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Assessing the Trends: African-American Endeavors into
the Medical Profession1

Karintha Holifield

Abstract: My research investigates trends for African-Americans as they
entered the medical profession. Specifically,I attempt to account for the size
and distribution by specialty of African-American physicians over time. I con-
clude that while affirmative action programs have been influential in the
growth of the African-American physicians, these programs are not sufficient.
Rather, socioeconomic gains are integral to further increasing the black physi-
cian population. Gendered notions of proper medical specialties contribute to
African-American specialty choice. African-Americans do not differ a great
deal from the entire physician population in specialty choice. Socio-cultural
factors may also explain increased African-American participation in certain
specialties such as obstetrics-gynecology.

Many researchers have indicated that African-Americans continue to be
underrepresented in the medical professions. The medical community has
largely embraced such findings, as the American Association of Medical
Colleges (AAMC) has proclaimed its commitment to “increasing the num-
ber of minority physicians available to serve the nation's ever-growing
minority population”2. Despite still being underrepresented in medicine,
African-American physician dynamics have changed significantly. For
example, the African-American physician population has grown from 2.1
percent of the overall physician population in 1950 to 3.6 percent of the
same population in 1990 (US Census 1990, Pinkney 2000).
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While several changes within the African-American physician popula-
tion have been observed over time, they have rarely been studied. Assessing
what accounts for the size and distribution by specialty of African-Ameri-
can physicians can be particularly useful. To begin with, such data may be
used to reflect the social mobility of African-Americans. A sizeable socio-
logical tradition argues that occupational segregation serves as a mecha-
nism in which disadvantaged groups are denied access to the most lucrative
jobs and prestigious positions (Lewis 1985). As a result, inequality in the
labor market occurs. Since medicine is among one of the most elite and
lucrative professions, investigating participation in the field can indicate
social and economic opportunity for African-Americans. Consequently,
increased African-American participation in medicine demonstrates
increased socioeconomic opportunity and vice versa.

In addition, racial diversity among physicians is believed to be associat-
ed with greater health care equality. The Institute of Medicine noted that,
“racial and ethnic diversity among health professionals… is associated with
improved access to care for racial and ethnic minority patients, greater
patient choice and satisfaction, and better educational experiences for
health professions students” (IOM 2004, p.1)3. As a consequence, the Insti-
tute of Medicine recommends greater recruitment of racial and ethnic
minorities. Another report by the Institute of Medicine asserts, “the health-
care workforce and its ability to deliver quality care for racial and ethnic
minorities can be improved substantially by increasing the proportion of
underrepresented U.S. racial and ethnic minorities among health profes-
sionals (IOM 2002, p.2)4.”

While the overall trends in the numbers of African-American physi-
cians are of great concern, so is the distribution by specialty. Again, recruit-
ment of African-American physicians into their respective specialties can
be analyzed in terms of occupational segregation and socioeconomic
mobility. Medical specialties can be categorized according to their respec-
tive prestige and profitability. For example, the surgical professions are
often perceived as an extremely prestigious and lucrative occupation. Gen-
eral practice, on the other hand, is professed as having lesser status and
monetary rewards. Consequently, analysis of African-American physician
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participation in specialties can be used as an indicator of socioeconomic
mobility within the field of medicine. Accordingly, disproportionate
African-American physician practice in specialties with smaller monetary
rewards is associated with lower socioeconomic status and vice versa.

In terms of sociological implications, medical specialties that tend to
attract more African-Americans may result in better health care for
African-American patients. I would like to know what qualities attract
these doctors to a particular field. As a result of increased African-Ameri-
can physician involvement in certain specialties, better research and care
for African-American patients suffering from ailments within these fields
may occur. In addition, a stronger lobbying power for African-American
interests in a subspecialty may exist. However, the subspecialties not
cotaining a great deal of African-Americans are equally, if not more impor-
tant. These fields may suffer from a lack of research and care for African-
American patients. The implications can be tremendous. African-Ameri-
cans suffering from ailments would be less likely to have the proper care. In
addition, insufficient research on diseases disproportionately affecting
African-Americans may also result. These possibilities provide further
motivation in investigating why African-American physicians choose to
concentrate in certain specialties.

In the following section, I examine literature regarding African-Ameri-
cans and the pursuit of medical occupations. Subsequently, analysis of quan-
titative data providing aggregate trends in medical school recruitment of
African-Americans will be presented. Also included is a decomposition sec-
tion that contains the breakdown of processes contributing to the aggregate
data. A summarizing analysis of the quantitative information is then present-
ed. Specialty and socioeconomic data and analysis will also be incorporated.
Afterwards, results from the qualitative interviews will be used to account for
trends in the quantitative section. The final section contains the assessment
of general findings for the study. Of which, I conclude that despite the con-
tributions of affirmative action, racialized class inequality poses a persistent
barrier to occupational equity within the physician population.

Literature Review

Currently, only a small body of literature attempts to account for the
dynamics and distribution by specialty of African-American physicians
over time. Moreover, the research is often framed in terms of the larger
debate whether affirmative action is an appropriate policy to be used by

7 ‒   



colleges and universities. Nonetheless, the literature examining the impact
of affirmative action policies on African-Americans in higher education
can be particularly useful for my study. Such research provides a general
background in which specific information regarding African-American
physicians can be investigated.

In the affirmative-action debate, conservatives such as Stephan and
Abigail Thernstrom argue that significant gains for African-Americans in
academia were visible prior to the enactment of affirmative action policies
(Thernstrom and Thernstrom 1997). Additionally, they argue that imple-
mentation of affirmative action programs was not necessary because
African-Americans were already making advances in higher education rep-
resentation. Shelby Steele has also charged that affirmative action has been
“largely ineffective” (Steele 1998, as quoted in Cross and Slater 1999, p.1).
They both campaign for the removal of affirmative action as a policy used
to increase the number of underrepresented minorities in colleges and uni-
versities.

The increasing pressure to remove affirmative action is opposed by an
argument that praises affirmative action for increasing minority represen-
tation in higher education. Theodore Cross and Robert Slater claim that
the significant growth in black enrollment in higher education is due to the
onset of affirmative action. They argue that significant achievements for
African-Americans will be eroded if such policies are removed (Cross and
Slater 1999).

These binary arguments have often overshadowed a third perspective.
This understated opinion claims that despite initial gains for African-
American, the affirmative-action recruitment policies have not maintained
the same degree of success. While decreased effectiveness in the 1980s and
1990s. Alphonso Pinkney claims that, “after rapid gains in the 1970s, little
progress has been made” in minority medical school admissions (Pinkney
2000). Moreover, Pinkney believes that the gains made by African-Ameri-
cans are largely myths. Although he recognizes the achievements of civil
rights legislation in the 1960s, he maintains that during the late 1970s-
1980s, “the way was paved for a reversal of the trend toward equality for
America’s black population” (Pinkney p.169 1984). Pinkney attributes the
decline in African-American enrollment in medical schools to several rea-
sons aside from decreased affirmative action effectiveness. These factors
elucidated by Ready and Nickens include the declining numbers of appli-
cants from all groups, declining popularity of undergraduate premed
majors, declining numbers of blacks attending college, higher high school
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dropout rates for blacks, especially males, increasing poverty among blacks,
high indices of stress among black men (Ready and Nickins 1991).

With these hypotheses in mind, I conducted research in an attempt to
determine what accounted for the size and distribution over time of
African-American physicians. I determined that both Pinkney and Cross &
Slater’s conclusions are relevant factors affecting the African-American
physician population. During the early-mid 1970s, African-American
physicians significantly increased their representation, coinciding with the
enactment of affirmative action policies. However, the rate of growth has
not been sustained, and African-Americans continue to be underrepresent-
ed in medicine. Socioeconomic barriers in medical school admissions are
also a likely contributing factor to such phenomena. Consequently, both
affirmative action and socioeconomic background are involved in African-
American admissions to medical school. 

The Institute of Medicine’s Committee on Increasing Minority Partici-
pation in the Health Professions has noted declining interest in providing
primary, secondary, and post-graduate educational opportunities to
minority students as one of the factors contributing to the stagnation (IOM
1994). Use of the Medical College Admission Test (MCAT), in which
minorities tend to score lower has also been criticized. The committee
urges that “a more systematic, strategic, and sustained effort” is needed to
increase racial diversity in the health professions (IOM 1994). Some sug-
gestions for increased minority recruitment include improved coordinated
resources, evaluation and dissemination efforts, mentorship, commitment
on excellence, and value on diversity (IOM 1994). A table summarizing
possible recruitment hypotheses is included below.

While the overall trends in the numbers of African-American physi-
cians are of great concern, so is the distribution by specialty. Pinkney
claims that when considering possible specialties, African-American medi-
cal graduates “are more in keeping with the medical needs of black people
and the poor than those of physicians in the general population” (Pinkney
2000, p.151). Consequently, African-Americans tend to specialize in pri-
mary medical care fields such as family medicine, obstetrics-gynecology,
and general internal medicine. Pinkney also argues that African-American
physicians are less likely to specialize in “glamorous and higher-paying
areas” such as surgery (Pinkney 2000, p.151). Pinkney suggests that
African-Americans’ desire to serve black and poor people is responsible for
this phenomenon. James L. Curtis argues a different factor is responsible
for greater involvement of African American physicians in primary care:
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gender (2003). Curtis notes that minority women are distinguished by the
frequency in which they enter into the collective fields of family practice,
medicine, and especially pediatrics. As a result, as the African-American
physician population becomes increasingly female, the proportion of pri-
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Hypothesis

Affirmative action does
not explain the growth
of African-Americans in
higher education
(which can also be
extended to medicine)

Affirmative action poli-
cies were responsible
for the increase of
African-Americans in
higher education (and
thus in medicine)

Affirmative action was
initially instrumental in
the growth of African-
American medical stu-
dents, but a decrease
in efficacy has resulted
in the stagnation of
African-American med-
ical school graduates

Affirmative action pro-
grams are necessary
but not sufficient.
Socioeconomic gains
are also integral to fur-
ther increasing the
black physician popula-
tion. 

Author(s)

Stephen and Abigail
Thernstrom, Shelby
Steele

Theodore Cross, Robert
Slater

Alphonso Pinkney

Karintha Holifield

Evidence

African-Americans
were already making
progress in representa-
tion in higher educa-
tion. Affirmative action
policies were largely
ineffective.

The increase of
African-Americans in
higher education coin-
cides with the enact-
ment and/or strength-
ening of affirmative
action programs

Stagnation of African-
American physician
representation coin-
cides with the
decreased investment
in affirmative-action
programs

The majority of
African-Americans
accepted into medical
school are middle to
upper class. The
increase in African-
American physician
representation seems
to coincide with imple-
mentation/strengthen-
ing of affirmative
action programs.
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mary care interns will also increase (Curtis 2003). Curtis also notes that
minority women choose more programs in pediatrics and fewer programs
in surgery as compared to minority men or non-minorities of either gen-
der. Similarly, as the African-American physician population has become
more female, the proportion of surgery interns will decrease.

Curtis also attempts to account for disproportionate African-American
physician involvement in obstetrics-gynecology - a rate that is over twice
that of other medical school graduates. He notes that previous theories
claimed African-Americans chose obstetrics-gynecology because the field
was no longer attractive to most medical school graduates and thus easier
to enter. However, he rejects this reasoning, citing literature by Johnson,
Smith, and Tarnoff that argued African-American applicants also expressed
a same preference for obstetrics and gynecology (Johnson, Smith, and
Tarnoff 1975). Curtis’ argument follows:

Blacks are attracted to obstetrics and gynecology because in earlier decades

this specialty above all others was plagued by blatant racial prejudice and prac-

tice. Black women in past decades were not admitted to most women’s hospi-

tals in this country, even if they were attended by a White physician. Black

medical students or practicing physicians usually were not allowed to examine

or treat women patients except in racially segregated hospitals. This created an

early, strong, and separate market demand for Black physicians to provide this

special medical care for their Black women patients (2003).

While Curtis’ hypothesis provides a possible explanation of earlier
motivations for African-American physicians pursuing obstetrics-gynecol-
ogy, this trend continues to exist after desegregation. Persistence of these
trends may be due to the larger presence of African-American obstetricians
and gynecologists serving as role models for future African-American
physicians. Curtis also cites higher rates of infant mortality, fertility, larger
family size, more out-of-wedlock, teenage, or other problem pregnancies in
the African-American community as motivating factors for African-Ameri-
can obstetricians and gynecologists (Curtis 2003). Dealing with problems
with sexually transmitted diseases, disorders of sexual function, and infer-
tility problems also are cited as sources of inspiration (Curtis 2003).

Though both Pinkney and Curtis pose intriguing hypotheses regarding
the distribution of African-American physicians by specialty, my research
has demonstrated support for Curtis’ claims. Physician specialty is largely
distributed according to gender. While African-Americans are more likely
to be involved in certain specialties such as obstetrics and gynecology,
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most physician specialties do not vary according to race. I found no sup-
porting evidence for Pinkney’s claim that African-American physicians
select their specialties based on the needs of the African-American com-
munity. Rather, African-American physicians are likely to serve the
African-American community.

A table summarizing possible hypotheses that account for African-
American physician distribution by specialty is included below.
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Hypothesis

African-American
physicians select spe-
cialties based on the
needs of serving
African-Americans and
the poor

African-American
physicians select spe-
cialties based on gen-
der differences. Segre-
gation created the
impetus for increased
African-American par-
ticipation in obstetrics-
gynecology.

Gendered notions of
proper medical special-
ties contribute to
African-American spe-
cialty choice. 

African-Americans do
not differ a great deal
from the entire physi-
cian population in spe-
cialty choice. Socio-cul-
tural factors may also
explain increased
African-American par-
ticipation in obstetrics-
gynecology.

Author(s)

Alphonso Pinkney

James L. Curtis

Karintha Holifield

Evidence

African-Americans are
likely to participate in
primary care special-
ties.

Chi square analysis
indicates gender is the
major determining fac-
tor for specialty choice.
Historical data on the
effects of racial segre-
gation on obstetrics-
gynecology.

Analysis of AAMC data
and results from quali-
tative interviews.
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Several competing theories exist regarding African-American representa-
tion in the medical fields since the 1970s. My investigation of the changing
trends among black physicians since the 1970s will attempt to address this
issue. Initially I present the broader trends regarding recruitment of African-
American physicians in order to illustrate a general portrait for African-
Americans in medicine. Subsequently, these basic trends are decomposed in
order to determine what factors contribute to the overall distribution of
African-American physicians. Finally, I include interviews with medical
schools officials and African-American doctors, to qualitatively demonstrate
how individual decisions are involved in the process of becoming a physician.
This information then can be analyzed to establish what accounts for the size
and distribution by specialty of African-American physicians over time.

Medical School Recruitment

When accounting for the trends regarding recruitment of African-Ameri-
cans into the medical profession, I initially analyzed aggregate trends of
African-Americans in medical schools. Desired data was obtained from the
Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC), which has extensive
information on the racial and ethnic demographics of American medical
schools. In order to determine the dynamics and distribution of African-
American medical students, I then examined statistical data concerning
African-American medical students and graduates supplied by the AAMC. 

The AAMC publications, Minority Graduates of U.S. Medical Schools:
Trends, 1950-1998 and Minority Students in Medical Education: Facts and
Figures XII which had extensive data supporting my research. The sources
provided the percent of applicants, acceptances, acceptance rates, enroll-
ments, total enrollments, and graduates in U.S. medical schools. This infor-
mation was cross-categorized according to gender, which was also useful to
my research.

