 and 1939. Most notable are the results for the region of 

residence in 2001. Here we find significant differences between all three regions, but the most 

remarkable is the outcome for the German-speaking Community. This population has sub-

stantially higher levels of childlessness than the Flemish- and French-speaking Communities. 

The odds of having at least one child are 20% lower in this region than in the reference region 

of Flanders. This suggests that, in terms of the decision to remain childless, members of the 

German-speaking Community have to some degree been following the western German pat-

tern. These model results could be interpreted as showing that “German” social norms regard-

ing the decision to have a first child have been influencing the fertility outcomes of the Ger-

man-speaking Belgians. As we are not able to pool the German and the Belgian data, we can-

not explore how closely these patterns resemble those of western Germans using our mod-

els.25 However, if we look at the third model, which just focuses on the German-speaking 

Community, it is interesting to see that there was no increase in the level of childlessness 

across cohorts. In this aspect, the German minority appears to have followed the Belgian pat-

tern. 

We will now turn to the probit models on the total number of children, which are pre-

sented in Appendix 2. In contrast to the models on childlessness, all three models exhibit a 

similar trend across cohorts. Compared to the oldest cohorts (1935-1939), fertility is lower for 

the subsequent cohorts. This is compatible with the finding that the decline in third and higher 

order births mainly took off with these cohorts (Neels 2006). Western Germany experienced a 

                                                           

25 The descriptive numbers show that among the members of the German-speaking Community 18.7% of the 

youngest cohort born 1955-1959 remained childless. If we excluded all German nationals and German natives 

from this group, the level would still be 16.6%. The respective numbers for western Germany, French-speaking 

Wallonia, and Flanders are 18.8%, 14.0%, and 14.9%. 
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decline in third and higher birth at a similar time as Belgium. However, in contrast to Bel-

gium, western Germany’s cohort fertility continued to decline as also childlessness increased 

for the cohorts born in 1950 or later. When we look at the results by region of residence in the 

model on Belgium, we find that the multivariate models confirm our descriptive results that, 

in terms of the total number of children born, the Belgian German-speaking Community has 

followed the Belgian pattern very closely. Even after controlling for educational attainment 

and size of community, we do not find significant differences between the levels observed in 

the German-speaking Community and our reference region of Flanders. The higher level 

found in Wallonia differs significantly, but the effect size is very small. Thus, although the 

German-speaking Community has significantly higher levels of childlessness, it does not dif-

fer in terms of overall fertility outcomes. This might be an outcome of the differences in the 

institutional contexts for families between Germany and Belgium. 

The results by educational attainment also appear to support the view that the institu-

tional contexts have an important influence. Research has shown that access to child care is 

particularly relevant for the fertility decisions of the highly educated (Kravdal 1996). Our 

model outcomes fit this picture. While western Germany exhibits a strong negative education-

al gradient in fertility outcomes, the disparities are much less pronounced in Belgium. In the 

second model on Belgium, no difference is found in the fertility outcomes of the low educated 

and the highly educated; only the medium educated have significantly lower fertility levels.26 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

A recent paper by Sobotka (2011) reached the conclusion that the (predominantly) German-

speaking countries of (western) Germany, Austria, and Switzerland display many similarities 

in their fertility patterns, which include very low cohort fertility rates. These common features 

are, for the most part, not found in the German-speaking region in Belgium. Despite the cul-

tural identity of the German-speaking Community (e.g., language and voting patterns), the 
                                                           

26 Research by Van Lancker and Ghysels (2012) on Flanders suggests that this finding might be linked to how 

the child care system is subsidized by the government. While kindergartens for the three-six-year-olds are state 

subsidized and free of charge, government support for child care services for the zero- to three-year-olds is to a 

substantial degree channeled through tax concessions. Higher income groups benefit much more than lower 

income groups from  these tax concessions. According to Van Lancker and Ghysels (2012), this contributes to a 

strong income gradient in the usage of child care for children under age three. 
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results of our analysis suggest that their overall fertility outcomes resemble the Belgian pat-

tern. The same is true for the employment pattern of mothers with young children. In our 

view, this tends to confirm the hypothesis that the institutional context plays an important role 

in understanding the fertility differences between Belgium and Germany. 

However, the German-speaking Community in Belgium deviates from the Belgian 

pattern in one respect: namely, in terms of the level of childlessness, which is significantly 

higher among the German-speaking than the French- and Flemish-speaking Belgians. This is 

an interesting finding in light of the discussion about the reasons for the exceptionally high 

level of childlessness observed in western Germany (see, e.g., Sobotka and Testa 2008). Some 

authors have linked this phenomenon to institutional constraints, which tend to support the 

traditional male-breadwinner model, and are not supportive of combining work and family 

(Federkeil 1997; Kreyenfeld 2004). Others have argued that, independent of institutional con-

straints, there seems to be evidence for the emergence of a “culture of childlessness” in Ger-

many, where “child-free lifestyles” are enjoying popularity (Sobotka and Testa 2008). The 

finding that childlessness is elevated among the members of the German-speaking Communi-

ty in Belgium, who are situated in an institutional context that provides high levels of support 

for families, appears to suggest that a German “culture of childlessness” indeed exists. How-

ever, unlike in western Germany, in the German-speaking Community childlessness is not 

increasing among the younger cohorts, and the overall fertility outcomes do not differ from 

those of the other Belgian regions. Thus, this parity-specific deviation does not challenge our 

main conclusion that institutional factors are more relevant for understanding overall fertility 

variation between Belgium and Germany. 

