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The temporal dimension of parental employment
Fixed-term contracts, non-standard work schedules, 
and children’s education in Germany 

Bastian A. Betthäuser1,2,3,4, Nhat An Trinh4,5,6,  
and Anette Eva Fasang 6,7

ABSTRACT

While the rise of non-standard employment and its con-
sequences for people in such forms of employment are 
well documented, there is little evidence on (1) how 
common non-standard employment is in households 
with children and on (2) the extent to which the ad-
verse consequences of non-standard employment for 
parents are further transmitted to their children. We 
address both these questions, leveraging the large 
sample and rich information collected in the German 
Microcensus. We find that in about half of all German 
households with children in lower secondary school, at 
least one parent has a short fixed-term contract or reg-
ularly works on evenings or Saturdays. Children of par-
ents with fixed-term contracts or non-standard work 
schedules have a 5 to 16 percent lower probability of 
pursuing an academic educational track than children 
with parents in standard employment, net of parents’ 
social class, income, and education. Based on these re-
sults, we argue that the temporal dimension of paren-
tal employment is key to understanding how chang-
ing labor markets reshape the opportunity structure 
for children from disadvantaged parental backgrounds 
and the intergenerational transmission of inequality.

 

1	 INTRODUCTION8,9

Employment conditions in modern labor markets 
are increasingly diverging from the standard of 
permanent employment and regular work sched-
ules that characterized the “golden age” of eco-
nomic growth and prosperity in the decades fol-
lowing World War II. This concerns particularly the 
temporal dimension of employment, as a growing 
share of the labor force in economically advanced 
societies is employed on fixed-term contracts or 
has work schedules that do not conform to the 
“nine-to-five, Monday-to-Friday” work week. Be-
tween 1985 and 2019, the proportion of depen-
dent workers on fixed-term contracts grew by 
about 40 percent in the European Union (OECD 
2020). By 2019, one in seven dependent employees 
in the European Union, and one in eight depen-
dent employees in Germany, was employed on a 
fixed-term contract (OECD 2020). At the same time, 
there has been a significant rise in casual and on-
call jobs that are characterized by non-standard 

1  Observatoire Sociologique du Changement (OSC), Sciences Po

2  Nuffield College, University of Oxford

3  Leverhulme Centre for Demographic Science, University of 
Oxford

4  Department of Social Policy and Intervention, University of 
Oxford

5  Wolfson College, University of Oxford

6  Department of Social Sciences at Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin

7  Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung (WZB)

8  The authors gratefully acknowledge the respondents of the 
German Microcensus for their participation and the statistical 
offices of the Länder and the Federal Statistical Office for collect-
ing and managing this data. The authors would also like to thank 
the participants of the Sociology Writing Workshop at Humboldt 
University and the WZB Berlin Social Science Research Center for 
their valuable feedback.

9  This work was supported by the Oxford/Berlin Research Part-
nership [OXBER_SOC1] and the John Fell Fund [8380]. Research for 
this contribution is part of the Cluster of Excellence “Contestations 
of the Liberal Script” [EXC 2055, Project-ID 390715649], funded by 
the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research 
Foundation) under Germany’s Excellence Strategy.
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work schedules (Allmendinger et al. 2013; Kalle-
berg 2011). 

A growing body of evidence demonstrates signifi-
cant adverse consequences of non-standard em-
ployment. Individuals in fixed-term employment 
or with non-standard work schedules report low-
er levels of economic security (Gash/Inanc 2013; 
Kalleberg et al. 2000; Kalleberg 2009; McGovern 
et al. 2004), physical health (Benach et al. 2014; 
Harrington 2001; Virtanen et al. 2005; Zhao et al. 
2019), and psychological wellbeing (Costa/Sarto-
ri 2005; Schneider/Harknett 2019), compared to 
individuals in permanent employment with stan-
dard work schedules.

While numerous studies document the rise of 
non-standard employment and its consequenc-
es for people in such forms of employment, there 
is little evidence (1) on how common non-stan-
dard employment is in households with children 
and (2) on the extent to which the adverse conse-
quences of non-standard employment for parents 
are further transmitted to their children. 

The literature on developmental psychology sug-
gests that, among others, parental economic in-
security, parental stress, parental ill-health, and 
reductions in parent-child time can negatively im-
pact children’s development and educational at-
tainment (Barlow/Axford 2014; Brooks–Gunn et al. 
1995). These characteristics are likely to be con-
centrated among people in non-standard employ-
ment, with negative consequences for children of 
parents in such positions. If this was the case, the 
increasing prevalence of fixed-term employment 
and non-standard work schedules could entrench 
the intergenerational transmission of disadvan-
tage and obstruct the chances for social mobility 
of children born into households with parents in 
non-standard employment. 

Despite the substantial increase of non-stan-
dard employment in the last decades and the 

potentially large implications for the intergener-
ational transmission of disadvantage, the existing 
literature on social mobility has thus far largely 
neglected the issue of parental non-standard em-
ployment. Instead, most studies continue to fo-
cus on the classic social background categories of 
parental class, parental status, parental income, 
and parental education (Bukodi/Goldthorpe 2018; 
Major/Machin 2018). We argue that examining 
the role of parental non-standard employment 
in shaping children’s life chances is critical, both 
because of the growing prominence of non-stan-
dard employment and because the distribution 
of fixed-term contracts and non-standard work 
schedules is likely to cut across the classic cate-
gories of social background noted above. In light 
of the increasing prevalence of fixed-term em-
ployment and non-standard work schedules, re-
search in social stratification and mobility should 
devote more attention, particularly to the tempo-
ral dimension of parental employment. This be-
comes all the more important, as the share of 
mothers in the labor market is growing and du-
al-earner households with children are becoming 
more common (Bianchi 2000).

We conceptualize the temporal dimension of pa-
rental employment as comprised of two elements. 
The first element refers to the length of the em-
ployment contract that parents hold. As discussed 
in further detail below, whether parents’ employ-
ment contract is permanent or fixed-term, as well 
as the length of the fixed-term contract, can be 
expected to affect parents’ real and perceived 
economic insecurity, their physical and mental 
wellbeing, their capacity for child-centered par-
enting, the aspirations they have for their chil-
dren’s educational trajectory, and the education-
al choices they make for and with their children. 