Aggregate Data Analysis

Researching general trends of African-American physicians first entailed
examining aggregate graduation rates in American medical schools by race
and ethnicity. The graduation rates were used to track the African-American
physician population, as those obtaining a medical degree are extremely
likely to practice medicine. The following graph represents the graduation
rates of American medical students by race and ethnicity.
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The data indicates that Asians have made the most significant progress
regarding minority representation as physicians and are currently over-rep-
resented as American medical school graduates. African-Americans contin-
ue to be under-represented as graduates of US medical schools. However, a
tremendous increase has been noted in the representation of African-
American medical school graduates between 1950 (2.40%) and 2001
(6.9%). The majority of this increase is observed between the years of 1972
and 1974. During this period, the percentage of African-American medical
school graduates more than doubled from 2.40% to 5.00%. This substan-
tial increase is also observed as affirmative action policies are being imple-
mented in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Consequently, explosive growth
of African-American physicians in the 1970s is most likely the result of
affirmative action policies being implemented and enforced. Afterwards,
representation remains fairly constant until a peak at 7.60% in 1998. After
the peak, African-American graduates of medical schools have since
declined to 6.90% in 2001. 

While graduation rates reflect the overall distribution of physicians,
acceptance rates to medical school are integral in determining the number
of medical students that potentially are future physicians. Consequently,
investigating African-American acceptance rates is useful in the assessment
of aggregate trends of African-Americans in medical schools. The figure
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below illustrates the acceptance rates of under-represented minority medi-
cal school applicants.

With the exception of a peak in the late 1980s through early 1990s, the
acceptance rate of African-Americans in U.S. medical schools has largely
remained the same since the mid 1970s. In fact, the acceptance rate of 2001
(43%) was actually lower than the acceptance rate in 1974 (45%). This
peak in acceptances during the late 1980s and early 1990s coincides with a
similar increase in acceptance rates among all racial and ethnic groups.
Nevertheless, the African-American acceptance rate is lower than all of the
underrepresented minorities.

Gender is another major axis of social division. As a result, gender was
also analyzed when examining the major trends of African-Americans in
medical school. Information from such investigation demonstrates how
gender functions within the overall population of African-American medi-
cal school graduates. The results are included in the following graph.

Though women of all racial and ethnic groups have increased their
number in U.S. medical schools, African-American females continue have
the highest percentage of entrants into these schools. The noted increase
from 44.2% in 1980 to 65.0% in 2001 is almost a 50% increase. Conse-
quently, while African-American female graduates have increased in per-

15 ‒   

 :        

- 

DATA: AAMC (2002)

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005

Year

Percent

Black Native American Mexican Americans Mainland Puerto Rican Total URM



centage, the percent of African-American male graduates has decreased
from 55.8% in 1980 to 35% in 2001. The years of 1990-1994 are the turning
point when African-American females outnumbered males in percentage.

Decomposition Analysis

Four major processes must be accomplished in order to become a physician:
application, acceptance, enrollment, and graduation. These processes can be
mapped onto a decision tree to illustrate how trends for medical school
application, acceptance, enrollment, and graduation contribute to the
aggregate population of African-American physicians. Thus, I use the
AAMC data to decompose the process of becoming a physician into several
stages – application, acceptance, enrollment, and graduation – and ask how
African-Americans are represented. The statistical data containing racial
and ethnic demographics of medical schools are then analyzed in order to
depict an appropriate picture of the level, distribution, and dynamics of the
population of African-American physicians. The publications also docu-
ment medical specialization by both race and gender. I use the specialization
data to track disproportionalities by race and gender. The reports also con-
tained profiles of accepted applicants according to race and ethnicity, which
was also useful in my research.
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I began by transferring the AAMC data into Microsoft Excel for analy-
sis. This data was then analyzed to determine the size and distribution of
the population of African-American physicians over time. First, I con-
structed indices of representation for several distinct stages in the medical
recruitment process: application, acceptance, matriculation, and gradua-
tion. Each index is the dividend of a distinct fraction: the African-American
percentage of the population undergoing the process (e.g., applying to
medical school) divided by the percentage of the African-American popu-
lation at risk of undergoing the process (e.g., the African-American popu-
lation)5. Thus, an index of 1 demonstrates that adequate representation
occurs, i.e., the African-American percentage of the population experienc-
ing the outcome (i.e. acceptance) is equivalent to the African-American
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5 Ideally the index of application would include the percentage of African-American col-
lege graduates as the population at risk. Since this data was not readily available, data on the
African-American population was used instead. Therefore, the index of application measures
African-American representation as a percentage of the total African-American population
and tracks inequality in access to undergraduate education as well as inequality in the likeli-
hood of applying to medical school once in college. This may exaggerate some of the biases in
the first index.

 :     

College graduation

Apply Do Not Apply

Accepted Not Accepted

Enroll Don’t Enroll

Graduate Don’t Graduate

Specialization

Internal Medicine Pediatrics Surgery Family Practice OB/GYN (etc)



percentage of the population at risk of the outcome (i.e. applying). An
index greater than 1 indicates African-American overrepresentation, and
an index less than 1 indicates African-American under-representation.

The indices of representation were used to determine at which stages of
the recruitment process African-American under-representation and/or
overrepresentation occur. The calculated indices of representation reflect a
decision tree which tracks the process of becoming a physician. Starting
with applicants, the decision tree was used to gauge representation and
decision making in the process of becoming a doctor (see Figure 4).

African-American Applications

After fulfilling the necessary prerequisites for medical school admission,
applying to medical school is the initial step taken towards becoming a
medical doctor. An index of representation is constructed to indicate
African-American involvement in the application process.

Analysis of the applicant index of representation indicates that African-
Americans continue to be noticeably underrepresented as applicants to
U.S. medical schools. Nonetheless, African-American applicants to U.S.
medical schools have significantly increased their representation by 39%
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from 0.46 in 1974 to 0.64 in 2001. A great deal of this growth was observed
through the late 1980s. Though African-American representation as appli-
cants has not declined after the late 1980s, the same rate of growth is not
observed. Rather, the applicant pool seems to have stabilized around 0.60.

African-American admissions

Acceptance into medical school constitutes the second process involved in
the pursuit of a medical degree. Using the proportion of African-Americans
accepted to medical school and the proportion of the entire African-Ameri-
can population, an index is constructed to indicate African-American repre-
sentation as admittances to medical school.

Analysis demonstrates that African-Americans continue to be under-
represented as acceptances to medical schools. After 1974, a decrease in
representation was observed. During the years of 1975-1990, representa-
tion was fairly stable around 0.5. A peak in acceptance representation was
noted in 1994 at .64. However, thereafter representation has decreased to
.54 in 2001.
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African-American enrollment

After an acceptance is offered, the medical school applicant must decide
whether to enroll in medical school. The index of representation is calculat-
ed by dividing the percentage of African-American acceptances by the per-
centage of African-Americans entering U.S. medical schools. The construct-
ed index, then, indicates the likelihood that admitted African-Americans
choose to enter medical school.

The graphed index remains fairly steady around 1. Such data demon-
strates that when accepted, African-Americans choose to enroll in U.S.
medical schools. At times, the index of representation is slightly larger than
1, suggesting that African-Americans may defer enrollment for at least one
year. The enrollment process, then, is not contributing to African-Ameri-
can under-representation in U.S. medical schools.

African-American graduation

Successful completion of the required academic tasks is required to graduate
from medical school. The medical school graduate is then considered a
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physician. An index created from the proportion of African-American grad-
uates and entrants is utilized to determine African-American representation
as medical school graduates. A four-year lag period for African-American
medical school entrants was used in the calculations, as matriculation
occurs four years after enrollment in medical school. 

Analysis of the graphed index of representation illustrates that African-
Americans are under-represented as graduates from U.S. medical schools.
However, the index has increased steadily from 0.80 in 1984 to .98 in 2001,
a growth of 22%. Currently then, African-Americans are more likely to
matriculate after four years in medical than in previous years. 

All Indices 

The indices of representation for African-American applicants, acceptances,
enrollments, and graduates of U.S. medical schools are all included in the
following graph. Such is used to illustrate how various stages of the medical
school process are reflected in African-Americans’ pursuit of becoming a
physician.

Analysis of data has indicated that African-Americans continue to be
significantly underrepresented as applicants and admissions to U.S. medi-
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cal schools. African-Americans accepted to medical schools choose to
enroll. While African-Americans are under-represented as medical school
graduates, graduation rates have increased significantly. To date, African-
Americans are increasingly likely to graduate.

Summary of aggregate trends and decomposition analysis

Analysis of aggregate trends indicates that proportion of African-American
medical school graduates has significantly increased. However, while rapid
gains were made towards increasing African-American medical school grad-
uates during the early 1970s, the same rate of growth has not been equaled
since the 1972-1974 period. An increase in African-American graduates did
occur in the 1990s, but not at the same rate. A great deal of under-represen-
tation still exists for African-American medical school graduates. This phe-
nomenon is expected, as African-Americans are significantly under-repre-
sented as medical school applicants and admitted students. While
African-Americans are significantly underrepresented as applicants and
admitted students, those accepted choose to enroll in medical school.
Though the graduation rate does not occur at full representation, enrolled
African-American medical students are increasingly likely to graduate in
four years. A great deal of African-American physician under-representa-
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tion, then, is due to insufficient recruitment of African-American applicants
into medical school. Medical schools are unable to accommodate for this
phenomena by drastically altering their academic standards for acceptance.
With regards to gender dynamics, African-American females graduates have
surpassed males in American medical schools since the 1990-1994 period
and continue to increase in number.

Medical Specialization

After medical school students graduate, they must enter and successfully
complete a residency program. At this stage, physicians have selected a spe-
cialty and/or subspecialty of pursuit. Investigation of the leading specialties
as categorized by race, ethnicity, and gender can provide useful information
regarding the distribution of African-American physicians by specialty. The
following tables contain such data.

Upon examination of the racial demographics of residency programs,
African-American specialty choice does not differ dramatically from the
entire physician population. Only one significant demographic variation
occurs within the leading specialties of internal medicine, family practice,
pediatrics, surgery, obstetrics-gynecology, and psychiatry: obstetrics-gyne-
cology. In 1997, African-American residents were almost twice as likely to
practice Obstetrics-Gynecology (10.1%) in comparison to all residents
(5.6%). Though reduced in overall percentage, this statistic is roughly
equal to aggregate data comparing African-American practice in obstetrics-
gynecology (12.1%) to total physician participation in the specialty (6.0%).
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        :

Specialty All Asian Black Hispanic American 

Residents Indian

Internal Medicine 25.9% 31.2% 21.5% 22.6% 17.1%

Family Practice 10.1% 6.8% 12.0% 11.3% 24.3%

Pediatrics 9.8% 8.8% 10.6% 10.4% 10.4%

Surgery 8.1% 10.5% 9.4% 9.6% 9.6%

OB-GYN 5.6% 5.6% 10.1% 6.7% 6.7%

Psychiatry 4.1% 2.3% 5.3% 4.9% 4.9%

Total Percent 63.6% 65.2% 68.9% 65.5% 73.0%



Aggregate data also indicates that both African-American females (14.1%)
and males (10.7%) specialize in obstetrics-gynecology at rates higher than
the entire physician population.

The AAMC indicates that some less popular specialties exhibited signif-
icant demographic variations. In comparison to all physicians, African-
Americans are twice as likely to specialize in preventative medicine (1.4%
vs. 0.6%). African-Americans are half as likely to enter into neurology, (0.8
for African-Americans vs. 1.8% all physicians) radiology, (0.5% vs. 1.2%),
colon and rectal surgery (0.1% vs. 0.2%), anatomic and clinical pathology
(1.2% vs. 2.9%), allergy and immunology (0.2 vs. 0.6) and plastic surgery
(0.4% vs. 0.9%).
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       :

Specialty All Men Asian Black Hispanic American 

Indian

Internal Medicine 23.9% 31.0% 25.5% 24.1% 17.5%

Family Practice 9.4% 7.1% 10.4% 12.6% 23.4%

Surgery 7.2% 9.1% 9.1% 7.7% 8.0%

Pediatrics 6.1% 5.5% 5.3% 6.9% 5.1%

Psychiatry 5.5% 2.4% 5.0% 4.8% 4.4%

Anesthesiology 5.3% 6.4% 5.6% 6.0% 4.5%

Total Percent 57.4% 61.5% 60.9% 62.1% 62.9%

       :

Specialty All Asian Black Hispanic American 

Women Indian

Internal Medicine 22.9% 29.6% 22.0% 21.5% 16.3%

Pediatrics 16.9% 15.9% 17.2% 20.3% 11.0%

Family Practice 10.8% 9.1% 13.2% 12.9% 27.1%

OB-GYN 8.3% 9.5% 14.1% 9.9% 9.5%

Psychiatry 7.2% 3.3% 7.2% 6.9% 7.5%

Anesthesiology 4.4% 4.1% 4.1% 3.2% 3.3%

Total Percent 70.5% 71.5% 77.8% 74.7% 74.7%

DATA: AAMC (2000)



Some gender differences are also noted in specialty. As of 1997, female
physicians are more likely to practice in their leading practice specialties
(70.5%) than males (57.4%). This statistic is even higher (77.8%) with
respect to African-American females. African-American females are three
times as likely to be in pediatrics (16.4%) than males (5.1%). However, this
data is not unique to African-American females, as all females have two to
three times higher participation in pediatrics. In contrast, male participa-
tion is higher in the surgical professions (7.2% vs. 2.5%). African-Ameri-
can females are twice as likely to specialize in dermatology (1.6%) than
males (0.8%). African-American males are more likely to be in general
practice (2.3%) than females (0.7%). Again, these disparities are more a
function of general gender differences than racial/ethnic differences.

Specialization Summary

While African-American physicians largely do not differ from the entire
physician population in specialty choice, African-American medical school
graduates are over twice as likely to specialize in obstetrics-gynecology and
preventative medicine. African-Americans are and half as likely to specialize
in neurology and plastic surgery. Significant gender differences in specializa-
tion are observed, however.