The descriptive analyses show that the fertility trends in Belgium and western Germa-

ny started to diverge among the female cohorts born after 1945/1950. This view is also sup-

ported by our model on childlessness, which shows that, in western Germany, childlessness 

increased substantially in the three younger cohorts (1945-1959). For these and subsequent 

cohorts, women’s education and labor market orientation increased consecutively (see, e.g., 

Balleer et al. 2009). Child care availability gradually became an important resource that al-

lowed women to combine work and family. While (western) Germany continued to favor tra-

ditional family models, Belgium substantially expanded day care. Thus, the Belgian institu-

tional context appears to have been more compatible with the increasing labor market orienta-

tion of women, allowing them to better reconcile their family and career roles. This may have 
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contributed to the fact that Belgium has been able to sustain relatively high fertility levels, 

even among the highly educated. 

There are some clear limitations to our findings. We have discussed the confounding 

factors resulting from data constraints in the data section. Because of these constraints, we are 

unable to establish causality. In addition, there could be alternative explanations for our ob-

servations that are not linked to the institutional context. One counter-argument might be that 

belonging to a minority group could have affected the fertility decisions of the German-

speaking population. Minorities might differ in their fertility behavior, especially if their mi-

nority status puts constraints on the available livelihood opportunities (see Coleman 1983, pp. 

78 f. for details). It is not possible for us to rule out this argument completely, but considering 

the high status that the German minority has enjoyed for almost the whole period since their 

inclusion in the Belgian state, we consider such effects to be rather unlikely. Moreover, the 

data on the employment arrangements of mothers with young children—which show that the 

patterns of the German minority are very similar to those of the Flemish population and the 

French-speaking Walloons, but are very different from those of western Germans—tend to 

confirm the view that the differences in the institutional contexts play a very important role 

for understanding the relatively high fertility of the German minority in Belgium. 

We started our paper by looking at the current fertility divide in Western Europe. 

While this divide is hundreds of kilometers long, our study focused on only a small part of the 

line. But we nonetheless believe that our results can help us to better understand why this di-

vide emerged during the 20th century, as they suggest that the role of the institutional context 

was not insubstantial. The findings appear to support the expectation that reforms such as the 

German government’s recent shift in policy toward supporting parents in their efforts to com-

bine work and family life could, over the medium- to long-term, contribute to closing the di-

vide (see McDonald 2008). Our results also suggest that improving access to child care can 

play an especially important role in this context. 
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Appendix 1: Initial Conditions of the Experiment 

The aim of the analysis presented in this section is to determine to what extent our study de-

sign fulfills the criteria of a quasi-natural experiment setting, that “treatment” and “control” 

groups can be considered as if they were randomly assigned. We are therefore interested in 

whether we can find any indications that the “treatment group” (the population of Eupen-

Malmedy) deviated prior to its inclusion in the Belgian state in its fertility behavior from the 

“control group” (the population of western Germany/adjacent areas which remained with 

Germany). We look into the initial conditions of the experiment by studying data on the fertil-

ity decline during the demographic transition. As we have no micro-data available for this 

period, we use regional aggregate fertility data. From the Princeton European Fertility Project 

data (Coale and Watkins 1986), we obtained information for Germany, Belgium, and the sub-

national regions at the German-Belgian border (Belgian district Verviers and German region 

of Aachen). However, a limitation of the Princeton data is that they do not allow us to sepa-

rate out the Prussian districts of Eupen and Malmedy from the region of Aachen, to which 

these districts belonged. To make this distinction, we use the Prussian district dataset created 

by Galloway et al. (1994). 

We transformed the Princeton indicator on general fertility (If) into TFR values based 

on an estimation procedure suggested by Sardon (1996). In Figure A1 we provide trend data 

for Belgium, Germany, and the regions in the German-Belgian border area. Overall, the 

Princeton trend data on the fertility decline during the demographic transition provide no evi-

dence that the German-Belgian border area could be characterized as a gradual transitional 

zone with regard to the onset and pace of the decline. Belgium experienced the fertility de-

cline decades earlier than Germany. This was especially true for the French-speaking part of 

Belgium (Lesthaeghe 2010), to which the district of Verviers also belonged. But there are no 

indications that this early decline trend spread across the Belgian-German border into the re-

gion of Aachen. Thus, around 1900 a sharp fertility divide was visible in this border region, 

with the region of Aachen reporting a TFR of close to five, while in Verviers the TFR had 

already fallen below three. Fertility did not start to decrease in Aachen until the fertility de-

cline gained momentum across the whole German Empire.  
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Fig. A1: Fertility Trends in the Belgian-German Border Region in Comparison to National Trends 

(1860-1910) 

 
Source: Coale and Watkins 1986, transformed to TFR-values by the authors based on Sardon 1996 

 

However, as the data for the Aachen region might hide internal variation between the 

Eupen-Malmedy territory and the other districts of this region, we also look at the geograph-

ically more detailed data in Table A1. Unfortunately, data constraints force us to use another 

fertility indicator for this analysis, the General Marital Fertility Rate. This fertility trend data 

provide no indication that the fertility figures in Eupen and Malmedy differed substantially 

from the values registered for the whole region of Aachen (see Tab. A1). 