The second component of the temporal dimen-
sion of parental employment concerns parents’ 
daily work schedules. As we elaborate below, 
parents’ work schedules may have significant 
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consequences for their children’s development 
and education if they lead to a reduction in the 
time parents spend with their children. Further-
more, physically or emotionally taxing work 
schedules that involve frequent evening or week-
end work are likely to affect parents’ physical and 
mental wellbeing and their capacity for support-
ive, child-centered parenting. However, if parents’ 
have control over their work schedules, non-stan-
dard work schedules may also serve to increase 
the time that parents spend with their children 
and thereby have a positive bearing on children’s 
development and education. 

Evidence on the relationship between parental 
non-standard employment and children’s life 
chances remains relatively scarce. Existing stud-
ies tend to focus on industry-specific samples, 
such as shift work in the nursing or the retail sec-
tor (Barnett et al. 2008; Davis et al. 2006; Harknett 
et al. 2020), or only consider mothers’ employ-
ment (Dunifon et al. 2013; Han 2005, 2008; Hsin/
Felfe 2014; Miller/Han 2008). We, therefore, lack 
population-level evidence on the prevalence of 
non-standard employment in households with 
children. Moreover, studies that consider char-
acteristics of children from people in non-stan-
dard employment tend to focus on psychologi-
cal and physical measures of child wellbeing and 
ability. These studies suggest that children of par-
ents who work outside of the “nine-to-five, Mon-
day-to-Friday” work week are more likely to ex-
hibit behavioral problems (Dunifon et al. 2013; 
Han 2008; Han et al. 2010; Kaiser et al. 2019), high-
er levels of depression (Han/Miller 2009; Straz-
dins et al. 2006), lower cognitive ability (Han 2005; 
Han/Fox 2011), and are more likely to be over-
weight (Champion et al. 2012; Li et al. 2019; Miller/
Han 2008).10 However, we lack evidence on how 
mothers’ and fathers’ fixed-term employment and 
non-standard work schedules are associated with 

children’s educational attainment. This is of con-
cern since children’s educational attainment is 
known to be a key factor shaping their future la-
bor market chances and their quality of life more 
broadly (Breen/Müller 2020; Müller et al. 1998). 

The main theoretical contribution of our study 
is to conceptualize the temporal dimension of 
parental employment and to theorize its role 
in the intergenerational transmission of disad-
vantage. To this end, we bring together theoreti-
cal and empirical insights from the literature on 
non-standard employment, the literature on de-
velopmental psychology, and the literature on in-
tergenerational social mobility. Our paper makes 
four main empirical contributions. First, we lever-
age the large, nationally representative sample of 
the German Microcensus and its detailed informa-
tion on parents’ employment conditions to ob-
tain population-level estimates of the prevalence 
and concentration of fixed-term employment and 
non-standard work schedules among households 
with children in Germany. Second, we shed light 
on the association between parents’ fixed-term 
employment and children’s educational attain-
ment. Third, we examine the association between 
parents’ frequency of working during evenings 
and on Saturdays and children’s educational at-
tainment. Fourth, we examine the extent to which 
different constellations of mothers’ and fathers’ 
fixed-term employment and non-standard work 
schedules within the household are associated 
with children’s educational attainment. 

We focus on Germany, as it constitutes an instruc-
tive case for examining the relationship between 
parental non-standard employment and children’s 
education. Since the early 1990s, the German la-
bor market has undergone multiple structural 
changes, marked by a progressive flexibilization 
of labor market regulation, a retrenchment of the 
social protection system, a significant increase in 
non-standard employment, and a rise in wom-
en’s labor market participation (Allmendinger et 

10  For a comprehensive review of this literature see Li et al. 
(2014).
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al. 2013; Allmendinger et al. 2018). These structur-
al changes are reflected in an increasingly “du-
alized” labor market, with marked differences in 
the employment conditions and social protection 
of “labor market insiders” in standard employ-
ment and “labor market outsiders” in non-stan-
dard employment (Betthäuser, 2017, Brady/Bie-
gert, 2017; Emmenegger et al. 2012). At the same 
time, the relationship between children’s social 
background and their educational attainment 
remains particularly strong in Germany (Breen/
Müller 2020; Müller/Pollak 2010). In part, this has 
been attributed to the highly stratified education 
system, which separates children into three abil-
ity tracks during their secondary education. Chil-
dren’s school track at the lower-secondary level 
is known to shape their future educational trajec-
tory, labor market career, and life course (Müller 
et al. 1998). Accordingly, and as discussed in fur-
ther detail below, children’s school track at the 
lower-secondary level constitutes the main out-
come measure of our empirical analysis. In sum, 
considering the dual structure of the German la-
bor market and the strong link between children’s 
social background and their educational attain-
ment, the country can be seen as a “most-likely 
case”, in which the relationship between paren-
tal non-standard employment and children’s ed-
ucation can be expected to be relatively strong 
(c.f. Gerring 2016). 

2	 PARENTAL EMPLOYMENT CONDITIONS 
AND CHILDREN’S EDUCATION

The psychological and sociological literature on 
child development highlights the importance of 
different types of parental resources for chil-
dren’s development and educational success. 
The resource framework developed by Brooks–
Gunn and colleagues differentiates between four 
types of parental resources: financial resources, 
psychological resources, time, and human capital 
(Brooks–Gunn et al. 1995). 