Socioeconomic Profile of Accepted Medical School Applicants

Investigating trends regarding overall African-American participation in the
medical fields can illustrate socioeconomic mobility of African-Americans
in general. Similarly, exploration of the socioeconomic backgrounds
African-Americans accepted to medical schools can elucidate socioeconom-
ic mobility within the racial group. Using data provided by the AAMC in a
profile of 2001 accepted applicants, the following table was constructed.
Table 1 contains the parental income of accepted applicants, cross-catego-
rized by race and ethnicity. Such information can be used to determine how
one’s socioeconomic background may be associated with acceptance to
medical school. Table 2 is included to indicate the income of African-Amer-
icans in 2001. These two tables then can be compared to uncover how the
class background of African-Americans maps on to the socioeconomic
characteristics of African-Americans accepted to medical school.
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 :     

Parental Black Native Mexican Main- White Asian / C'Wealth Other

Income Ameri- Ameri- land Pacific Puerto Hispa-

can can Puerto Islander Rican nic

Rican

Median 

Parental 

Income $55,385 $60,000 $50,000 $60,000 $90,000 $90,000 $46,172 $70,000 

Less than 

$10,000 4.60% 1.10% 4.20% 2.70% 0.60% 2.20% 6.40% 4.10%

$10,000 to 

$19,999 8.40% 6.70% 8.40% 6.80% 1.60% 3.80% 7.80% 7.60%

$20,000 to 

$29,999 9.00% 8.90% 12.20% 5.40% 2.90% 4.10% 14.90% 9.60%

$30,000 to 

$39,999 9.50% 8.90% 11.40% 10.80% 5.10% 5.60% 14.90% 7.60%

$40,000 to 

$49,999 11.30% 10.00% 12.20% 8.10% 7.30% 7.70% 9.20% 13.20%

$50,000 to 

$74,999 23.70% 25.60% 22.80% 32.40% 21.70% 21.50% 19.90% 13.70%

$75,000 to 

$99,999 13.10% 13.30% 11.40% 17.60% 17.70% 14.00% 8.50% 17.80%

$100,000 

and higher 20.50% 25.60% 17.50% 16.20% 43.20% 41.20% 18.40% 26.40%

DATA: AAMC (2002)

Parental Income Black

Median Parental Income $34,5192 

Less than $25,000 36.71%

$25,000 to $49,999 34.04%

$50,000 to $74,999 13.63%

$75,000 to $99,999 7.67%

$100,000 and higher 7.94%
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Upon examination of the data, the majority of African-Americans
accepted to medical school have median parental income of $50,000 and
higher (57.3%). This statistic roughly corresponds to the African-American
middle and upper class. These trends to not differ from those observed in
other racial groups, as middle and upper class applicants comprise the
majority of students accepted. Nevertheless, when compared to European-
Americans and Asian-Americans, a larger proportion of accepted African-
American applicants have a median income less than $50,000. Further-
more, only about 29% of all African-American families have incomes
greater than $50,000. Consequently, African-Americans accepted into
medical school are extremely likely to come from a minority of African-
Americans having a middle class to upper class background. Affirmative
action, then, does not translate to a great deal of socioeconomic mobility
for lower class African-Americans.

Evaluation of Hypotheses

Analysis of quantitative data associated with recruitment of African-Ameri-
cans into the medical profession warrants the reevaluation of hypotheses
regarding the distribution and dynamics of African-American physicians.
Upon consideration of aggregate trends, the surge in the African-American
physician population in the early 1970s is most likely due to implementa-
tion and/or strengthening of affirmative action programs in both under-
graduate and medical school admissions, as argued by Cross and Slater.
Though the profiles of accepted applicants are not available, I would not
expect a drastic change in these profiles, as medical schools cannot drastical-
ly alter their academic standards for acceptance. Nevertheless, socioeco-
nomic disparities are largely responsible for the trends of African-Americans
in medical schools. The socioeconomic profile of African-Americans accept-
ed to medical school illustrates this phenomenon, as the majority of those
admitted are from middle to upper class backgrounds. In conclusion, while
the enactment of affirmative action programs have been instrumental in
increasing the numbers of African-American physicians, affirmative action
has been unable to remedy the effect of socioeconomic background on
medical school admission. Consequently, reducing socioeconomic dispari-
ties for African-Americans will result in the further increase of African-
American physicians.
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Qualitative Data

While statistical data was used to create a broad picture for African-Ameri-
cans involved in medical school, qualitative interviews were integral in
demonstrating how individuals made decisions that contributed to the sta-
tistical portrait observed. Consequently, I interviewed five African-Ameri-
can physicians using the snowball method in order to gain a broader under-
standing of the various motivations involved in choosing medicine as a
profession. In addition, I investigated how the physicians selected their
respective subspecialty fields. I also contacted and met with two officials at
the office of minority affairs at several medical schools to gain their insights
into the trends concerning African-American health care professionals. The
knowledge obtained from this study could then be used to illustrate how
and why various trends exist for African-American physicians.

The interviews with medical-school representatives were particularly
informative regarding the various trends observed by African-Americans in
medicine. The method of sampling for the surveyed population probably
contributes to possible limitations in the accuracy of such research, howev-
er. All of the practicing physicians were located in Tallahassee, Florida. A
more geographically diverse population may have yielded more generaliz-
able data. In addition, the sample size was extremely small. Similar criti-
cisms can be observed in the pool of medical representatives interviewed.
Rather than being concentrated in the south, the small population resided
in the northeast. Nonetheless, to the extent that all doctors make decisions
that result in the medical practice in a particular specialty, such data could
help elucidate factors involved in the decision-making process of becoming
a physician.

When investigating the motivating factors involved in the pursuit of
medicine, all respondents cited a strong general interest in the medical
field. One physician noted, “medicine is a calling: if you have no interest in
what you are doing, you will be very unhappy in medicine.” In cultivating
this attraction to the medical field, physicians cited the importance of
exposure to medicine. This exposure often occurred during childhood.
Consequently, childhood exposure to medicine was perceived as important
in cultivating interest for one to possibly pursue medicine as a profession.
The educational background of the participants’ parents appeared to play a
role in becoming a physician. The surveyed physicians indicated that the
highest level of parental educational attainment was generally a college
degree for at least one parent. Only one respondent indicated that both
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parents had achieved high school degrees and no postsecondary education.
As parental educational background is positively correlated with socioeco-
nomic status, one can also conclude that the respondents’ were not of a low
socioeconomic status.

Medical school representatives reiterated the importance of education
and socioeconomic status in producing physicians. When asked to account
for the under-representation of African-Americans in medicine, one repre-
sentative noted “education.” Access to quality education and academic
achievement significantly affects one’s ability to successfully pursue the
medical profession. Consequently, as African-African-Americans dispro-
portionately experience poorer educational opportunities, African-Ameri-
cans also are more likely to be unsuccessful in the pursuit of becoming a
medical doctor. While another representative acknowledged the impor-
tance of education, he also noted that socioeconomic status is another inte-
gral structural factor affecting occupational achievement. He remarked,
“you can work at the level of education, which is primarily what we would
like to be talking about, but the problem clearly goes beyond education. It’s
not just that they [African-Americans] aren’t being educated. They’re not
being fed, they don’t have economic resources, social resources, [and]
familial resources to be successful.” Therefore, a positive relationship exists
between one’s socioeconomic status and the successful endeavor of becom-
ing a physician.

As African-Americans continue to be under-represented in medicine,
African-American males are becoming the disproportionately under-repre-
sented gender. One attributed this phenomenon to less support structures
available for males. He argues that, “that [the] trend just reflects the very
negative atmosphere that we have in this society as it reflects on the aspira-
tions of young African-American males. They [African-American males]
are more likely to be incarcerated, more likely to not do well in school,
more likely not be supported by programs in the community…that are
conducive to academic success.” Conversely, women may have increased
opportunities to pursue medicine and the medical sciences.

When investigating possible explanations for gender differences in
medical specialties, one respondent noted, “Women in medicine definitely
seek career pathways that are compatible with a good professional life as
well as a good family life. Men always speak in those terms but they are
more likely to when choices have to be made they are more likely…to
make compromises that sacrifice family concerns… women are less likely
to make those compromises.” Such theories may explain why women are
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more likely to choose some specialties that are on average less demanding
of personal and/or time (more likely to work dermatology, less likely to
specialize in surgery). However, women are more likely than males to spe-
cialize in obstetrics and gynecology, a profession demanding a great deal of
time and flexibility. Instead, gendered notions of proper specialties for
males and females in medicine most likely influence male and female spe-
cialty choice. 

Respondents were often surprised when I mentioned that African-
Americans are twice as likely to specialize in obstetrics-gynecology. They
noted that malpractice insurance rates are extremely high for obstetrics-
gynecology which subsequently resulted in diminished interest in the spe-
cialty. When asked to hypothesize reasons for such a phenomenon, some
cited cultural differences as a possible explanation. One physician noted,
“African-Americans are more likely to be opposed to abortion… perhaps
they attach higher significance to the whole dynamic into what goes into
being born.” In addition, the higher infant mortality and HIV/AIDS rates
of African-Americans may serve as a motivating force for those pursuing
obstetrics-gynecology.

With regards to the future of African-Americans in medicine, it is pre-
dicted that the percent enrollment, acceptance, acceptance rate, and gradu-
ation will decline in the near future. This is largely attributed to the fallout
from the Supreme Court decision on December 25, 2003. The decision
allows race to be broadly considered as a factor in admissions, but race can-
not be an overriding factor in these admissions. Such decisions make it
more difficult to construct programs and policies tailored towards specific
racial/ethnic groups. Medical schools themselves must decide how they will
compose their classes. For example, a medical school in Appalachia may
consider applicants from that region as being underrepresented, and thus
recruit more Appalachian applicants.

The Supreme Court Decision also has ramifications for research. It is
predicted that further research tracking racial/ethnic groups in medicine
will cease, as the term underrepresented minority has no further use.
Scholarships and specific pre-orientation programs tailored towards
African-Americans and other underrepresented minorities (for medical
students and those considering medicine) will have struggle to exist, and
most likely decrease in number. These programs will come under fire if
perceived as racially excusive.
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Qualitative Data Analysis

While African-American medical school graduates may consider several fac-
tors in selecting an appropriate specialty (and/or subspecialty) to pursue,
interview respondents indicated that general interest is the most important
concern. Other factors considered to varying degrees included lifestyle/work
schedule, salary, mentor, and outreach to minorities (particularly African-
Americans). When comparing gender differences, women are perceived as
more likely to seriously consider lifestyle and work schedule in choosing a
particular specialty to pursue. This occurs, as women oftentimes place more
emphasis on anticipated family lifestyle when evaluating possible specialties.

The results from data collection and analysis have serious sociological
and policy implications for African-American physicians. Affirmative-
Action policies and programs have been an extremely integral tool for poli-
cymakers as they have attempted to increase African-Americans in
medicine. Therefore, significant progress for increasing African-American
acceptances, enrollment, and matriculation partially depends on the effica-
cy of Affirmative-Action programs. 

Conclusion

While the American Association of Medical Colleges no longer uses the
term “under-represented minority,” African-Americans are still heavily
under-represented as physicians. The rate of increase in the proportion of
African-American physicians observed in 1970s has since stalled. Currently,
African-American physician graduates are underrepresented by 50% (about
6.0% graduates, with 12% population). As African-American females have
increased their representation in medicine African-American males have
become the under-represented gender. Socioeconomic structures are cited
as contributing factors to current racial disparities within physician repre-
sentation. Statistical data supports this notion, as the majority of those
accepted have a wealthier socioeconomic background. 

Results from investigation of specialty differentiation suggest that
Pinkney’s claim that African-Americans that are disproportionately con-
centrated in specialties based on the specific needs of black people and the
poor are largely unsubstantiated. With the exception of obstetrics-gynecol-
ogy, African-Americans enter specialties at a roughly equal rate as the
entire physician population. However, African-Americans do strongly cite
a desire to serve their racial community once in practice. As gender does
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influence specialty choice, the sexual composition of the African-American
physician population will affect the proportion of observed physicians in
certain medical fields. Predictions for the future African-Americans in
medicine seem less optimistic. Affirmative-Action policies were designed
and implemented to remedy the educational, socioeconomic, and societal
obstacles that disproportionately affect African-Americans (as well as other
minorities). However, insofar as these policies are curtailed, one would
expect that fewer African-Americans attain a doctoral degree in medicine.
Nevertheless, further research can only determine whether these anticipa-
tions come to fruition.
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Mission

The mission of the Center for Research on Inequalities and the Life Course
is to support interdisciplinary training and empirical research on the pro-
cesses that generate inequalities of social class, generations, gender and eth-
nicity across the life course of individuals and groups. 

Substantively, we focus on human development and family formation,
the transition to adulthood, educational trajectories, vocational training
and skill formation, labor market entry, occupational careers and income
trajectories, retirement and aging as well as corresponding social policies.

Theoretically, our main interest is to explain how individual level life
course processes are influenced by meso-level contexts, such as households,
organizations, and generations, as well as macro-level contexts such as soci-
etal institutions, policies and socio-economic conditions, which change
over time and vary across societies.

Methodologically, we are eclectic and catholic, but a major focus is on the
use of large scale complex longitudinal individual and household data: retro-
spective cohort studies like the German Life History Study, household panel
studies like the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, the German Socio-Eco-
nomic Panel or the British Household Panel Study, cohort panel studies like
the National Longitudinal Study of Youth, The National Longitudinal Study
of Adolescent Health and the National Retirement Study. In regard to tools
of analysis a major interest is in discrete event/continuous time models.

An important aspect of the work of the Center is comparative. Cross-
national life course studies are uniquely suited to unravel the specific
mechanisms by which national institutions and policies shape life courses
and life chances. Historical and cohort comparative studies are crucial for
assessing the effects of period conditions and macro-social and macro-eco-
nomic change on patterns of life courses.

CIQLE is directed by Karl Ulrich Mayer with Hannah Brückner as asso-
ciate director. Administrative coordinator for 2004/2005 will be Forrest
Zhang, administrative assistant is Jerri Cummings (Tel. 436 4350). The
Center is located in Williams Hall, 80 Sachem Street, New Haven.



The German Life History Study

The Center is the home of the data archive of the German Life History
Study (GLHS) comprising more than 12,500 quantified life histories of
East and West German women and men born between 1890 and 1971.
Under the leadership of Karl Ulrich Mayer, this research program collect-
ed extremely detailed retrospective life course information for various
birth cohorts of West German Nationals (overviews are given in Brückner
& Mayer 1998, Wagner 1996, and Hillmert 2003). The samples for all
parts of the GLHS were carefully evaluated against official statistics (cen-
sus and micro-census) to ensure representativeness. From 1981 to 1983,
2171 life histories of a representative sample of people born in 1929-31,
1939-41 and 1949-51 were collected (Mayer & Brückner, 1989). In the
years 1985-87, the cohort group 1919-1921 was added with 1412 cases,
407 of whom were collected via face-to-face interview, while the remain-
ing 1005 were collected with a computer-assisted telephone interview
(Brückner 1993). Data for the birth cohorts 1954-56 and 1959-61 were
collected in 1989, resulting in 2008 computer-assisted telephone inter-
views (Brückner & Mayer 1995). In the East German Life History Study,
2.331 East German men and women (born between 1929-31, 1939-41,
1951-53 and 1959-61) were interviewed between September 1991 and
October 1992 (Huinink et al. 1995). Additionally, 1265 persons of the ini-
tial sample participated in a follow-up survey in 1993. The East German
respondents were re-interviewed in 1996 with a remaining sample size of
n=1407. Finally, the birth cohorts 1964 and 1971 in West Germany were
interviewed in 1998-99 with a sample size of 2909 respondents (Hillmert
& Mayer 2004). For these cohorts, foreign nationals were included in the
sample for the first time, reflecting the changing composition of the resi-
dential population at that age and time. A follow-up study with the 1971
cohort from both East and West Germany is currently underway at the
Max Planck Institute of Human Development in Berlin. This most recent
survey also includes a methodological component using instruments
based on the psychology of autobiographical memory. 

Student and Post-Doctoral Fellowships

The Center supports students, Post-docs and their training by providing
office space, research assistantships, Post-doctoral stipends, computer facil-
ities, data support, weekly research seminars as well as methods training
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workshops. Current student fellows are: Ilker Carioglu, Aaron Johnston,
Janette Kawachi, William Mangino, David Scales, Sebastian Schnettler,
Jiangying Wang, Katarzina Wilk and Pan Zi. Current postdoctoral fellows
are Matthias Pollmann-Schult, Forrest Chang and Christine Wimbauer
(Emile-Noether-Fellowship of the German National Science Foundation).
Silke Aisenbrey will join the Center in September 2004.