 
Tab. A1: Fertility Trends in Aachen region and the two districts Eupen and Malmedy (1880-1910) 

 Aachen region 
(including  

Eupen and Malmedy) 

Eupen Malmedy 

Population 1910 690,777 26,156 34,768 
General Marital  
Fertility Rate  
1880 
1895 
1910 

 
 

331.09 
318.03 
268.51 

 
 

341.99 
313.35 
258.46 

 
 

316.39 
304.75 
292.82 

Source: Prussian Statistics compiled by Galloway et al. (1994) 
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Overall, our analysis of the initial conditions of the natural experiment provides no ev-

idence to support the view that, in terms of fertility and family formation behavior, the Ger-

man-Belgian border region represented a gradual transition zone before World War I. Our 

findings instead suggest that a clear divide existed in this area, with the patterns in the Ger-

man districts of Eupen and Malmedy (or, in this context, our “treatment group”) exhibiting 

strong similarities with the trend patterns in Germany and the German border region of Aa-

chen. This provides support for the view that the “treatment group” did not systematically 

differ from the “control group” at the beginning of the experiment. 
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Appendix 2: Logit Model of Childlessness, Odds Ratios 

                      Dependent Variable: Childless (0) versus not Childless (1) 

 Western 
Germany 

 Belgium 
(excluding 
Brussels) 

 Belgian 
German-
speaking 

Community 

 

       
Cohort        
1935-39 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.00 - 
1940-44 0.96  1.11 *** 0.94  
1945-49 0.87 *** 1.09 *** 1.04  
1950-54 0.75 *** 0.99  0.95  
1955-59 0.65 *** 0.94 *** 0.93  
       
Educational Attainment       
Low 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.00 - 
Medium 0.76 *** 0.85 *** 0.76 *** 
High 0.51 *** 0.70 *** 0.69 *** 
       
Size of Community       
under 5,000 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.00 - 
5,000-20,000 1.04  1.09 *** 0.66 * 
20,000-100,000 0.95  0.98  -  
100,000–500,000 0.84 *** 0.64 *** -  
500,000 + 0.72 *** -  -  
       
Region of Residence in 2001       
Flanders -  1.00 - -  
Wallonia 
(excl. German-speaking Community) 

- 
  

1.04 
 

*** 
 

- 
 

 

German-speaking Community -  0.80 *** -  
       
Migration Background       
Models on Belgium       
Belgium citizenship & born in Belgium -  1.00 - 1.00 - 
German citizenship or born in Germany -  0.39 *** 0.50 *** 
Other -  0.96 *** 0.86  
Models on Germany       
German citizenship & born in Germany 1.00 - -  -  
Other 1.32 *** -  -  
       
Significance Levels: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

Source: Statistics Belgium, 2001 Census; SUF German Microcensus 2008; calculations by the authors 
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Appendix 3: Ordered Probit Model of Number of Children 

 Western 
Germany 

 Belgium 
(excluding 
Brussels) 

 Belgian 
German-
speaking 

Community 

 

       
Cohort        
1935-39 0.00 - 0.00 - 0.00 - 
1940-44 -0.10 *** -0.09 *** -0.15 *** 
1945-49 -0.20 *** -0.22 *** -0.25 *** 
1950-54 -0.23 *** -0.27 *** -0.27 *** 
1955-59 -0.24 *** -0.26 *** -0.27 *** 
       
Educational Attainment       
Low 0.00 - 0.00 - 0.00 - 
Medium -0.33 *** -0.10 *** -0.14 *** 
High -0.46 *** 0.00  -0.13 *** 
       
Size of Community       
below 5,000 0.00 - 0.00 - 0.00 - 
5,000-20,000 0.01  -0.07 *** -0.35 *** 
20,000-100,000 -0.01 *** -0.13 *** -  
100,000–500,000 -0.05 *** -0.25 *** -  
500,000 + -0.12 *** -  -  
       
Region of Residence in 2001       
Flanders -  0.00 - -  
Wallonia 
(excl. German-speaking Community) 

- 
  

0.01 
 

*** 
 

- 
 

 

German-speaking Community -  0.00  -  
       
Migration Background       
Models on Belgium       
Belgium citizenship & born in Belgium -  0.00 - 0.00 - 
German citizenship or born in Germany -  -0.39 *** -0.07  
Other -  0.24 *** -0.38 *** 
Models on Germany       
German citizenship & born in Germany 0.00 - -  -  
Other 0.28 *** -  -  
       
Significance Levels: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

Source: Statistics Belgium, 2001 Census; SUF German Microcensus 2008; calculations by the authors 