Parental fixed-term employment is likely to in-
fluence children’s education mainly through par-
ents’ financial and psychological resources. Fixed-
term employment is strongly related to real and 
perceived economic insecurity. People in fixed-
term employment are more likely to experience 
unemployment and an associated loss in income, 
which is exacerbated by their substantially re-
duced access to unemployment insurance and 
social benefits compared to individuals on per-
manent employment contracts (Betthäuser 2017; 
Kalleberg 2009, 2011; Standing 2011). The associ-
ated economic insecurity may limit parents’ abil-
ity and willingness to commit economic resourc-
es to children’s education and training. This is 
likely to concern particularly longer-term edu-
cational pathways, such as the academic school 
track in Germany, which requires more financial 
support from parents than the shorter educa-
tional pathway of completing vocational train-
ing, which also allows children to contribute in-
come to the household. The economic insecurity 
associated with fixed-term employment may al-
so limit parents’ ability and readiness to commit 
resources to educational expenses, such as pur-
chasing computer equipment and books or pay-
ing for out-of-school tutoring and summer school 
programs (Duncan/Brooks-Gunn 1997; Hao/Yeung 
2015; Kaushal et al. 2011; Reardon 2011).

In part due to the economic insecurity associated 
with fixed-term employment, individuals in fixed-
term employment are more likely to report phys-
ical ill-health and reduced psychological wellbe-
ing compared to permanent employees (Artazcoz 
et al. 2005; Benach et al. 2014; Green 2015; Inanc 
2020). In turn, the reduced health and wellbeing 
of parents in fixed-term employment could affect 
their ability to support their children’s emotion-
al and cognitive development through child-cen-
tered parenting (De Graaf et al. 2000; Farkas 2003). 
Moreover, lower health and wellbeing may make it 
more difficult for parents on fixed-term contracts 
to help with homework, to attend parent-teacher 
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meetings, and to monitor their child’s progress in 
school (Bratti/Mendola 2014; Murray et al. 2006). 
Considering that conflicts between parents and 
marital dysfunction are more prevalent in fami-
lies with fixed-term work (Kalleberg 2018; Nolan 
et al. 2000), the negative implications for parents’ 
mental health and wellbeing may further mani-
fest in an unstable home learning environment. 

In light of the implications of fixed-term employ-
ment on parents’ economic and psychological re-
sources, we expect parental fixed-term employ-
ment to be negatively associated with children’s 
educational attainment. This association is likely 
to be especially strong for short parental fixed-
term employment of less than one year, which 
is likely to have particularly severe consequenc-
es for parents’ economic security as well as their 
mental health and wellbeing. As discussed in fur-
ther detail below, we, therefore, differentiate be-
tween long and short fixed-term contracts in all 
our analyses. 

Non-standard work schedules can be expected to 
affect children’s education primarily through their 
impact on the amount of time parents can spend 
with their children when they are out of school. 
Working evening shifts may prevent parents to 
be present for young children’s bedtime routines, 
to read bedtime stories to them, and to check in 
with them at the end of the day, all of which has 
been shown to benefit children’s emotional and 
cognitive development (Barone et al. 2019; Mind-
ell/Williamson 2018). Similarly, parents who work 
weekends may be unavailable for joint extracur-
ricular activities, such as playing sports or going 
to the museum or theatre, which are known to 
foster children’s development and educational 
success (Hsin/Felfe 2014; Lareau 2003). Important-
ly, evening and weekend work is likely to limit the 
time parents have to support their children with 
their homework and learning, provide them with 
guidance on educational decisions, and attend 

parent-teacher meetings (Gracia/García-Román 
2018; Wight et al. 2008). 

Aside from its effect on the time parents can 
spend with their children, working on evenings 
and weekends may also cause physical and psy-
chological strain. Individuals who frequently work 
evenings more often report chronic health condi-
tions, sleep deprivation, neurotic disorders, and 
depressive symptoms (Kantermann et al. 2010; 
Perry-Jenkins et al. 2007; Totterdell 2005; Vogel 
et al. 2012). As noted above, lower parental health 
and wellbeing can interfere with parents’ ability to 
focus on the needs and development of their chil-
dren. Indeed, working evenings has been found 
to be associated with harsh and strict parenting 
practices, which in turn are linked to increased 
behavioral problems among children (Kaiser et al. 
2019). Studies also report negative consequences 
of non-standard work schedules for family cohe-
sion and stability (Barnett et al. 2008; Davis et al. 
2008; Kalil et al. 2010; Liu et al. 2011; Presser 2005; 
Schneider/Harknett 2019), which might further af-
fect the wellbeing, development, and learning of 
children. 

The dynamics discussed above suggest that par-
ents’ evening and weekend work is negatively as-
sociated with children’s educational attainment. 
However, non-standard work schedules could 
also allow dual-earner couples to arrange their 
work in ways that allow them to spend more time 
with their children (Täht/Mills 2012), which may 
benefit children’s development and education-
al attainment. 

Compared with other European countries, moth-
ers in Germany still spend substantially more time 
than fathers caring for children and supporting 
them with homework and extracurricular activ-
ities (BFSFJ 2015; Schober/Zoch 2019; Zoch et al. 
2020). Consequently, one may expect that the as-
sociation between parents’ non-standard em-
ployment and children’s educational chances are 
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more pronounced for mothers than for fathers. 
For instance, mothers’ psychological and phys-
ical strain associated with fixed-term contracts 
and difficulties harmonizing non-standard work 
schedules with children’s school schedules would 
be particularly likely to affect children’s educa-
tional development, given that mothers continue 
to be the primary caregivers in Germany. Never-
theless, the specific constellations and concen-
tration of mothers’ and fathers’ fixed-term con-
tracts and non-standard work schedules in the 
household likely matter for children’s develop-
ment and educational success. If one of two par-
ents is employed permanently and has a standard 
work schedule, this may mitigate the potentially 
adverse effects of the other partner’s fixed-term 
employment or non-standard work schedule on 
children’s educational attainment. Conversely, 
children growing up in households with two par-
ents in non-standard employment are likely to be 
at a greater disadvantage than children for whom 
only one parent is in non-standard employment. 
The remainder of this article will examine wheth-
er the theoretical expectations discussed in this 
section are in line with the empirical evidence.