Faculty Affiliates

The Center brings together Yale faculty and visiting scientists from various
departments who are actively engaged in empirical research in the areas of
the Center in order to facilitate interdisciplinary exchange and research.
Current Yale faculty affiliates are Hannah Brückner (Sociology), Averil
Clarke (Sociology), Jacob Hacker (Political Science), Karl Ulrich Mayer
(Sociology) and Frances Rosenbluth (Political Science). In 2003-04, Heike
Solga (Max Planck Institute for Human Development Berlin) and Meir
Yaish (University of Haifa) were Visiting Scientists of the Center.

Teaching

The Center conducts a weekly research seminar, The Comparative
Research Workshop (Soc 560 a,b PLSC 734 a,b) jointly with the Center for
Comparative Research. We also offer methodological training seminars
and research conferences. The topic of the 2004 spring conference was
“The Political Economy of Life Courses” and featured presentations by
David Soskice (Duke University and Science Center Berlin), Torsten
Ibersen (Harvard University), Frances Rosenbluth, Averil Clarke, Hannah
Brückner, Thomas Diprete (Duke University), Christoph Scherrer (Kassel
University), Dieter Plehwe (Science Center Berlin) and Karl Ulrich Mayer.
The 2004 spring methods training workshop focused on topological mod-
eling of social mobility processes and was conducted by Meir Yaish. For the
academic year 2004-05 we plan workshops on multinomial modeling (fall)
and on models for sample selectivity (spring). 

Current projects

• Gender Inequality in the Life Course in the Three Worlds of Welfare
Capitalism (Brückner and Aisenbrey) 

• Social Networks and Adolescent Risk Behavior (Brückner) 
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• Life Courses in the Transition from Communism in Poland and East
Germany (Mayer, Mach and Wilk) 

• Inequalities in Access to Higher Education and Institutional Differenti-
ation (Mayer, Mueller and Pollak) 

• Education and Labor Market Entry of German Women and Men born
1964 and 1971 (Mayer and Hillmert) 

• Life Courses and Social Change in Germany, 1935 to 2000 (Mayer and
Pollmann-Schult) 

• ‘Love’, Work, and Recognition. Intimate Relationships and Societal
Structures of Recognition (Wimbauer) 

• Social Capital and Educational Attainment (Brückner and Mangino) 
• Social desirability effects on the expression of biological concepts of

race (Brückner, Nelson, Morning)
• Playing Safe: Religious Identity in the Performance of Health and Risk

(Clarke)
• Child Sacrifice: Marriage, Meaning, and the Reproduction of Race and

Class Inequality (Clarke)
• The Politics of Risk Privatization: U.S. Social Policy in Cross-National

Perspective (Hacker)
• Subjective assessment of class mobility: Polish and East German com-

parative analysis in the life course perspective (Wilk) 

Working papers

Pollmann-Schult, Matthias and Karl Ulrich Mayer (2004): "Returns to
Skills: Vocational Training in Germany 1935-2000." Working Paper.
Yale University, New Haven.

Recent publications

Brückner, Hannah (2004): Gender Inequality in the Life Course: Social
Change and Stability in West Germany, 1975-1995. Hawthorne, NY:
Aldine DeGruyter.

Brückner, Hannah, and Karl Ulrich Mayer (forthcoming): The De-Stan-
dardization of the Life Course: What It Might Mean and if it Means
anything whether it Actually Took Place. Advances in Life Course
Research.

Brückner, Hannah and Peter Bearman (2003): Dating Behavior and Sexual
Activity Among Young Adolescents, pp.31-56 in Bill Albert, Sarah
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Brown, and Christine M. Flanigan (eds): 14 and Younger: The Sexual
Behavior of Young Adolescents. Washington, DC: Campaign to Prevent
Teen Pregnancy.

Hillmert, Steffen and Karl Ulrich Mayer (eds.) (2004): Geboren 1964 und
1971. Untersuchungen zum Wandel von Ausbildungs- und Berufschancen.
Wiesbaden: VS-Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Mayer, Karl Ulrich (forthcoming): "Life Courses and Life Chances in a
Comparative Perspective." In: Stefan Svallfors (eds.), Analyzing Inequal-
ity: Life chances and social mobility in comparative perspective: Stanford
University Press.

Mayer, Karl Ulrich (2004): "Whose Lives? How History, Societies and Insti-
tutions Define and Shape Life Courses." Research in Human Develop-
ment 1 (3): 161-187.

Mayer, Karl Ulrich (2003): "The Sociology of the Life Course and Lifespan
Psychology: Diverging or Converging Pathways?" In: Ursula M.
Staudinger and Ulman Lindenberger (eds.), Understanding Human
Development: Dialogues with Lifespan Psychology. Boston, Dordrecht,
New York, London: Kluwer Academic Publishers, Pp. 463 - 481.
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In Search of an Aphrodisiac: Putting the Romance into
Models of Marriage
Averil Y. Clarke

Abstract: This paper uses data from black women with college degrees to
describe romantic relationship trajectories and the ways such trajectories lead
or don’t lead to marriage.  The study attempts to address the inadequacy in
existing theoretical models of marriage.  Currently scholars focus on explaining
why and how women and men in certain segments of the population are more
or less likely to get married than women and men in other social groups.
However most of these models discuss the importance of characteristics of indi-
vidual men and women or of the environment that promote or frustrate mar-
riage and they ignore the romantic relationship.  Marriage becomes something
that individuals can or can’t acquire as opposed to something that develops in
the context of some relationships and not in others.  This investigation gives
much needed attention to the task of describing and categorizing the types of
romantic relationships of which individuals become a part.  I report on the
way these relationships begin and evolve, and I account for their progression to
marriage or to an end that does not include marriage.

Introduction

The following paper uses data from black women with college degrees to
describe romantic relationship trajectories and the ways such trajectories
lead or don’t lead to marriage. The study attempts to address the inadequa-
cy in existing theoretical models of marriage. Currently scholars focus on
explaining why and how women and men in certain segments of the popu-
lation are more or less likely to get married than women and men in other
social groups. However most of these models discuss the importance of
characteristics of individual men and women or of the environment that
promote or frustrate marriage and they ignore the romantic relationship.
Marriage becomes something that individuals can or can’t acquire as
opposed to something that develops in the context of some relationships
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and not in others. This investigation gives much needed attention to the
task of describing and categorizing the types of romantic relationships of
which individuals become a part. I report on the way these relationships
begin and evolve, and I account for their progression to marriage or to an
end that does not include marriage.

My analyses of qualitative data on degreed black women’s romantic
relationships identified five different types of relationship trajectories. Most
prevalent among them was the test and evaluation relationship, typified by
the fact that all interactions between the man and woman are romantic and
by the slow progression of the relationship to the point of commitment.
Much less prevalent was the concentrated progression relationship, which
had a much faster progression to commitment and which also featured
only romantic types of interactions. However, the study found that the 58
degreed black women spent a great portion of their time in relationships in
which all the interactions were not romantic (i.e. delayed entry, in and out,
and being relationships). The study also presents convincing evidence for
the idea that a model that predicts the likelihood of marriage from individ-
ual and environmental factors can include a description of the types of
relationships from which marriage develops. This is because certain struc-
tures of relationship that I identified appear to be more likely to lead to
marriage than others. In particular, concentrated progression relationships,
in which the marital bargain is struck early, and delayed entry relation-
ships, in which women enter relationships with those men with whom they
have already developed friendships, are highly likely to lead to marriage. 

The paper begins with review of both theoretical literature and empirical
reports on the way in which class and race variables influence degreed black
women’s marital behavior. Discussion of the methods employed in descrip-
tion and analysis of black women’s relationships follows this review. After
the methodological discussion, my analysis and results are presented in five
sections that describe the types of relationship structures in which degreed
black women were involved and the reasons why they are more or less likely
to lead to marriage. The paper concludes with a summary of findings.

An Unlikely Partnership: Disadvantages Faced 
by College Educated Black Women in the Marriage 
and Relationship Market 

Current models of the way in which women’s educational and professional
activities influence their relationship formation focus on the competing
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investments idea: this idea suggests that women with greater educational and
professional investments have less time for relationship building and child-
bearing in the context of relationships. They have less time because they
begin later, and because the activities that caused them to begin later also
keep them from engaging in relationship building and childbearing. More
feminist models suggest that while these women may be interested in rela-
tionship formation, actual relationships do not provide them with the same
kind of support they offer to men with higher educations and demanding
careers. Furthermore, the expectations placed on the women in these rela-
tionships means that they quickly become involved in a second shift – work-
ing at the same rate in the office as men who are their professional counter-
parts but expected to support husbands and families at the same level as
women who do not work outside of the home. [Hochschild, 1989] 

While both of the aforementioned models see relationships as compet-
ing with professional life, alternative models argue that competition is not
really the issue. Valerie Kincaid Oppenheimer’s [Oppenheimer, 1988;
Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim, 1997] understanding of marriage delay
argues that men’s economic resources are more important determinants of
marriage timing for women and that delays in marriage timing are caused
by men’s personal or structural economic disadvantage. Furthermore she
suggests that women under study here, by developing themselves profes-
sionally, give themselves greater marriage opportunity because their abili-
ty to financially contribute to a household acts as an economic resource for
marriage: their professional status permits marriage at a point when eco-
nomic downturn may make a marriage dependent solely on a man’s
income impossible and allows marriage to men who cannot financially
manage marriage on their own. She argues further that educated women
are more likely to meet educated men, and such men, because they have
greater financial security will be more prepared to marry. Oppenheimer’s
theory mirrors discussions of such poverty scholars as William Julius Wil-
son [1990] who argue that blacks’ lower marriage rates are located in black
male poverty and in the decreased employment opportunities for young
black men. In R. Kelly Raley’s study of marital and cohabitation differ-
ences between blacks and whites, she found that racial differences in age at
first union (i.e. including both marriage and cohabitation) were only half
as large as those in age at first marriage, and that “the availability of
employed men is an important factor in the observed Black-White differ-
ences in union formation” [Raley, 1996, p.980]. In both Oppenheimer’s
and Wilson’s discussions, racial differences in marital behavior are essen-
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tially class differences and class is primarily a proxy for the earning power
of men. 

Guttentag and Secord [2000] also maintain that competing investments
is not at issue. Instead they point to the sex ratio of marriage communities
and cultural beliefs about the value placed on women that is associated with
such sex ratios. According to their theory, educated African American
women are choosing their partners in a community where the sex ratio is
low and where women are in relative abundance and therefore valued less.
The lesser value placed on such women indicates that men will not need to
make the level of commitment required by marriage in order to have female
companionship and sexual availability. Under such circumstances, marriage
bargains will be particularly difficult to strike for African American women
and they will be expected to make great sacrifices to secure such bargains
since they are understood to be negotiating at a disadvantage. 

Gary Becker [1973, 1974] makes a similar argument to Guttentag and
Secord [2000], about such women’s likelihood of marrying, but with no
reference to sex ratios. Instead, he points out that black women with and
without degrees are less likely to marry because they look more like black
men in their marriage pool than white women look like the men in the
white women’s pool of potential partners. Because black women have simi-
lar levels of education, labor market positions, and salaries to black men,
they, unlike white women who are educationally and professionally at a
disadvantage to their potential white male partners, perceive few if any
gains as a result of marriage. Becker understands marriage in this social set-
ting as a trade on specializations in which women traditionally specialize in
childbearing, childrearing, and housework – which he refers to as house-
hold production – and in which men specialize in earning money. Black
women professionals would have to rely on the unlikely possibility of find-
ing a man who was willing to specialize in non-traditional personal support
activities to make a marriage seem like it was worthwhile, and their poten-
tial partners (i.e. professional black men) would not see their focus on edu-
cation, career, and human capital resources as particularly attractive in a
marriage partner. What is particularly interesting about Becker’s theory is
that marital partners are dissimilar only in their “productive” aspects: in
other ways (i.e. with respect to race, religion, education, class), because of
their desire to rear children similar to themselves, they tend to be similar.
Thus, it is not so much that black women with college degrees have too
much education to marry similarly educated men but it is the direction of
their educational pursuits toward specific kinds of formal economic market
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activity that renders them too similar to their potential partners. Indeed it
is not just college-educated black women but most black women who look
too economically similar to similarly classed men in order to make marital
bargains worthwhile. Furthermore, their racial dissimilarity from non-
black men renders them unlikely marital partners to these men. 

Thus few scholars argue that African American women with degrees are
highly likely to marry. With the exception of Oppenheimer, both non-
competitive models and competitive models of marriage argue for lower
rates of marriage. In addition to the prediction that degreed black women
have a relatively low likelihood of marrying, the above models of marriage
have something else in common: none paints a realistic picture of the expe-
rience of spouse selection; all ignore the romantic relationship stage on
which the spouse selection or rejection takes place. For example, Becker
conceives of the husband and wife as consumers in a marriage market. As
he explains that men and women are looking for people similar to them-
selves except in the area of economic production, one must rely on person-
al experience and the movies to get the idea that more than the acquisition
and assessment of lists of characteristics is involved in the decision to
marry. Social interactions and romantic relationships are reduced to infor-
mation-gathering sessions much like the trips to an automobile dealership
in search of a car. Relationships don’t start and end or try and fail accord-
ing to Becker’s model. Instead people just have trouble finding the charac-
teristics that they are looking for. 

Similarly, in Oppenheimer’s theory of marriage, the romantic relation-
ship experience is absent. Women and men in her understanding are either
ready or not ready to marry, and this readiness is largely a function of
whether one is preoccupied with school and whether one has enough
money to set up a household. There is little sense from her understanding
that potential spouses have anything to work out together in order for a
marriage to occur. Each person either has enough assets and time or does
not have enough assets and/or time to marry. 

By far, the sex ratio theory gives the most attention to the reality that
marriages are outcomes of social relationships. In the view of Guttentag
and Secord, the sex ratio determines the nature of these relationships and
also their outcomes. However, even in their case, relationships do not
evolve or develop: they seem predestined to the fate of marriage or of non-
committal sex by conditions beyond the immediate control of either part-
ner. Women in particular possess no power, as men are the ones that
respond to the sex ratio with either committal or non-committal behavior.
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Because this type of model has little room for variance in relationship out-
comes (i.e. why a man in a low sex ratio society will marry one woman and
not another) their attention to the relationship fails to adequately represent
it as more than a description of the level of sexual opportunity available in
a given environment.

The current study uses data from women on their romantic relation-
ships to describe and discuss the trajectory of romantic relationships and to
discuss the ways in which relationship trajectories lead to marriage and in
which others end without marriage. Rather than predicting the likelihood
of marriage from an individual person’s characteristics or predicting an
entire group’s likelihood of marriage from a measure of their environment,
this study focuses on summarizing and accounting for the variance in
romantic relationship trajectories. It does so by identifying and evaluating
the different types of relationship trajectories and the personal, interper-
sonal, and environmental factors which shape marital and nonmarital out-
comes of these trajectories. I believe that this process is an important step
to building a model of marriage that both represents it as an outcome of
romantic relations between men and women and that explains its preva-
lence or absence among groups of women and/or men with specific social
characteristics. 

Describing and Analyzing Romantic Relationships: 
Data & Methods

Below I use data on 223 romantic relationships described by the 58 women
in my sample. The data come from open-ended interviews with college-
educated African American women that I identified by means of a snowball
sample. I began with known women in two United States cities, and I asked
them to participate in the study and to refer me to other women who were
African American, who were between the ages of 21 and 50, and who had
four-year college degrees. During the course of this process, only one
woman that I contacted refused to participate. 