3	 DATA AND VARIABLES

We use data from the German Microcensus col-
lected between 2008 and 2015.11 The Microcensus 
is Germany’s largest representative household 
survey and covers one percent of the population. 
Around 810,000 individuals in 370,000 households 
are interviewed each year and participation is 
mandatory. The Microcensus is a cross-section-
al survey to secure highly representative popu-
lation-level data each year. As discussed in fur-
ther detail below, it also contains a smaller panel 

element for a subset of respondents, which we 
use to replicate our analyses. It contains detailed 
information on the type and length of individ-
uals’ employment contracts and on their work 
schedules. Moreover, the large sample size also 
allows us to differentiate between different com-
binations of mothers’ and fathers’ fixed-term con-
tracts and non-standard work schedules, includ-
ing relatively rare combinations that may have the 
strongest negative effects on children’s educa-
tional attainment. The Microcensus is the only da-
ta source in Germany that provides sufficient case 
numbers and has detailed enough information on 
parents’ employment conditions to map constel-
lations of both parents’ non-standard work within 
households and to allow for a meaningful analy-
sis of the association with children’s educational 
attainment. Since the Microcensus does not fol-
low children after they have moved out of the pa-
rental household, our sample consists of children 
below the age of sixteen who are in secondary ed-
ucation (N=64,160).12

The focal outcome variable of our study is chil-
dren’s school track at the lower-secondary lev-
el. At this level, children in Germany are in one of 
three ability tracks, which correspond to different 
school types. The highest ability track (the Gym-
nasium) allows children to complete the qualifi-
cation necessary to enroll in university, while chil-
dren who complete the two lower ability tracks 
(the Hauptschule and the Realschule) generally 
go on to enroll in vocational training programs. As 
noted above, whether children complete the aca-
demic track or one of the lower ability tracks thus 
has substantial implications for their future edu-
cational trajectories, labor market careers and life 
courses (Müller, Steinmann and Ell, 1998). Accord-
ingly, we measure children’s school track with a 

11  Microcensus 2008-15 Scientific Use Files (SUF); DOI: 10.21242/12
211.2008.00.00.3.1.0; 10.21242/12211.2009.00.00.3.1.0; 10.21242/12211.2
010.00.00.3.1.0; 10.21242/12211.2011.00.00.3.1.0; 10.21242/12211.2012.0
0.00.3.1.0; 10.21242/12211.2013.00.00.3.1.0; 10.21242/12211.2014.00.00.
3.1.0; 10.21242/12211.2015.00.00.3.1.0; own calculations.

12  Our definition of parents refers to co-resident parents, includ-
ing stepparents. Moreover, given the small number of same-sex 
couples with children in our samples (N=36), we are unable to ex-
amine the prevalence and dynamics of non-standard employment 
in these households.
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binary variable indicating whether a child is in the 
academic secondary track (the Gymnasium) or in 
one of the two lower ability tracks (Hauptschule or 
Realschule).13 In our sample, 50.86 percent of chil-
dren who are in lower secondary education are in 
the academic secondary track, while 49.14 percent 
are in one of the two vocational secondary tracks.

To examine the concentration of fixed-term em-
ployment contracts in the household, we generate 
a categorical variable for mothers’ and fathers’ 
employment status, respectively. This variable 
differentiates between mothers and fathers who 
are (1) employers or self-employed, (2) employed 
on a permanent contract, (3) employed on a fixed-
term contract that is longer than one year, (4) em-
ployed on a fixed-term contract that spans one 
year or less, (5) unemployed, or (6) inactive. 

With regards to parent’s work schedules, we dif-
ferentiate between individuals who (1) never, (2) 
sometimes, (3) regularly, or (4) always work in the 
evening (between 6 pm and 11 pm) or on Satur-
days respectively.14 The distribution of mothers’ 
and fathers’ employment status and work sched-
ules is shown in the next section. 

As discussed further below, we control for net 
household income and for mothers’ and fathers’ 
education and social class position. In the Mi-
crocensus, net household income is measured in 
twenty brackets, as shown in Figure 1. Given that 
there is a linear association between this measure 

of net household income and children’s educa-
tional track placement, we treat this measure as 
a continuous variable and standardize it by sur-
vey wave. Parents’ social class is measured us-
ing the European Socio-economic Classification 
(ESeC) (Rose/Harrison 2010). Table 1 shows the 
categories and the distribution of our measures 
of mothers’ and fathers’ school-leaving qualifica-
tion, highest professional qualification, and social 
class, respectively. 

Given the cross-sectional structure of the Mi-
crocensus, we observe parents’ attributes at the 
same time as children’s secondary school track. 
Considering that children in Germany can change 
school tracks during their secondary education 
and that about a quarter of students makes use 
of this possibility (Buchholz/Schier 2015), it is not 
clear whether measuring parents’ attributes at the 
same time as children’s secondary school track or 
measuring parents’ attributes prior to children’s 
transition to secondary education would be pref-
erable. We, therefore, replicate our results using 
a subsample of the Microcensus (N = 5,748) which 
can be followed over multiple waves of data col-
lection and for which we observe parental attri-
butes in the year before children transitioned to 
secondary education. As discussed in further de-
tail below, our findings hold when we replicate 
our analyses using this smaller panel sample. Fur-
thermore, using this subsample, we find no sys-
tematic patterns in which parents’ contract type 
or work schedule changes when their children 
transition from primary to secondary education. 
In fact, we find that parents’ contract type and 
work schedule before their children’s transition to 
secondary education are highly predictive of par-
ents’ contract type and work schedule after this 
transition. The composition of the panel subsa-
mple also closely resembles the composition of 
our main analytical sample with respect to par-
ents’ income, school-leaving qualification, highest 
professional qualification, and social class (see 
Table A1 and Figure A1 in the Online Supplement). 

13  Since the German Microcensus does not provide informa-
tion on the within-school track of children in the comprehensive 
school (Gesamtschule), we exclude these children from our anal-
yses. In Germany about 11 percent of children attend comprehen-
sive school (Statistisches Bundesamt 2018).

14  We focus on evening, instead of night work, because 6pm-
11pm is particularly important for parent-child interactions. 
Saturday work is chosen over Sunday work, because in Germany 
weekend work is tightly regulated by law, and if people work on 
the weekend, they far more often do so on Saturdays compared 
to Sundays. Moreover, the small proportion of people working on 
Sundays likely belong to a particularly selective group in terms of 
their occupation and industry.
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4	 RESULTS

4.1  PREVALENCE OF FIXED-TERM 
CONTRACTS, EVENING WORK, AND 
SATURDAY WORK

The first empirical aim of our study is to lever-
age the large, nationally representative sample 
of the German Microcensus and its detailed in-
formation on parents’ employment conditions to 
obtain population-level estimates of the preva-
lence and concentration of fixed-term employ-
ment and non-standard work schedules among 
households with children below the age of six-
teen who are in secondary education in Germa-
ny. Table 2 cross-tabulates mothers’ and fathers’ 
employment status.15 All percentages refer to 
the share of children with mothers and fathers 
in the respective employment category. Having a 
permanent contract remains the most common, 
“standard” employment status for fathers and has 
also become the most common status for moth-
ers. About 65 percent of children have a father on 
a permanent contract, and about 61 percent of 
children have a mother on a permanent contract. 
About 41 percent of children live in dual earner 
households in which both the mother and the fa-
ther are employed on a permanent contract. 

The share of children with mothers and fathers 
employed on fixed-term employment contracts is 
shaded grey in Table 2. Fixed-term contracts are 
more common for mothers than for fathers, and 
there is a sizeable share of children whose moth-
er is employed on a fixed-term contract (5 per-
cent) or whose father is employed on a fixed-term 
contract (3 percent). More detailed analyses show 

that for both mothers and fathers, short fixed-
term contracts of less than one year are more 
common than longer fixed-term contracts (see 
Table A2 in the Online Supplement). Examples of 
the most common occupations with short fixed-
term contracts are scouts, sales personnel, and 
care workers for mothers, and lorry drivers, as-
sembly line workers, and construction workers for 
fathers. Some of the most common occupations 
with long fixed-term contracts are social workers, 
office clerks, and social scientists for mothers and 
directors and chief executives, medics, architects, 
and engineers for fathers. 

Most children whose mother has a fixed-term 
contract either live with a father on a permanent 
contract or without a father in the household 
(Table 2). This suggests a polarization of house-
holds, in which potentially negative consequenc-
es of maternal fixed-term employment are either 
compensated by a main breadwinner or are ag-
gravated by the lack of a second earner. 

Table 3 shows the share of children according to 
mothers’ and fathers’ frequency of working during 
evenings, differentiating parents who (1) never, (2) 
sometimes, or (3) regularly/always work during 
evenings.16 As highlighted by grey shaded areas in 
Table 3, about 15 percent of children have moth-
ers who regularly or always work during evenings 
and about 25 percent of children have fathers who 
regularly or always work during evenings. About 
5 percent of children live in households in which 
both parents regularly or always work during eve-
nings. 

Table 4 shows the share of children according to 
mothers’ and fathers’ frequency of working on Sat-
urdays, differentiating parents who (1) never, (2) 
sometimes, or (3) regularly/always (highlighted in 

15  Table A2 in the Online Supplement shows the same distribu-
tion, but further differentiates between mothers and fathers with 
short fixed-term contracts of less than one year and longer fixed-
term contracts. Note that the overall unemployment rate was very 
low in Germany in our observation years and particularly low in 
the demographic group of our study sample, parents of young 
teenage children. Households in our sample include single parent 
households.

16  Table A3 shows this distribution with the categories of “regu-
larly” and “always” working during evenings separately.
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grey) work on Saturdays.17 As highlighted by grey 
shaded areas in Table 4, about 18 percent of chil-
dren have mothers who regularly or always work 
on Saturdays and about 20 percent of children 
have fathers who regularly or always work on Sat-
urdays. About 5 percent of children live in house-
holds in which both parents regularly or always 
work on Saturdays. 

The most common occupations of people with 
non-standard work schedules are similar for eve-
ning and Saturday work. Examples of occupations 
in which people regularly or always work during 
evenings or on Saturdays are nurses, shop sales 
assistants, scouts, and waiters for mothers, and 
managing directors and chief executives, machine 
operators, shop sales assistants, and truck and 
lorry drivers for fathers. 

Table 3 and Table 4 show that most children whose 
mother regularly or always works during evenings 
or Saturday either live with a father who also reg-
ularly or always works during evenings or Satur-
day, without a father in the household, or with a 
father who never works during evenings or Sat-
urdays. As for parents’ employment status, this 
suggests a polarization of households with regard 
to parents’ work schedules, in which potential-
ly negative consequences of maternal non-stan-
dard work schedules may be compensated by a 
father with a standard working schedule or may 
be aggravated by the lack of a second earner or 
by the father having a non-standard work sched-
ule as well. 

Figure 2 shows the extent to which fixed-term em-
ployment and non-standard work schedules are 
concentrated in households. More specifically, it 
shows all possible constellations of short-fixed 
term employment and non-standard work sched-
ules among different household types. This figure 

is based on two binary measures. The first bina-
ry measure indicates whether or not mothers and 
fathers have a fixed-term contract of less than 
one year.18 The second binary measure indicates 
whether or not mothers and fathers work regu-
larly or always in the evening or on Saturdays. 
Households in which the mother and/or the fa-
ther does not live in the household or is not em-
ployed are labelled accordingly. Household types 
are ordered according to the proportion of chil-
dren living in the respective household types, as 
illustrated by the black bars.

The top row of Figure 2 shows that about 26 per-
cent of children live in households in which both 
parents are permanently employed and have 
standard work schedules. Areas shaded grey in 
Figure 2 indicate household types in which at least 
one parent has a short fixed-term contract or a 
non-standard work schedule. Importantly, adding 
up these categories, we find that about 48 per-
cent of children live in such households. In oth-
er words, almost half of all children have at least 
one parent with a non-standard contract or work 
schedule. 