The data cover the women’s descriptions of their relationships with
males that they considered important enough to mention and includes
information about how they met and began dating, about the progression
of the relationships and the relationship outcomes, as well as the reasoning
women used for such outcomes and other decisions that they made in the
context of the relationship. It is clear that there may be selection biases here
because different subsets of women may choose to eliminate relationships
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that they considered too short, too casual, or even too embarrassing, but
such biases are not easily identifiable. I coded and organized the data, using
one set of codes for descriptive information on the way in which relation-
ships, began, ended, changed, and supported or rejected childbearing and
marriage. Separation of relationships into marital and non-marital rela-
tionships and into childbearing and non-childbearing relationships allows
the same relationship description codes and social influence codes to func-
tion as means of identifying the way in which particular relationship pat-
terns and social variables lead to or frustrate marriage and childbearing. 

Romance Patterns: Relationship Structures Experienced 
By College Educated Black Women

The sample of women described 223 relationships representing an average
of about 3.8 relationships per woman. Although the average woman indi-
cated by their reporting that they had experienced between three and four
important or significant relationships, the range described went from zero
to eight. Thus, one woman indicated that she had never dated or had a
boyfriend by the time of interview when she was aged 32, while another
woman reported at age 35 that she had experienced eight significant rela-
tionships. I created a typology to describe two basic dimensions of the 223
relationships described by these women. These dimensions include first of
all the pace of progression to serious commitment and second, the exis-
tence or non-existence of other types of relationship besides the romantic
one. Below I describe the five structural patterns of romantic relationships
experienced by these women and the relative frequency with which I
encountered them in my sample. Note that the relationship trajectories of
the sampled women usually include more than one of the types described
below. 

Test & Evaluation Relationships

Over 40% of the relationships described by sampled women conformed to a
type best referred to as “test & evaluation”. Essentially, these relationships
are characterized by their relatively slow progression to the point of serious
commitment and the existence of no other goals outside of the romantic
ones for the relationship. In the first place, the slow progression to serious
commitment is demonstrated by the recognition by the reporter that at
some point after initial dating or romantic conversations the couple made a
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decision to more seriously pursue the relationship. During the time prior to
this decision, the interactions with the potential partner form a series of
tests or opportunities to evaluate both the person with whom they are
involved and the potential of the relationship for long-term and more seri-
ous commitment. Thus Brenda explained how she met one of her six
boyfriends in college and had a good time with him but ultimately some of
the positives of involvement with him were outweighed by the negative.

I dated him like after like uh 7 months maybe... He lived in Cleveland
Heights, and he was – his major I think was physical therapy, and he was
maybe a year older than me… And he was fun. I liked him ‘cause we had fun
together. ‘Cause we used to both like “retro” clubs, and you know, I liked his
friends, he liked my friends. But we wound up – Why did I break up with him?
I don’t know why I broke up with him – I jus’ – I – I think I just stopped lik-
ing him. Oh I know what it was. It was ‘um – Tara didn’t like him. And um
because of what she would always be sayin’ about him and stuff, it started
makin’ me feel funny, so I just started… not to like him anymore. So me and
him broke up… So again that was like a long distance relationship… ‘Cause I
used have to drive up to see him, and he would sometimes drive down to see
me, and we would go home to see each other.

As the above quote indicates, Brenda became less interested in pursuing
the relationship as time went on: as negative things, like her friend’s dislike
of her partner and the distance, began to outweigh positive things, like
“retro clubs” and one another’s friends, she made the decision to abandon
the relationship. 

Note that the evaluation process can result in more serious or less seri-
ous commitment or exit from the romantic relationship altogether. 

In test and evaluation relationships, decisions to maintain commit-
ment, to deepen commitment, or to exit the relationships seem to be based
in one or more of five types of things. In first place, such decisions cans be
based on the involved persons’ increasing knowledge of one another. New
information about a counterpart in a romantic relationship can be evaluat-
ed negatively, positively, or neutrally by his or her partner, and these eval-
uations form the basis of decisions that create relationship outcomes. 

A second basis for the decisions to stay or leave the relationship is the
world of romantic opportunities outside of the relationship. Below, Aleah
discusses the initiation of one relationship right after the completion of
another one. 
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Then I went out with someone else, and I think I may of had sex with him
maybe like five times. But he cheated on me so I had to leave him alone. I
mean he went to A&T to this… program, during the summer, right after we
graduated. I went to Bennett; he went to A&T. He was hanging around this
little girlfriend. And one of the girls who was in the summer program lived
down the street from North Carolina A&T. And on one of the weekends we
went to her house, and I said that, “My boyfriend’s right up the street. Let’s go
up there,” you know, and caught him in a lotta nonsense, and that’s another
story in itself. But I caught him in a whole lotta nonsense and we broke up.
But, you know, he was like, “Ok, I want you back.” So I went back with him
for a little while, but then because he was still up at A&T and I had come back
to Bennett, it was like I don’t know what he’s doin’ up there, and so we just
kinda broke it off… 

{How come you broke up with the first guy? Do you remember?} 
Because I think I just liked this other guy better. 

Aleah shows how both she and her partners would decrease their com-
mitment to a current relationship during times when they saw other poten-
tial relationship opportunities available. It follows that when such opportu-
nities are not available the likelihood of relationship maintenance
increases. 

Below, Francine gives an example of the third basis for decisions to
deepen relationship commitment or for partners to distance themselves
from one another. She indicates that she abandoned a relationship that she
had taken from high school to college because she changed and her partner
did not want to live under the new rules that those changes would imply. 

{So what you are saying is that you decided that you wanted to be celi-
bate?}

Yes. And he wasn’t interested in that. 
{You mean, he did not want to continue the relationship without sex?} 
He wasn’t interested in coming along with me, so we separated. 

Thus Francine shows how the personal development of both or either
partner may change the terms of evaluation. Her involvement in a religious
organization she joined while in college gave her new standards with which
to evaluate her partner. His willingness to adhere to the celibacy guidelines
in which she now believed was a new test for her partner and for the rela-
tionship – a test both her partner and the relationship ultimately failed. 
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Internal development in the trajectory of the relationship is the fourth basis
for decisions to continue or abandon the romantic relationship. For example,
Eartha’s sense of her relationship and its possibilities changed when she
became pregnant. She did not like the way her boyfriend responded to the
pregnancy and the relationship ended. The fifth and final basis for decisions to
continue or abandon test and evaluation relationships are externally driven
rather than internally led like Eartha’s case above. Changes in the interaction
of both parties with an ever-changing environment also support decisions to
abandon the relationship. Thus when a woman or her partner’s external
opportunities change, demands and/or efforts they make in the context of the
romantic relationship change the way in which each respective partner evalu-
ates the current level of commitment and their respective desires for the future.
Thus Chandra’s ability to go to graduate school and her partner’s ability to go
to business school caused them both to further educational opportunities. Her
sense that she did not require a connection to him to have status made her
demand things from him that he was not prepared to give. See below:

Went to Harvard Business School. Finished his time there. All that... And
actually, I think we did connect some emotionally. So it wasn’t just a plastic
shell – there was a real relationship there… You know, we had some difficul-
ties getting along from time to time, and I think we connected intellectually.
That was the strongest connection between us. Um he was definitely not emo-
tionally available enough, and then of course it was a long distance relation-
ship… He went to Harvard, and I went to Columbia... It’s like, you know, you
get several steps down there before you realize you’re not feeling it because it’s
not there. You’re not feeling it for whatever reason. Either that’s not the rela-
tionship for you or, you know that’s not the kind of relationship you need to be
in. And I did realize over a period of time that I wasn’t feeling what I needed
to feel with him, and I withdrew. I know I was telling somebody about that
recently. I think it took a lotta nerve: I think no one could understand how I
could possibly have captured this black man who was… a Harvard man and
let him go, but you know, he didn’t – he didn’t satisfy me emotionally, and
what’s the point of being in a relationship if you’re not getting that. And
because… I had my own status. You know, and I realize that as a woman,
that I’m not supposed to think that I have my own status, and that it could be
counted… but I was my own person, so I didn’t need his status to have status.
I know I really didn’t. 

Chandra’s case shows how external opportunity can change the expec-
tations and evaluations of the relationship. Rather than internally driven as
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was the case with Eartha, changing expectations and evaluations and deci-
sions to end the relationship were externally led.

I encountered the test and evaluation type of relationship most often in
my qualitative analysis of the relationships. Because change is so often a
reason for reevaluation, these test and evaluation relationships are ulti-
mately more vulnerable to failure than some of the other structures of rela-
tionships described below. A chart at the end of this section summarizes
the rates at which each relationship type progresses to marriage, and
among other things, it shows that test and evaluation relationships are
much less successful than other types of relationships. They have about
25% lower representation among marital relationships than among the
total group of relationships. 

Test and evaluation relationships are underrepresented among marital
relationships for at least three reasons. In the first place, test and evaluation
relationships do not begin with prior knowledge of partners the way that
delayed entry relationships do. We would expect relationships that begin
with less information on the part of either partner about the other to fail at
a higher rate than those which begin with at least some prior knowledge
and continued interest because of prior knowledge. For example, Shanequa
and many other women report that some test and evaluation relationships
end because of cheating: see below.

… I seem to have that sixth sense about picking somebody who couldn’t
make a commitment if – as I tell my friends – who think fidelity and commit-
ment are backup singers for En Vogue [popular singing group].

While a woman who meets and begins to date someone immediately
probably won’t find out that the man is a cheater prior to actually dating
him, someone who is in a position to observe him and interact with him
without dating him may find this out beforehand and in most cases will
probably avoid dating him in the first place. Thus test and evaluation rela-
tionships, having no such selection bias, are more likely to fail. 

In the second place, as indicated earlier, test and evaluation relation-
ships begin at an earlier point in the woman’s life trajectory. Because the
woman and her partners are still young and developing, and because their
worlds of opportunity are still expanding, relationships beginning early in
the life trajectory are subject to stringent tests. With respect to college-edu-
cated black women, this means that these relationships are more likely to
compete directly with efforts to earn college and post-baccalaureate degrees

53 ‒     



as well as to explore careers. They thus have a lower chance of success. Fur-
thermore, even if such relationships begin later in the woman’s life trajec-
tory, the longer length of the duration to serious commitment which char-
acterizes them means that there is greater potential for external
environment or personal development to frustrate the process of develop-
ing more serious commitment. 

In the third place, test and evaluation relationships that occur early in a
woman’s and her partner’s life trajectory do not allow women or their part-
ners to put their best feet forward as it were. A young man that is immature
and/or lacks focus or direction because he is not yet mature may be reject-
ed by a woman in a test and evaluation relationship for valid reasons. She
has no way of knowing whether his behavior that she observes is simply
immaturity, i.e. something that will go away in time, or reflects a character
flaw or an unattractive personal characteristic. For example, Brenda
explained to me that her boyfriend during her first year of college had by
the time of interview (when he was 30 years old and she was 24) earned his
undergraduate degree in international business and was living and working
in Europe. To Brenda who was about to leave her customer service job and
still struggling to find something rewarding to do with her bachelor’s
degree, things looked pretty good for him. However, this is who he was
when he and Brenda were dating:

He was 24, and I was 18 – 17 or 18? So he was older than me. But he did-
n’t – he didn’t go to college. Like he had – he just graduated from high school.
Um he was livin’ with his mom; he wound up being kicked out while I was
dating him. So he got on his own, with one of his friends. 

{Why did she kick him out?} 
‘Cause um – I guess ‘cause he was getting’ too old and she always thought

he was… like running the streets. I remember the night he got kicked out.
‘Cause I was there. Like I was over the house. And she was just like, you know
– He was gone, I guess, for two days or something and she didn’t know where
he was, and she was tired out. She was like, “You just need your own place.”
So, he had to get his stuff and leave… I used to like catch the bus like for the
day, or he would come visit my school, and stay like the weekend or somethin’,
and I would see him during the winter ‘cause he got me a job at a restaurant
where he worked at, so I worked as a hostess at the same restaurant he used to
wait tables… but yeah I thought, you know, we would like get married, have
kids, you know, even though he – I didn’t know what he – I didn’t think about
like as far as income, like what would he be doing… Yeah I thought I would be
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doing something, but I never really thought of like oh well is he gon’ be havin’
any kind of income, ‘cause he didn’t go to college, and he worked as a waiter,
and he used to like sell [drugs] sometimes… But the funny thing is, after we
broke up, um he was trying to get back with me, and I used to just be like,
“No, I don’t wanna go back with you,” and he went back to school. He went to
Case Western, and actually he wound up graduating with a degree in interna-
tional business.

While Brenda’s rejection of her boyfriend may be understandable in
light of this description, it was certainly not the best moment to evaluate
Cory’s career. Because careers and relationships with the job market and
financial stability usually increase after the teenaged and young adult years,
test and evaluation relationships that occur early in the life trajectory are
much more likely to involve both men and women who are at low points
in their careers, who are less mature and focused, and whose day to day
activities may have little to do with their life 5 years hence. 

Concentrated Progression Relationships

14% of the relationships were what I refer to as concentrated progression
types. As indicated by the name and the fact that it is the logical opposite of
the test and evaluation cases, the progression toward serious commitment
is very fast. When the women discussed these relationships, they talked a
great deal about having an immediate attraction to the person, a sense that
they had a future together or of love at first sight as it were. More impor-
tantly, they describe their early interactions as ones where marriage and
childbearing and other future plans together were already being discussed.
Danielle’s discussion of her and her husband’s courtship makes this clear:
she maintained,

So I ran into John [her husband’s friend] at a student mixer… And he was
like, “Oh let me introduce you to a friend of mine… he introduced me to
Jerome… A week later, um I was feeling really fidgety. I was home, I had eaten
dinner, I was trying to do some work, and I decided I needed to get out. I decid-
ed “All right: I’ll go to the weekend mixer. So I go… He’s there. Now I was like,
“You know, good to see you again. What’d you do this weekend?” “Oh I went
to a prison ministries program in Atlanta.” I was like “Oh wow! Wow! You
know. That’s nice”… And he was like, “… We should you know, get together
sometime.” And I was like, “Yeah, yeah, you know whatever.”…On the way
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home, I’m saying, “Now Lord, I need to get my life together so I can be with a
man like this, not even this man, just a man like this.” So I go home, you know,
whatever, next week I go… to the gym. He’s there. I’m like, “Why do I keep
running in to this man?” So I was like, “Ok I have to give him my number.
How do I give him my number? Don’t want him to think I’m pushy.” So… we
say hi, and before he left I say, “Oh you know I’m putting together this panel
for people interested in doing volunteer work in the community. Would you like
to be on it…?” And he was like, “Oh yeah. I’ll be on it.” So I give him my email
address. Five minutes later, he emails me… I’m thinking I gave him my email
address at seven. He emails me at 7:05. Is this like psycho? What’s going on? So
um emailed and figured out we… had all these connections. Started dating
back in October. End of October, we started dating. And then we started talking
about getting married in December. Proposed to me in March. Married in
August… I think um from about, after about two weeks of dating, we sort of
knew, we knew that we were just meant to be together. You know, I mean we
started talking about having kids and getting married and how we were gonna
fix our house. I remember the first time – I think he said it the first time. Um, I
was like, are we seriously talking about this? We’ve only been dating for like
three weeks. Then it was like… if it feels right… 

As Danielle indicates, she and her husband were a couple as soon as
they started dating and they were engaged to be married 3 months into the
relationship and married 10 months into the relationship. Both parties in
the concentrated progression relationship seem to be in agreement that
there is only one possible outcome to the relationship – that of marriage or
pseudo-marital, life-long commitment, and this agreement is reached very
soon after they begin interacting. This does not mean that all concentrated
progression relationships end in marriage. Rather, it is that the experience
of the relationship is such that both parties believe that they are proceeding
toward a marriage and act with a certain kind of urgency and priority
around this belief. At the point at which one or both of the parties no
longer believes in or no longer organizes his activities around the marital
end, the relationship is for all intents and purposes over. 