The most prevalent household type with parents 
in non-standard employment consists of house-
holds in which the father works a non-standard 
schedule and has a contract that is longer than 
a year and in which the mother has a standard 
work schedule and a contract that is longer than 
a year (about 14 percent of children live in such 
households). Other prevalent household types 
consist of households in which both parents work 
non-standard schedules, and are in long-term 
employment (about 8 percent of children), house-
holds in which the mother works a non-standard 
schedule and has a long-term contract, while the 

17  Table A4 shows this distribution with the categories of “regu-
larly” and “always” working Saturdays separately.

18  This dichotomization is based on our observation that short 
fixed-term contracts are negatively associated with children’s ed-
ucational attainment, while there is no clear association between 
long fixed-term contracts and children’s educational attainment, 
as discussed in further depth below.
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father has both a standard work schedule and a 
long-term contract (about 8 percent of children), 
households in which the mother is not employed 
and the father works a non-standard work sched-
ule, and has a long-term contract (about 7 percent 
of children), and households in which the father 
does not live in the household and the mother 
has a non-standard work schedule and a long-
term contract (about 4 percent of children). With 
the important exception of households in which 
both parents work non-standard schedules, the 
combination of non-standard work schedules and 
short fixed-term employment within one house-
hold is relatively uncommon. If we add up the pro-
portion of children living in household types in 
which one or both parents have both a non-stan-
dard schedule and a short fixed-term contract, we 
find that about 2 percent of children live in such 
households — a small but non-negligible share. 

4.2  FIXED-TERM EMPLOYMENT CONTRACTS 
AND CHILDREN’S EDUCATION

Our second aim is to examine the association be-
tween mothers’ and fathers’ fixed-term employ-
ment contracts and children’s educational attain-
ment. To this end, we estimate linear probability 
models and regress our binary outcome variable 
of children’s educational track on our categorical 
measure of mothers’ and fathers’ employment sta-
tus, using the most common status of “having a 
permanent contract” as the reference category.19 
Mother’s and father’s employment status are in-
cluded in the same model so that we always con-
trol for the other parent’s employment status. We 
also control for net household income, parental 

class, and parental education in all our models. Ac-
cordingly, any association we find between parents’ 
employment status and children’s school track is 
net of parents’ income, class, and education. 

Figure 3 shows the coefficients for our measure of 
parental employment status (see Table A5 for the 
full model). Net of parental income, class, and ed-
ucation, children of mothers employed on short 
fixed-term contracts are, on average, about 3 per-
cent less likely to be in the highest educational 
track, as compared to children with mothers in 
permanent employment. This constitutes a sizable 
disadvantage, considering, for instance, that ma-
ternal unemployment is associated with a 5 per-
cent lower likelihood of being on the academic 
track. By contrast, we find no evidence that hav-
ing a mother with a fixed-term contract that is lon-
ger than one year or having a father with a fixed-
term contract (either long or short), is associated 
with a lower likelihood of being in the academic 
track, net of parental income, class, and education. 
As noted above, we replicate our results using a 
subsample of the Microcensus, which can be fol-
lowed over multiple waves of data collection and 
for which we observe parental attributes in the 
year before children’s transition to secondary ed-
ucation. While the smaller sample size (N = 5748) 
leads to less precise estimates, the analysis of this 
sample confirms the empirical pattern that partic-
ularly mother’s short fixed-term employment is 
associated with children having a lower likelihood 
of being in the highest educational track (see Fig-
ure A2 in the Online Supplement). 

The observed difference in the association be-
tween mother’s and father’s having a short fixed-
term contract and children’s educational track 
may be due to the fact that mothers continue to 
be primary caregivers of children and spend more 
time with their children than fathers in the tra-
ditionally male breadwinner context of Germany 

19  Linear probability models have been shown to yield essential-
ly the same results as logistic regression models when the relative 
size of the outcome categories is balanced, with either response 
category containing between 20 percent and 80 percent of the 
observations (see Cox/Wermuth 1992). This applies to our sample, 
as roughly half of the respondents are in the academic track and 
half in the vocational track. Given that the coefficients of linear 
probability models can more readily be interpreted we therefore 
chose this approach over running logistic regressions.
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(Trappe et al. 2015).20 Accordingly, children may 
be more affected by maternal stress and uncer-
tainty related to fixed-term employment relative 
to their father’s employment status. Note that the 
most common occupations of mothers with short 
fixed-term contracts noted above are known for 
being economically precarious and mentally and/
or physically straining. The data we use do not 
permit us to verify whether the negative associa-
tion between mother’s short fixed-term employ-
ment and children’s educational track is causal 
and whether it is mediated by mothers’ econom-
ic uncertainty, physical strain or associated con-
straints on child-centered parenting. However, 
such a mechanism would appear to be plausible 
and in line with the existing evidence on the neg-
ative effects of fixed-term employment on indi-
viduals’ health and psychological wellbeing (In-
anc 2020). 

20  Note that the parents in our analysis sample had children 
during a family policy regime that very strongly favored male 
breadwinner arrangements before the child benefit reform of 
2007 (Elterngeld) was implemented in Germany. The institutional 
context when their children were very young therefore strongly 
favored a traditional gendered division of labor that is likely to 
solidify as children grow older.

4.3  EVENING WORK, SATURDAY WORK, AND 
CHILDREN’S EDUCATION

Our third aim is to examine the association be-
tween children’s education and parents working 
during evenings and on Saturdays. To this end, we 
regress our binary outcome variable of children’s 
educational track on our measure of mothers’ and 
fathers’ frequency of working during evenings or 
on Saturdays, using the category of never work-
ing on evenings/Saturdays as the reference cat-
egory and controlling for parents’ employment 
status, income, class, and education. Figure 4 and 
Figure 5 show the coefficients for our measures 
of parents’ frequency of working in the evenings 
and on Saturdays, respectively (see Table A6 for 
the full model). 

Figure 4 shows a significant negative association 
between mothers working on evenings and chil-
dren’s educational track. After controlling for par-
ents’ employment status, net household income, 
and education, children whose mother always 
works during the evening are about 4 percent-
age points less likely to be on the academic track 
than children whose mother never works in the 
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evening. We see a clear empirical pattern whereby 
the likelihood of children being on the high edu-
cational track declines as the frequency of moth-
ers working on evenings increases. 

Interestingly, we find no association between fa-
thers working evenings and children’s education-
al track. This result parallels our finding that there 
appears to be no association between father’s 
fixed-term employment and children’s educa-
tional track. As discussed above, this may be due 
to the continuing primary caregiver role of moth-
ers in Germany, who tend to be more involved in 
children’s upbringing and educational develop-
ment than fathers. 

Similar to the associations we find for mothers 
working during evenings, Figure 5 shows a strong 
negative association between mothers’ working 
on Saturdays and children’s educational track. 
Even after controlling for parents’ employment 
status, net household income, and education, 
children whose mother always works on Satur-
days are about 5 percentage points less likely to 
be on the academic track than children whose 
mother never works on Saturdays. Again, we see 
a clear empirical pattern whereby the likelihood 
of children being in the academic secondary track 
declines with the frequency of mothers working 
on Saturdays. 
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Children whose father always works on Saturdays 
have around a 3 percentage points smaller chance 
to be in the academic educational track than chil-
dren whose father does not work on Saturdays. 
However, unlike for mothers, we do not find any 
association between the likelihood of children 
being in the academic track and fathers work-
ing sometimes or regularly on Saturdays, net of 
parents’ income, class, and education. This cor-
roborates the empirical pattern we find, whereby 
the link between father’s non-standard employ-
ment and children’s educational track seems to 
be weaker than the association between mother’s 
non-standard employment and children’s educa-
tional track. We find that this empirical pattern 
holds (albeit less precisely estimated) when we 
replicate our results with the subsample of the 
Microcensus for which we observe parental at-
tributes before children transition to secondary 
education (see Figure A3 and Figure A4 in the On-
line Supplement). 

4.4  HOUSEHOLD TYPES AND CHILDREN’S 
EDUCATION

The fourth aim of the paper is to examine the 
extent to which different constellations of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ fixed-term employment and 
non-standard work schedules within the house-
hold are associated with children’s education. To 
this end, we regress our binary measure of chil-
dren’s educational track on our measure of the 
different household types that we discussed and 
presented above (see Figure 2), controlling for 
parents’ income, class, and education. Figure 6 
shows the coefficients indicating the association 
between children’s educational track and these 
different household types (see Table A7 for the 
full set of coefficients). Household types are or-
dered according to the proportion of children liv-
ing in the respective household type. The most 
common household type — households in which 

both parents have a standard contract and work 
schedule — serves as the reference category (see 
Household Type 1 in Figure 6). 

Figure 6 confirms the empirical pattern we found 
in the analyses presented above. The association 
between children’s educational track and paren-
tal non-standard employment is stronger when 
the mother rather than the father is in non-stan-
dard employment. Children living in house-
holds in which the mother has a non-standard 
work schedule and a long-term contract, and in 
which the father has a standard work schedule 
and a long-term contract (Household Type 5), are 
about three percentage points less likely to be 
in the high educational track than children liv-
ing in households in which both parents have a 
standard contract and a standard work schedule. 
By contrast, we find no negative association be-
tween children’s educational track and the house-
hold type in which the father works a non-stan-
dard schedule and has a long-term contract and 
in which the mother has a standard work sched-
ule and a long-term contract (Household Type 2). 
Children living in households in which parents 
have non-standard contracts have a lower likeli-
hood (about 4 percent) of being in the high edu-
cational track if the mother has a short fixed-term 
contract (Household Type 14), but not if the father 
has a short-term contract (Household Type 21). 

While households in which the mother or the fa-
ther have both a non-standard work schedule 
and a non-standard contract are relatively un-
common, we find that children in households in 
which the mother has both a non-standard work 
schedule and a non-standard contract are par-
ticularly prone to attend one of the lower two 
educational tracks. Children in such households 
are about 8 percent less likely to attend the high 
educational track (relative to children for whom 
both parents have standard work schedules and 
standard contracts), even when their father has 
a standard work schedule and standard contract 
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(Household Type 18). Children whose mother has 
both a non-standard schedule and a non-stan-
dard contract and whose fathers are not employed 
(Household Type 29) are even less likely (about 
15 percent) to attend the high educational track. 
Similarly, children living in households in which 
both the mother and the father have a non-stan-
dard work schedule and a non-standard contract 
(Household Type 31) are about 16 percent less 
likely to attend the high educational track. This 
suggests that, while still relatively uncommon, 
concentration of non-standard work schedules 
and non-standard contracts within households 
are associated with a particularly low propensity 
of children attending the high educational track.  

5	 CONCLUSION

The increasing prevalence of non-standard em-
ployment and its adverse consequences on 
workers in such positions are well documented. 
However, to date, we still know little about how 
common non-standard employment is among 
parents, and whether its negative consequenc-
es are further transmitted to their children. This 
article has sought to address this gap, focusing 
on the temporal dimension of parental employ-
ment. We conceptualize the temporal dimension 
of parental employment as comprised of two el-
ements; the first element refers to the length of 
the employment contract that parents hold, and 
the second component concerns parents’ daily 
work schedules. 

To date, the temporal dimension of parental em-
ployment has been largely overlooked in the lit-
erature on the intergenerational transmission of 
inequality, which has focused on the more tradi-
tional measures of parental background, partic-
ularly parents’ class, income, and education. We 
argue that expanding analyses of intergeneration-
al transmission of disadvantage to consider the 
temporal dimension of parental employment will 

become increasingly important, given the rise of 
non-standard employment, both in European so-
cieties and the United States (Allmendinger et al. 
2013; Kalleberg 2011; OECD 2020). Moreover, the 
temporal dimension of parental employment is 
likely to play a key role in the intergenerational 
transmission of inequality in low- and middle-in-
come countries, where informal work accounts for 
a large share of national labor markets (ILO 2018). 

The first empirical aim of our study was to lever-
age the large, nationally representative sample 
of the German Microcensus and its detailed in-
formation on parents’ employment conditions to 
obtain population-level estimates of the preva-
lence and concentration of fixed-term employ-
ment and non-standard work schedules among 
households with children in Germany. We find that 
in about half of all German households with chil-
dren in lower secondary education, at least one 
parent has a short fixed-term contract or regularly 
works on evenings or Saturdays. However, in most 
of these households only one of the two parents 
has a fixed-term contract or a non-standard con-
tract, while the other parent has a standard em-
ployment contract and a standard work sched-
ule. One important exception are households in 
which both the mother and the father regularly or 
always work evenings or Saturdays (about 8 per-
cent of children in lower secondary education live 
in such a household). 