Eartha explained that her relationship with Max was one in which they
started making plans to marry during the first couple weeks of dating.
When I asked how her relationship with him ended, she maintained,

I wish I knew. I don’t know why we broke up. I broke up with him: I pro-
voked the breakup because we would have these stupid fights over nothing.
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And we would have them of course right around the time when we were talk-
ing about getting married, and then he came to meet my parents. He talked to
my dad about marrying me um and next thing you know we were broken up.
Um but yeah and then we would have these stupid fights and he would blame
me for them. He would blame me for doing whatever caused the fight. He
would blame me for fighting with him. And then – And he would also take no
responsibility. So this last go-around, when I figured I was gonna be blamed
for all these things, I provoked him to talk about it, and then knowing that I
was gonna blamed for it, I just said, Ok, well” – I knew we were getting to a
point: I knew he was – wanted to break up with me since he thought I was
responsible. And so I said, “Well I’m ready to break up too.” And ah usually I
talk him out of breaking up with me and try to get him to see that this could-
n’t possibly be my fault, but this time I just said, “Ok, let’s just break up.” But
you know, of course that I wasn’t the real reason ‘cause the fight was always
something stupid, but I got tired of being responsible for everything that went
wrong in the relationship. 

Eartha’s confusion over the way their relationship ended is not neces-
sarily typical, but it is symbolic. Essentially, the confusion represents the
understandable result of having one’s life plans and day to day activities
being abruptly taken off course. When a concentrated progression relation-
ship begins and ends, it has huge ripple effects and the women involved
reported rearranging the way in which they organized their lives (including
where they lived, worked, or went to school) and their long-term goals and
priorities in a very short period of time. 

Because concentrated progression relationships are characterized by a
fast and intense journey from single life to life as a person seriously com-
mitted to a relationship with a particular man, they do not seem to be as
vulnerable to failure. The women are “in deep” early on, and as such are
quickly to the point in their relationship when rejection of the partner
because of characteristics or behaviors that don’t seem so attractive or
because of professional or other romantic opportunities is unlikely. They
were less frequent in my sample than the test and evaluation type, but they
had a marriage rate of 37.5% compared with 13% for the test and evalua-
tion relationships. 

My analysis yielded three explanations for the overrepresentation of
concentrated progression relationships among marital relationships, which
I discuss below. While sampled women involved in concentrated progres-
sion relationships discuss them as instances in which their emotional
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attraction was so intense and powerful and blame the intense feelings for
the quick marriage, I argue that there is less opportunity for the inevitable
problems associated with relationships or deepening knowledge of one
another or external factors to interfere with such relationships. The test
period is either so short or is non-existent so that by the time doubts, prob-
lems, and external challenges begin to surface, often the line of marriage or
childbearing has already been crossed. Once that line has been crossed,
relationships are not tested in the same way; nor is evaluation as rigorous.
Thus the first reason that concentrated progression relationships are more
likely to end in marriage is that the short length of time preceding marriage
leaves little opportunity for personal failings and individual development
issues and opportunities to challenge or derail the relationship. 

An examination of why the “test” period is so short in the concentrated
progression relationships results in two additional reasons for their over-
representation among marital relationships. Test periods are short and
there isn’t time for the inevitable problems and questions to surface in con-
centrated relationships because concentrated progression relationships
appear to select out those women who are willing to subjugate or alter pro-
fessional and educational goals or means of attaining these goals for the
possibility of a seriously committed romantic relationship at an early part
of the life trajectory. Furthermore, concentrated progression relationships
also select out times in the life and educational and career trajectory when
women perceive that they are able to pursue romance without threat to
education or career opportunity. This would mean that such relationships
are more likely to come later in the life trajectory. 

The overrepresentation of concentrated progression relationships
among marital relationships seems to be linked first of all to the speed of
the progression to marriage and the consequent short duration of time
when external opportunities and individual decisions and proclivities can
surface and derail the relationship. Second, these relationships select out
those women who are highly motivated to subjugate the goal of marriage
and romance to everything else. Thus the group of women involved in con-
centrated progression relationships is more likely to include women whose
individual goals, orientations and motivations are more focused on
romance and less likely to include women have romance low on the life
priority list. Finally, the group of women in concentrated progression rela-
tionships is more likely to include women who have reached a point in
their career and educational trajectory when focus on marriage and family
formation need not jeopardize initial investments in these areas. The third
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relationship structure, described below, diverts from both test and evalua-
tion and concentrated progression relationships with respect to their singu-
lar focus on romance, but it retains the slower progression to serious com-
mitment associated with the test and evaluation relationship. 

Delayed Entry Relationships

Delayed entry relationships do not begin with romantic interactions. In
some cases, the woman and man first develop and maintain a platonic
friendship, and in others they initially know one another as informal
acquaintances who meet up with one another intermittently while pursu-
ing their own personal goals. In either case, romance is something that they
decide to pursue in what is best described as a second stage in their rela-
tionships. 16% of the relationships were delayed entry relationships, and
they are characterized by the existence of phases of the relationship that are
not romantic and by a relatively slow progression to long-term commit-
ment. 

There were two ways in which this delay in romantic involvement pro-
gressed. In one situation both relationship participants fail to consider
romance, are disinterested in romance, or find it impossible to pursue
romance at their initial meeting and during their initial interactions. The
romantic relationship either begins when they make a formal decision to
change directions and try out a romantic relationship or else it develops
gradually with the interactions and efforts slowly changing directions to
include romance. Jan and her husband were friends during the first 3 years
of her college matriculation. During that time, Jan was involved with a
couple of other men but was able to rely on his advice and counsel for
these relationships. She explains,

… And then my sophomore year, I met this other guy who was in an
English class with me. We ended up getting together, but he was very jealous.
Very, very jealous. He would not want me to talk to other guys, and um just –
I don’t know if it was an insecurity on his part or if he just was just that pro-
tective. I don’t know. But um Damon and I… majored in the same thing. So
basically what happened was… we started having a platonic relationship. We
were really good friends. We majored in the same thing so we had the same
interests, and we talked about shop, I guess, a lot… I didn’t see him like a
boyfriend or anything like the first – like my sophomore year and my junior
year. And then his senior year, which was like the summer – he graduated like
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the summer of ’85, and his senior year, I started looking at him differently like,
he’s kinda cute. And um and so it’s so funny. I ended up breaking up with the
guy that was jealous, but let me back track a little bit… I knew like Damon
was like a really cool person. He would do stuff ‘cause he knew my boyfriend
was jealous, and um I would – like we would walk on campus and I was like,
“Can you walk like five steps ahead of me so he can’t see us together” ‘cause he
was really crazy, ‘cause he was very abusive as well… Um so after I broke up
with him, Damon and I just started hanging out together even more, and
that’s when I felt like I started looking at him like, you know he’s kinda cute
and everything… And ah basically [my girlfriend and I] planned this trip to
Memphis… So I said… “Me and my girlfriend are going, and we would love
for you to come hang out with us and stuff.” And he was like, “Yeah.” He was
like, “I have family there, and I really wanna go and wash clothes and stuff. So
I can go,” and stuff. So we ended up going to Memphis and stuff for the week-
end, and the next thing I knew, we were together. And from that point, we’ve
been together ever since. We were married – it’ll be 12 years this November.

Note that mutual availability (i.e. the fact that neither of them were
involved in other romantic relationships) led to a decision by both of them
to focus on developing a romantic relationship out of the friendship. 

In the alternative scenario of delayed entry relationships, one party is
interested while the other is not. In this case, the first stage of the relation-
ship whether it be friendship or not is characterized by some level of pur-
suit: the interested party makes efforts to make him/herself available for a
future romantic relationship or to directly or indirectly persuade the other
person to consider such a relationship. The romantic stage (i.e. the second
stage) begins when the formerly disinterested person develops a romantic
interest, assuming the earlier interest of the person in pursuit has not
waned or that their availability status for a romantic relationship has not
changed. 

The issue of availability is central to the conversion from first stage to
second stage in the delayed entry relationship. In the first place, note that
the couple, during the first stage of the relationship is not pursuing
romance, and therefore they are each free to pursue romance with others.
It is perhaps not surprising that the occasion for the conversion from
friend or colleague or acquaintance to romantic partner is often marked by
a breakup or abandonment of romance with someone else on the part of
the woman or the man. It makes sense that something has to change in
order to promote a decision to redirect the relationship. What seems to
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change is one or both of these people’s romantic status with another per-
son outside of this dyad. The development of Jacquilyn’s relationship with
her husband is perhaps the best illustration of this. 

Actually, we took a summer class… the summer before pharmacy school
started. And he was in the class. And it was a class… to get minorities a head
start for pharmacy school, and so he and I, obviously being minorities, took
this class, and met. And then in pharmacy school you um you take all your
classes with the same people for the first year, and you call it a section, and he
happened to be in my section. So I saw him everyday for the first year of
school… We were friends. We were friends all the way until the last semester
of pharmacy school, and we were both saying, “Aaah if I could just find some-
body like you,” then you know… We had both been through very difficult
heartbreaks, and we were both saying, “Gosh if I could find somebody like
you,” and he was saying, “If I could find somebody like you,” and it was like,
“Well dag, the folks we was with just dumped us,” and uh we got together…
We’d been friends for three years… Keith tells me, when he first met me that
first day in our class, and just listening to me talk and my opinions and every-
thing, he told me he wanted to marry me then. He just knew that we were
compatible from our conversations. Our conversations and from my conversa-
tions with the professors and others in the class, that he knew that I was the
type of woman he was looking for... Keith is a family man. Keith wants to
have ten – If he could have ten children… I’d just be pregnant every year until
my biological clock could take no more…. So that’s what he wanted. And he
told me that he [had] wanted to marry me then, but then he found out that I
was engaged, and so he stepped back and we just became friends. So I think
that from – that I fit whatever cast or mold or whatever Keith had in his mind
for his wife. 

Of course Jacquilyn’s case also illustrates a second and related impor-
tant issue with delayed entry relationships. The conversion to romance is
predicated upon continual or intermittent contact during the first stage or
else is dependent upon a chance second meeting between the two parties.
The availability does not only presuppose lack of involvement with other
partners: it also presupposes that both parties will be around one another
when they are available. Jacquilyn and Keith’s time in pharmacy school
enabled them to monitor one another’s availability; it also meant that once
both of them were available (i.e. had gotten rid of their respective part-
ners), they were still interacting with one another on a regular basis. 
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Like test and evaluation relationships, delayed entry relationships con-
tain extended periods of time in which changes and problems in the life
trajectory can frustrate the process leading to seriously committed relation-
ships. The difference between the two is that the potential of the test and
evaluation relationship is tested during all of these changes and problems
while delayed entry relationships lay in wait during many such twists and
turns. With respect to the sample of degreed African American women,
this delay may mean that the relationship might be pursued at a point at
which some of the challenges and changes associated with the degree-seek-
ing process have ended. It also means that there are many delayed entry
relationships that never happen. The challenges and changes may cause
women to lose contact with many men with whom they may have pursued
a relationship at a later date. This latter point probably accounts for their
lower frequency in the sample.

Despite the fact that delayed entry relationships are infrequent in the
sample of relationships in general, they are highly represented in the group
of marital relationships. I offer four explanations for the overrepresentation
of delayed entry relationships in the sample of married women. In the first
place, delayed entry relationships proxy situations in which women main-
tained social or network stability over time. Stability means that the men
that women meet and get to know remain in rather than disappear from
their social networks. When women are interested in serious and committed
relationships, these men may or may not be available, but they are present.
On the other hand, women who are not geographically stable and who are
changing institutions and networks of interaction over time may have no
idea where to find most of the men that they have met and gotten to know
over their history of moves and changes. Marie’s delayed entry relationship
that led to marriage began in her hometown, to which she returned after
college. She kept contact with her husband for over 4 years as a friend before
the two decided to pursue a romantic relationship. See below:

I met my husband while I was working on my master’s. I was doing an
internship at [the place] he was already working... We didn’t really date seri-
ously then… We met in 1976 but didn’t marry until 1985… I remember
telling him that high school educations come a dime a dozen. He had been in
the service, and I told him to go back to school and get his degree, especially if
Uncle Sam is paying… First he went to a two-year college… and I went to his
graduation. Then he went to a 4 year college, and I attended that graduation
too…Later on we started really dating. 
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Had Marie left town for graduate school or a job or to see a different
part of the country, she may have lost contact with her husband-to-be.
However her presence there meant that when both were ready for a roman-
tic relationship, and as seems to be indicated by Marie’s words above, when
Marie felt like he had passed her test for a suitable romantic partner, they
knew where to find one another. 

The second reason that delayed entry relationships have a higher likeli-
hood of leading to marriage is that these relationships are more likely to
include among the partners women and men who are at the point in their
life trajectory when some of the changes and challenges associated with
career building are over and the environment is more hospitable for con-
centration on romance and family formation. And an added benefit of the
time delay is the third way in which delayed entry relationships support
marriage rates: the time delay not only gives some relationships a more
hospitable environment for success; it also gives potential mates time to
mature and to develop the types of resources and characteristics that would
make them more attractive marriage partners. Marie’s situation with her
husband makes this absolutely clear. Had she entered a cross-class relation-
ship with him at their initial meeting, she may have within a couple of
months come to judge him to be an unsuitable man for marriage. Howev-
er, he changed over the course of this time to more closely approximate a
partner who she felt had the human capital resources to withstand the
vicissitudes of the modern economy and labor market. The point here is
that where test and evaluation relationships fail or have weaknesses in the
process of progression to marriage, delayed entry relationships have their
strength. Thus, where a test and evaluation relationship makes the relation-
ship fall victim to tests such that it could only pass with great difficulty (i.e.
staying together while both parties attend different colleges), delayed entry
relationships do not undergo such tests since persons in the potential cou-
ple are stable before they consider romance. Furthermore, where test and
evaluation relationships reject immature men who engage in hurtful prac-
tices toward girlfriends or men whose careers seem lackluster at best,
delayed entry relationships watch and wait to see whether these men might
mature and change and thus pursue relationships at a stage of life when
those relationships have a better chance at success.

The fourth and final reason that the delayed entry relationships prove
to be associated with a higher likelihood of marriage is that they are likely
to be selected for success. Since many of the delayed entry relationships
begin as friendships, women get to know the men before they decide on
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romance. Those men that women get to know that do not demonstrate the
kind of qualities that they find attractive are unlikely to have the opportu-
nity to develop the friendship into a romance. On the other hand, men
who demonstrate qualities that are highly attractive may become part of
delayed entry relationships with these women. This selection process, based
at times on greater knowledge on the part of the woman and the man cre-
ates a group of relationships which are more likely to end in commitment. 

In and Out Relationships

Similar to the delayed entry relationships, but containing a lot more
volatility are the in and out relationships. Sampled women described these
relationships as ones in which they were moving in and out of romantic
relationship with the same man. While the delayed entry relationships have
two basic stages, in and out relationships potentially have an infinite num-
ber of stages. When the couple meets, they usually pursue a romantic rela-
tionship, but their goals change and they would typically move into a sec-
ond stage characterized by platonic friendship, limited informal contact, or
no contact or interaction at all. At some point, goals change again, and they
resume romantic involvement. The romance is inevitably followed by
another breakup, which is potentially followed by another period of
romance, and so on, and so on. 

This pattern of moving in and out of relationship means that despite
their relatively low representation in the sample, the 11% of the relation-
ships that were characterized by this pattern end up comprising many years
of the respondents’ life trajectory. Below Karie expresses some level of frus-
tration with the time invested in such relationships. She said,

I met him high school. I was 14 years old when I met him. He was 17. We
started dating. And dated on and off truly for 11 years, and just broke up for
real in April… For real. I have to say that a certain way to get this point
across… We should have done that a long time ago. Really. But we just kept
holdin’ on. We’d be apart for years – two years, three years – and get back
together… I really felt strongly that after a certain age you don’t date for fun.
You do date for fun, but you’re not dating just to have a good time. I’m dating
’cause I wanna spend time with you seriously. And I also don’t spend my time
with someone I couldn’t live with. That’s a waste a’ my time. That’s a waste of
my dating time. You know what I mean? It is. If it don’t work out that’s fine.
That’s another issue. “Oh ok. That’s cool.” But it needs to be somebody I know
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that I could at least up front, I feel like I could go somewhere with this. I knew
I wadn’t gonna marry him. 

The frustration that Karie expresses is not simply due to the time
invested. The women involved also experienced some problems around the
apparent lack of resolution, and the way in which the long-term involve-
ment in the relationship has failed to produce either a serious commitment
or some definitive end to investment in romance. 

In and out relationships presuppose a high level of availability to one
another, such that it is more likely for women who maintain contact and
interactions in the same locale over significant portions of the life trajecto-
ry. This means that they are more likely to be available to one another.
They are characterized by a back and forth trajectory which normally fails
to progress to long-term commitment and by the existence of other phases
of relationship besides the romantic one. While in and out relationships
proxy some level of stability in much the same way as delayed entry rela-
tionships, they do not share their high marriage rate. This is most likely
due the fact that they also seem to proxy availability and incompatibility,
two things which would seem to lead to lower rates of marriage. Below I
discuss two reasons why none of the in and out relationships described by
my respondents resulted in marriage. 

In the first place, in and out relationships seem to be selected for lack of
success, in much the same way that delayed entry relationships are selected
for success. Keeping in mind that in and out relationships usually begin on
an “in”, the knowledge the two people have of one another prior to the
relationship is minimal. Relationship failure may suggest incompatibility or
growing knowledge of a partner’s characteristics that one finds unattrac-
tive, as it often does in test and evaluation relationships. Above Karie
explained how much time she had wasted on her in and out relationship.
Here she talks about why she and her ex-boyfriend are incompatible:

We had too many issues. He was a smoker. That was the main issue.
Major problem. He wasn’t a Christian. He didn’t profess to be… This is gonna
sound silly: He didn’t have any hobbies. He has nothing to do with his time.
You know what I mean? Just nothin’. I was like, “Lord, I never thought that
was important,” but it is. I need you to have something to do with your time. I
don’t need to be your hobby. You know what I’m sayin’? You need to have
something fun in your life, somethin’ that makes you you. And I think because
I had all these opinions about the relationship, I wasn’t good for him either.
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You know, he didn‘t need to be with me, and I didn’t need to be with him.
‘Cause I don’t think I could be a supportive half to him. 

Involvement with a man already judged inadequate on that basis is
unlikely to lead to interest in long-term commitment. Since persons
involved in in and out relationships have already experienced relationship
failure, they are likely to be characterized by high levels of incompatibility.
This incompatibility between the partners is the first reason that such rela-
tionships do not lead to marriage. 

In addition to indicating incompatibility, in and out relationships seem
to also proxy a high degree of availability. As was pointed out in the
description of delayed entry and in and out relationships, availability is an
important determinant of the decision to pursue romantic involvement.
Thus friends may be prompted to pursue a romantic relationship by the
end of romantic relations with other people. However, the persistent avail-
ability of both partners in an in and out relationship seems to indicate that
one or both of the following is operating: either they are not in a situation
in which they meet other potential partners or they are unwilling to seri-
ously consider romantic relationships with other partners. Both of these
scenarios set them up for frequent returns to partners that are not ideal and
that they are unlikely to marry. 

Eartha’s in and out relationship with Matthew reflects the latter situation
– where women are unwilling to seriously consider relationships with anyone
other than the object of their in and out obsession. Despite repeatedly break-
ing up with him for reasons such as repeated unfaithfulness, date-rape, and
not believing her when she was pregnant, Eartha said the following to Carter,
who she began dating subsequent to one such breakup.

Anyway, so, I told him at the time, so I said, “Look, you know, I like you and
everything but I’m in love with someone else, and we have this very volatile rela-
tionship, you know, and I can’t guarantee you that I’m never gon’ get back
together with his man. I have been doin’ it for the last whatever five years, so…”

Even though she has experienced great cruelty at the hands of Matthew
and even though there seem to be other men that she could pursue
romance with, Eartha expresses an unwillingness to really let go of the rela-
tionship with Matthew in order to seriously commit to something else. 

On the other hand, Kim’s in and out relationship with Earl may have
been supported by the lack of availability of other options. In the first
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place, Kim herself indicates that dates declined after her initial months on
campus “because there was no one left to date.” After time away from cam-
pus during which she did date one man, she returned to find a similar situ-
ation. Thus despite her frequent disappointments with Earl and breakups
associated with these disappointments, she was still available to try again
with him because she was not with anyone else. This ended after she got
engaged. See below.

And so then he called me. Like we hadn’t talked for like a year, maybe two
years, and he calls me Thanksgiving, you know. And I was really happy to
hear from him, whatever, and he was like, “Um you know, I’m going into the
Navy, and I’m doing some positive stuff with my life whatever whatever what-
ever, and I wanna know would you marry me? And I was like, “I’m getting
married in January. So I can’t really marry you.” You know, but that was like
his image that he always just thought that I would just be there… for him…
But I mean the strange thing I – I don’t know – I really think had I not been
already in a relationship that felt good, ‘cause as sad as I was when I was with
him, ‘cause he would drive me crazy… I really enjoyed his personhood so
much. Like I really, really did like him as a person. I wish that it could have
worked out. So I guess had I not had another person I felt like that about, I
probably would have waited around for him or just dropped whatever else I
had. And that’s why I think I was just dating people kind of indiscriminately
‘cause it was like, well that’s who I love, but I can’t really have him right now,
so I could spend time with other people. 

Kim and Eartha then show how too much availability and/or an unwill-
ingness to consider alternatives (which is essentially also too much avail-
ability) creates a situation where a relationship, even if it is weak and load-
ed with problems might be pursued even after several failures. The
relationship’s weak and problematic state does not prevent reunions, but it
also does not support marriage.

Being Relationships

“Being” relationships are the final type of relationship trajectory observed.
The 16% of relationships that typify this pattern are characterized by a lack
of progression to serious romantic commitment. Furthermore, all relation-
ship interactions are not necessarily romantic: in some cases the relation-
ship participants are platonic friends most of the time, who have a series of
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non-committal romantic interactions; alternatively, interactions may all be
romantic, but just not the kind that are directed toward or lead to commit-
ment. Below, Jane describes her relationship with her daughter’s father.
Note the limited number of romantic interactions, the lack of direction,
and the incidental nature of romance in the interactions.

I met him through some mutual people – a couple of associates or acquain-
tances of mine um were his step-sisters. He was in the military, and we were
pen-pals. And so we wrote for probably about six months, and then I went to
visit him in San Diego, California, ‘cause I was living in San Francisco. And
got there and thought he was the most gorgeous man that I had ever seen or
met. Um he – he looked the part. You know, he drove a really nice Beamer,
um, you know, whole nine yards I thought. Yeah, but that was the extent of
our friendship and our everything else. Um slept with him the very first time
and conceived my daughter. 

{And what has your relationship been since then?}
I haven’t seen him since 1991… I haven’t talked to him or seen him since we

were in court… He got married when I was six months pregnant to somebody. 
{Would you have considered marrying him?} 
No.

Jane begins this relationship as a pen-pal. Unlike other relationships
which begin when a friend introduces the woman to a male relative or
friend of hers, the purpose of the introduction (i.e. the potential for
romance) is missing. Furthermore, both before and after sexual intercourse
and after the point at which Jane had become pregnant, they never thought
of themselves as “together.”

While the three of Jennifer’s relationships that are characterized as being
relationships seem to contain a greater number of romantic interactions
than Jane’s relationship described above, she never viewed these interactions
as leading to anything either. What she and Jane share in the context of
these relationships is a sense that there is a lack of opportunity to get any-
thing more from these interactions than what they are being given. This
sense that a directed trajectory is not available does not lead them to end or
curtail the interactions, but rather to adjust their expectations. In Jennifer’s
case, this belief in the lack of possibility of other options for the relationship
is based in her anger at men and belief that her mother’s experience with her
abusive step-father was representative of all men. See below, 
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I had problems with my initial relationships with men. I think for one,
with my mom, I had the idea that men wanted one thing: they get between
your legs and then just, “See ya.” You know what I mean? So I was really seri-
ous about that. I mean I kinda imagine my mother having all of those kids
and not one man, you know what I mean? I mean it turns out we had all dif-
ferent fathers, so there’s six kids, six men. She tried some kinda logic to
lumpin’ some of us together. Some of us, you know, took last names of the
guys, and some of us took maiden names and weird stuff like that, but ah she’s
never been able to inform us of who’s who. She don’t know. Um so um from
that picture even though she didn’t say it to me, just from that picture, I just
envisioned that men don’t hang around much.

On the other hand, some women felt that lack of future options in the
being relationship were more specific to a particular man and a particular
relationship. 

Feelings about the lack of opportunity for a future is one reason that
women experienced being relationships. In other cases the decision to take
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Pace & Shape of Types of Interactions Included in 

Progression to Relationship Trajectory

Long-Term Romance & Romance Only Total
Commitment Acquaintance 

&/or, Friendship

Fast concentrated 14%

¤ progression

14%

Slow delayed entry test and 56%

¤ 16% evaluation

40%

Slow in & out 11%

11%

Not Applicable being 16%

16%

Total 43% 54% 97%

¤¤



part in a non-committal relationship is led by the inappropriateness of the
partner. In these cases, the opportunity for commitment may be there but
direction toward commitment is overtly rejected by the woman. Thus,
being relationships are characterized by their complete lack of progression
to serious commitment and the existence of other types relationship
besides the romantic one. 

Above I have attempted to describe the types of romantic relationship
trajectories that the sampled women have experienced throughout their
reproductive years. I have identified and described 5 structures of relation-
ship, and I have given an indication of their frequency in my sample. As the
chart below indicates, romantic relationship structures vary in terms of the
pace and shape of progression to more serious commitment and in terms
of the degree to which romantic interactions are the only types of interac-
tions experienced during the relationship trajectory. 

The relative frequency with which the particular structures occur across
the sample, depicted in the chart above, indicate that college educated
African American women spend a great deal of time in relationships where
progression to long-term commitment is relatively slow or non-existent.
With the exception of the concentrated progression relationship, most
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Relationship Types Marital Relationships All Relationships

Test & Evaluation 30.77 40.36

(12) (90)

Concentrated 30.77 14.35

Progression (12) (32)

Delayed Entry 30.77 16.14

(12) (36)

In & Out 0 11.21

(0) (25)

Being 7.33 16.59

(3) (37)

Don’t Know 0 1.35

(0) (3)

Total 99.64 100

(39) (223)



romantic relationship structures experienced by this sample included other
types of interactions besides romantic ones and/or were arrested in their
development to long-term serious commitment. 

As depicted below, certain structures of romantic relationships appear
to more readily lead to marriage than others. Of the five types of relation-
ships presented here, both delayed entry and concentrated progression
relationships are overrepresented in the group of marital relationships.
Both have roughly twice the representation among marital relationships
that they have among relationships in general. (Delayed entry relationships
comprise about 16% of relationships in the general but are 31% of the
marital relationships; concentrated progression relationships are 14% of all
relationships and also 31% of marital relationships.) On the other hand,
test and evaluation relationships, being relationships, and in and out rela-
tionships have lower representation in marital relationships than among
relationships in general. See the chart below.

Conclusion

Above I have described and discussed the structures of romantic relation-
ships that degreed African American women have been part of throughout
their reproductive life course. These structures are related to the likelihood
of relationship progression to more serious commitment and to marriage
and marital childbearing: delayed entry relationships and concentrated pro-
gression relationships have much higher rates of success than the other
types (test and evaluation, in and out, and being relationships). Indeed one
could make the argument that social variables act through the structures of
relationships to create the relationship outcomes: certain social experiences
and interactions make it more likely that a woman will enter a particular
structure of relationship, and that relationship structure can be either more
or less likely to mature into marriage. For example, school attendance and
career exploration that is associated with a high number of geographic
moves and large distance from the community of upbringing would lower
the likelihood of entering a delayed entry relationship. This is because
women who put distance between themselves and the men that they get to
know during the education and career-building segment of the life trajecto-
ry are lowering the likelihood that those men will be present and available to
them when they are ready for family formation. Since delayed entry rela-
tionships have a higher likelihood of maturing to marriage, women who
reduce their likelihood of entering such relationship structures, also reduce
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their likelihood of entering a relationship that leads to marriage. Thus the
paper presents evidence that relationship structures are associated with
greater and lesser likelihoods of marriage and that the relationship struc-
tures are also connected to an individual’s social statuses and his or her
environment. It is therefore possible for theoretical models of marriage to
both predict chances of marriage from individual and environmental char-
acteristics and to relate marriage to the romantic relationships out of which
they actually develop. 

 

Becker, Gary S. 1973. A theory of marriage: Part I. The Journal of Political
Economy, Volume 81, Issue 4 (Jul-Aug., 1973), pp. 813-846. 

Becker, Gary S. 1974. A theory of marriage: Part II. The Journal of Political
Economy, Volume 82, Issue 2, Part 2: Marriage, Family Human Capital
and Fertility (Mar-Apr., 1974), pp. S11-S26.

Bennett, Neil G., David E. Bloom, and Patricia H. Craig. 1989. The diver-
gence of black and white marriage patterns. American Journal of Sociolo-
gy, Vol. 95, No. 3 (Nov., 1989), pp. 692-722.

Guttentag, Marcia and Paul F. Secord. 2000. Too many women? The sex
ratio question. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Hochschild, Arlie. 1989. The second shift. New York: Avon Books.
Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincade. 1988. A theory of marriage timing. Ameri-

can Journal of Sociology, Volume 94, Issue 3 (Nov., 1988), pp. 563-591.
Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincade, Matthijs Kalmijn, and Nelson Lim. 1997.

Men's career development and marriage timing during a period of ris-
ing inequality: Economic Aspects of Marriage and Cohabitation.
Demography, Vol. 34, No. 3. (Aug., 1997), pp. 311-330.

Raley, R. Kelly. 1996. A shortage of marriageable men? A note on the role
of cohabitation in Black-white differences in marriage rates. American
Sociological Review Vol. 61 No. 6 (December 1996), pp. 973-983.

Tucker, M. Belinda and Claudia Mitchell-Kernan. 1995. The decline in mar-
riage among African Americans: Causes, consequences, and policy implica-
tions. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Waite, Linda J. and Maggie Gallagher. 2000. The case for marriage: Why
married people are happier, healthier, and better off financially. New
York: Broadway Books.