The second aim of our study was to shed light 
on the association between parents’ fixed-term 
employment and children’s educational attain-
ment. We find that net of parental income, class, 
and education, particularly mothers’ short fixed-
term employment of less than one year is asso-
ciated with a lower likelihood (about 3 percent) 
of their children to attend the academic school 
track. By contrast, we find no evidence of an asso-
ciation between fathers’ fixed-term employment 
and children’s school track.
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Our third aim was to examine the association be-
tween parents’ frequency of working during eve-
nings and on Saturdays and children’s education-
al attainment. Paralleling the results for parental 
fixed-term employment, we find that net of pa-
rental income, class, and education, particularly 
mothers’ evening and Saturday work, is associat-
ed with a lower likelihood (about 4 and 5 percent, 
respectively) of their children to attend the aca-
demic school track. We find little evidence of an 
association between fathers’ non-standard em-
ployment and children’s school track. 

The fourth aim of the paper was to examine the 
extent to which different constellations of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ fixed-term employment and 
non-standard work schedules within the house-
hold are associated with children’s educational 
attainment. Importantly, while household types 
in which the mother or the father have both a 
non-standard work schedule and a non-stan-
dard contract are relatively uncommon, we find 
that children in households in which the moth-
er has both a non-standard work schedule and 
a non-standard contract are substantially less 
likely (8 percent) to attend the academic school 
track. Similarly, children living in households in 
which both the mother and the father have both 
a non-standard work schedule and a non-stan-
dard contract are about 16 percent less likely to 
attend the high educational track. This suggests 
that, while still relatively uncommon, the con-
centration of non-standard work schedules and 
non-standard contracts within households is as-
sociated with a particularly high educational dis-
advantage for children. 

In sum, our study provides a descriptive account 
of the high prevalence of fixed-term contracts and 
non-standard work schedules among households 
with children in Germany. Furthermore, we show 
that particularly mothers’ fixed-term employment 
and non-standard work schedules are negatively 
associated with children’s educational chances. 

This association holds, even when mothers’ and 
fathers’ social class, income, and education are 
taken into account.  We argue that considering the 
temporal dimension of parental employment is 
therefore critical for understanding how changing 
labor markets reshape the opportunity structure 
for children from disadvantaged parental back-
grounds and the intergenerational transmission 
of inequality. Given the recent rise of non-stan-
dard employment, research on the intergenera-
tional transmission of inequality stands to ben-
efit from considering the temporal dimension of 
parental employment as an important component 
of children’s parental background. 

The Microcensus is the only data source in Germa-
ny that provides sufficient case numbers and has 
detailed enough information on parents’ employ-
ment conditions to map constellations of both 
parents’ non-standard work within households 
and to allow for a meaningful analysis of the as-
sociation with children’s educational attainment. 
However, the German Microcensus does not per-
mit us to examine whether this association is 
causal or due to unobserved characteristics of 
parents in non-standard employment. Similarly, 
it does not allow us to test our theoretical expec-
tations with respect to the specific factors that 
may mediate the association between parents’ 
non-standard employment and children’s edu-
cational attainment. Moreover, the cross-section-
al design of the Microcensus means that we ob-
serve parents’ contract type and work schedule at 
the same time as we observe children’s second-
ary school track. However, as discussed above, 
we replicated our results with the smaller panel 
subset of the Microcensus sample for which we 
observe parental attributes in the year prior to 
children’s transition to secondary education. This 
analysis confirmed the empirical pattern that we 
find when using the full cross-sectional sample 
of the Microcensus. 
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We hope that our descriptive account of the prev-
alence of non-standard employment in house-
holds with children in Germany and its association 
with children’s educational attainment will inspire 
future research on the implications of changing 
labor market structures for the intergenerational 
transmission of social (dis-)advantage and equal-
ity of opportunity in society. One fruitful avenue 
for future research could be to investigate the in-
dividual-level mechanisms that account for the 
association between parents’ non-standard em-
ployment and children’s educational attainment. 
More specifically, it would be important to dis-
entangle the role of parental time with children, 
as well as parents’ physical and psychological 
health as potential factors mediating this asso-
ciation. This could be done with detailed house-
hold-level time use data. It would also be of in-
terest to investigate in further depth our finding 
that particularly mothers’ fixed-term employment 
and non-standard work schedules are associated 
with lower educational chances of their children, 
and whether this finding is specific to Germany or 
also holds in other societal contexts. Future re-
search could investigate how the prevalence of 
non-standard employment in households with 
children and its association with children’s ed-
ucational chances differs across societies. Giv-
en Germany’s dual labor market structure and its 
stratified educational system and social protec-
tion system, educational inequality between chil-
dren with parents in non-standard employment 
and children with parents in standard employ-
ment could be expected to be particularly high.

Our study on the implications of parental 
non-standard employment and children’s edu-
cational chances shines a spotlight on what is 
likely to become an increasingly important chal-
lenge for policymakers to address. In the wake of 
the Covid-19 pandemic and its aftermath, fixed-
term contracts and non-standard work sched-
ules will likely increase. More specifically, the de-
mand for labor is likely to grow in sectors where 

non-standard schedules are common, such as 
the medical and care sector. Facing an increasing 
level of uncertainty, employers may be more in-
clined to hire employees on fixed-term contracts. 
Moreover, the dramatic increase in remote work-
ing during the pandemic may lead to a further 
blending of work and private life and accelerate 
the rise of non-standard work schedules, with un-
certain consequences for the psychological and 
physical health of workers and their children. Re-
searchers and policymakers should pay close at-
tention to the downstream effects of changing la-
bor markets — particularly the rise in fixed-term 
employment and non-standard work schedules 
— on the educational and life chances of children 
and the intergenerational transmission of social 
disadvantage. 
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