Wilson, William Julius. 1990. The truly disadvantaged: The inner city, the
underclass, and public policy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

72    



Returns to Skills: Vocational Training in Germany 
1935-2000
Matthias Pollmann-Schult & Karl Ulrich Mayer

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to assess if and to what extent trajecto-
ries into the labor market of vocationally trained youth in Germany have
changed in the past decades. Using work-life history data from the German
Life History Study (GLHS), we analyze three dimensions of transition out-
comes – overeducation, occupational mismatch and occupational prestige – for
eight birth cohorts born between 1919 and 1971. In contradiction to the
widespread assumption of decreasing returns to skills, our empirical results do
not show major changes of the transition regime into the labor market. How-
ever, separate analyses for men and women reveal that labor market outcomes
somewhat deteriorated for men and improved for women.

Introduction

The U.S. labor market is characterized by rising wage inequality and declin-
ing labor market prospects for those without a college degree since the late
1980s (Nickel and Bell 1995). These trends prompted interests in imple-
menting vocational training for non-college youth in order to ensure a cer-
tain vocational skill level. In this regard, the German system of vocational
training, which has the reputation of being one of the most distinguished of
its kind, served as a model for the United States (Commission on the Skills
of the American Workforce 1990). However, due to technological change
and other labor market developments, it may be questionable whether the
German system of vocational training is still as effective as often presumed.
The German system of vocational training is generally seen as an institution
that provides specific and general skills which facilitate a smooth transition
from school to work (Allmendinger 1989; Mayer and Konietzka 1998; Sos-
kice 1994). A major indicator for the success of the vocational training sys-
tem is the low youth unemployment rate. In 1999, the youth unemploy-
ment rate in Germany amounted to 8.5 percent and was slightly lower than
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the overall unemployment rate of 8.7 percent, while in the United States the
youth unemployment rate came to 9.9 percent, twice as much as the overall
unemployment rate of 4.2 percent (OECD 2000). Another indicator of the
efficiency of the German vocational training system is the finding that
apprentice graduates experience a smoother transition and are less often
unemployed than graduates with a higher education. According to Winkel-
mann (1996), between 1984 and 1990, upon leaving school, 14.5 percent of
apprentice graduates and 32.5 percent of vocational school graduates, but
36.2 percent of university graduates were non-employed. 

However, several studies have expressed concern about changes in the
school-to-work transition of the vocationally trained. Two long-term
macro-structural trends are expected to alter the traditional trajectories of
entering the labor market and thus to deteriorate the labor market out-
comes of vocationally trained people. First, due to educational expansion
since the 1970s, it is expected that the relationship between an individual’s
level of education and his or her labor market position deteriorated. Specif-
ically, it is presumed that due to an oversupply of Gymnasium and univer-
sity graduates from higher education, vocationally trained workers got
crowded out of the jobs they traditionally occupied. Second, in recent
decades, job requirements are being constantly upgraded as a result of
technological progress. Some observers have raised the question whether
vocationally trained persons are capable of satisfying the new job require-
ments, and whether the German system of vocational training is capable of
reacting quickly enough to adapt to the new skill standards. Both trends,
educational expansion and the changing occupational structure, might
influence labor market outcomes as the early careers traditional patterns of
school-to-work transitions break down (an overview of these arguments is
provided by Mayer 1996). Moreover, there are recent indications that firms
might be less willing to invest in apprenticeship training. This has prompt-
ed government proposals to impose a levy on firms which do not engage in
the training of apprentices.

Although it is often argued that the long-term educational returns of
vocationally trained workers have deteriorated over time, there are only few
empirical studies which focus explicitly on changing labor market outcomes
of this group. Moreover, empirical studies on labor market entry show mixed
results (c. f. Müller 1998). Blossfeld (1985) and Müller et al. (1998) find that
the returns of vocational training slightly decreased in the last decades. In
contrast, Konietzka (1999), Büchel (2002) and Steinmann (2000) do not find
significant changes in the benefits due to training over time. 
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By analyzing the transition to the labor market for eight birth cohorts
born between 1919 and 1971, in this paper we seek to examine early labor
market outcomes over a broader range of time than has been studied
before. During the total observation period of labor market entry, that is
1935 -1990, different trends of economic conditions prevailed (c. f. Mayer
and Hillmert 2003). The period from 1935 to 1960 was characterized by life
course interruptions due to the war, population migration, unstable eco-
nomic conditions, high unemployment, and restricted educational oppor-
tunities. The subsequent period between 1960 and 1980 was characterized
by economic growth, low unemployment figures, shortage of labor and a
close match between the educational system and the labor market. The
third period, starting in 1980, is marked by growing economic difficulties,
increasing unemployment, a growing workforce due to increased labor
market participation of females, and accelerated changes in the occupa-
tional structure. Hence, many observers expect that life-courses became
more de-standardized and the school-work nexus became fuzzier since the
1980s (c. f. H. Brücker and Mayer 2004).

The paper is organized in three sections. The first provides a brief
overview of the German system of vocational training. The second
describes the dataset and the variables used. And the third and main sec-
tion in the empirical analysis is devoted to the description of changes in the
educational attainment that took place during the observation period
where we examine the transition experiences of labor market entrants with
regard to three dimensions of labor market returns to skills: overeducation,
occupational mismatch, and occupational prestige.

The German system of vocational training

Vocational training in Germany is closely linked to the organization of
schools in the secondary level educational system1. At the age of 10, stu-
dents are tracked into three different types of secondary schools2. The
lower and the intermediate secondary school (Hauptschule and Realschule,
respectively) are completed at the age of 15 or 16. Both schools typically
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lead to a vocational training. The upper secondary school (Gymnasium),
the equivalent of the British A-level and generally more advanced than the
American high-school, is completed at age 19. Its graduates traditionally
undertake university studies. 

Higher education in Germany consists of universities and 4-year tech-
nical colleges (Fachhochschulen). The number of youth graduating from the
Gymnasium has been growing steadily throughout the past decades. More-
over, in recent years, the number of Gymnasium graduates who decide not
to go to university, but undertake a vocational training instead has
increased as well. Generally, graduates from a Realschule or a Gymnasium,
who decide to enter the vocational training system, are more likely to
receive training in higher status white collar jobs than graduates from a
Hauptschule, who often undergo apprenticeship training in the lower status
craft sector. 

The German system of vocational training consists of the so-called
“dual system“, which combines 3 to 4 years of part-time vocational school-
ing with an apprenticeship in a private or state owned enterprise, or 2 - 4-
years full time vocational schools. The apprentice spends three to four days
a week at the firm that trains him/her and one to two days at a vocational
school. Full-time vocational schooling takes place in specialized vocational
schools (Berufsfachschulen) and schools of allied health professions
(Schulen des Gesundheitswesens). The vast majority of vocational training
takes place in the dual system. In 1998, 1.6 million young persons were
trained in the dual system, whereas only 150,000 were trained in full-time
vocational schools and an additional 120,000 were trained in schools of
allied health professions (BMBF 2000). 

Full-time vocational schools as well as training in the context of the
apprenticeship system results in universally recognized, portable skill cre-
dentials. Although it possesses a high degree of standardization compared
to other countries, German vocational training still displays a great varia-
tion in the quality of training between different types of vocational training
(Soskice 1994). Differences in the quality of training exist in particular
between the craft sector on the one side and the industrial and commercial
sector on the other. These differences are mainly explained by industry-
specific training strategies. Because jobs in the industrial and service sector
require a highly skilled and specialized workforce, companies from these
sectors offer high quality training which is associated with high net costs
borne by the employer (Neubäumer 1999). In contrast, job requirements
in the craft sector are considerably lower. Consequently, companies within
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the craft sector only provide basic training and apprentices often do much
of the work of normal employees. As a result, the labor market outcomes of
apprentices in the craft sector are generally lower than those of people
trained in the industrial or commercial sector. Previous studies show that
workers trained in the craft sector face a disproportionate risk of overedu-
cation and unemployment (c. f. Pollmann-Schult and Büchel, in press). 

The German vocational training system is highly gendered. Traditional-
ly, women were sorted into commercial apprenticeships or full-time voca-
tional training, which led to less prestigious jobs that provide fewer chances
for wage advancement, whereas men were more likely to undertake craft
and industrial apprenticeships. However, the labor market situation for
women of younger cohorts may have become more favorable, since more
women than men gained from the shift of the occupational structure
towards commercial and service jobs (c. f. Konietzka 2003). 

Data and variables

Our empirical analyses are based on the German Life History Study (GLHS)
conducted under the direction of Karl Ulrich Mayer at the Max Planck
Institute for Human Development, Berlin. This representative data set con-
sists of several retrospective surveys providing detailed information on the
education and work-life history of several birth cohorts. This data set
includes life history data of more than 12,000 men and women in East and
West Germany. Our analyses in this paper use the West German compo-
nent of the German Life History Study which comprises of 8,500 respon-
dents from West German cohorts born between 1919 and 1971 (for an
overview, see E. Brückner and Mayer 1998). Life histories of people born in
1929-31, 1939-41, and 1949-51 were collected from 1981 to 1983 (Mayer
and E. Brückner 1989). Between 1985 and 1987, life history data for people
born 1919-21 were collected (E. Brückner 1993). The birth cohorts 1954-56,
and 1959-61 were interviewed in 1989 (H. Brückner and Mayer 1995), and
data for the cohorts 1964 and 1971 were collected in 1998/99 (Hillmert,
Künster, Spengemann and Mayer 2004). The samples are restricted to indi-
viduals who lived at the time of the interview in West Germany and former
West Germany, respectively, and to German citizens. 

The German Life History Study, unlike other German data sets such as
the German Socio-economic Panel (GSOEP), is very well suited for analyz-
ing school-to-work transitions. The GLHS contains very detailed informa-
tion on educational degrees obtained and on all jobs the respondents held
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up to the time of the interview. Although the GLHS is based on representa-
tive samples drawn from the entire West German population, there is some
evidence of selection bias. As Hillmert (2004) has shown for the members
of the birth cohorts 1964 and 1971, respondents of the GLHS who did not
complete higher education or vocational training are underrepresented in
the sample. However, since we are primarily interested in changes over
time and not so much in the educational distribution at a given point in
time, the selection bias should not seriously distort our results. 

The GLHS does not distinguish between apprenticeships undertaken in
the craft and industrial sector. Following the approach used by Soskice
(1994), Winkelmann (1996) and others, we will approximate this distinc-
tion by using information on the trained occupation and the firm size.
Small firms are concentrated in the craft sector, whereas medium-sized and
large firms are predominant in the industrial sector. In the end we distin-
guish between vocational training in the following sectors: industrial sec-
tor, craft sector (including apprenticeships in farming and in home eco-
nomics), commercial sector and full-time school based vocational training
(including training in allied health professions).

A crucial issue for analyzing school to work transitions is the measure-
ment of the “success” and “failure” of this transition. Many studies tend to
equate success with getting a “good” job or getting a job appropriate to
one’s education. Whereas other studies tend to see success in terms of get-
ting a job at all or the duration of the transition from school to work (c. f.
Mayer 1995), this study relies heavily on previous research by considering
three typical indicators of the quality of the transition from school to work:
1) the risk of being overqualified vs. having a properly allocated job; 2) the
risk of entering a job that matches the skill level, but does not fit the specif-
ic vocational training (occupational mismatch); 3) occupational prestige.
The first job is defined as the first job held for a minimum of 3 months
after completing vocational training. By doing so, we exclude initial short-
term casual work. 

Workers are generally considered to be overqualified if the qualification
level they have acquired exceed the qualification level required to perform
the job. Hence, a vocationally trained worker is considered to be overquali-
fied if he/she holds a low-skilled job, which does not need any kind of for-
mal qualification. To identify whether over-education exists in a given case,
the jobholder’s level of formal education must be compared with the job
requirement level. There are several methods for measuring the job
requirement level, but two main approaches can be distinguished: the
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objective and the subjective approach (for an overview, see Hartog 2000).
In the objective approach, the required skill level for every type of occupa-
tion is evaluated by professional job analysts. Well known classification
schemes detailing the required skill level of a broad range of jobs exist for
the U.S. and for the Netherlands. The subjective approach is based on self-
assessment of the required skill level. Here, the workers themselves report
which qualification level is usually required to perform their jobs.

The data set utilized in this study does not contain self-reported infor-
mation on the workers’ job requirement level. For this reason, the job
requirement level is determined by objective job characteristics, using a
previously developed classification scheme for the German labor market.
This classification scheme determines the job requirement level on the
basis of information provided about the employment category and the job
title (for a detailed description see Pollmann-Schult and Büchel 2002b).
By applying this classification scheme, we are able to distinguish between
three job levels: unskilled jobs which require no formal qualifications at
all, moderately skilled jobs which require completed vocational training
and highly skilled jobs which require an academic degree. Individuals with
completed vocational training who work in low-skill jobs are categorized
as overqualified.

The occupational match is measured by utilizing the 3-digit code of the
1968-version of the International Standard Classification of Occupations.
An individual is considered to work in a job which matches his or her
vocational training if the ISCO-Code of the vocational training and the
first job is the same. In contrast, occupational mismatch means not having
the same ISCO-Code for vocational training and first occupation. The
analysis of occupational match is restricted to individuals who are not
overqualified. In contrast to other studies such as Kalleberg and Witte
(1995) or Solga and Konietzka (1999), we argue that overqualified persons
always experience some degree of occupational mismatch. Therefore, there
is no need to analyze the occupational match for those who are already
experiencing overeducation. An example of occupational mismatch is a
certified secretary working as a hairdresser or as a qualified salesperson,
since all three occupations require completed vocational training. 

The occupational prestige of the first job is indicated by the “Interna-
tional Socio-economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI)” (c. f. Ganze-
boom et al. 1992). The ISEI is constructed using data on education, occu-
pation and income from 16 countries and indicates the socio-economic
status of 271 occupations. Employing an optimal scaling procedure, status
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scores ranging from 16 (lowest status) to 90 (highest status) are assigned to
each of the 271 distinct occupations. 

Empirical results

The following section depicts the process of educational expansion for the
eight cohorts under examination (see also Cortina et.al. 2003). Thereafter,
we describe the quality of the school-to-work transition in terms of overe-
ducation, occupational mismatch and occupational status of the first job.

Educational expansion

Table 1 reveals two major trends that took place in the post-war time. First,
the proportion of graduates who completed Realschule (intermediate sec-
ondary school) or Gymnasium (upper secondary school) has increased
strongly. Second, the participation of women in upper secondary education
rose to a greater extent than the participation of men. For the cohorts born
after 1965, the share of women who completed upper secondary education
exceeds those of men. Among those born around 1920, only 10 percent of
the men and 7 percent of the women acquired an Abitur, compared to 33
percent of the men and 39 percent of the women born in 1971. By contrast,
the proportion of men and woman who left school without a leaving cer-
tificate or who acquired merely a lower school degree decreased substan-
tially. While 73 percent of the men and 69 percent of the women born
around 1920 gained none or merely the lowest school leaving certificate,
this is true for only about a third of the men and a fifth of the women born
in 1971. 

Due to educational expansion, the educational background of vocation-
ally trained persons has become more heterogeneous over time. The share
of vocationally trained men and women who hold an intermediate or high-
er school degree increased substantially in the observation period, while the
share of vocationally trained persons who only completed compulsory
schooling decreased (Table 1, lower panel). Furthermore, table 1 reveals
that vocationally trained women of all cohorts held higher school degrees
than men. 

In the observation period, participation in secondary training and post-
secondary schooling substantially increased as well (table 2). The share of
persons without formal training has decreased rapidly: among men, the
share of less educated individuals decreased from 26 percent to 4 percent.
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 :  ,    

Cohort

1920 1930 1940 1950 1955 1960 1964 1971

All

Men

No school degree 2.3 11.2 7.2 6.1 6.2 2.9 3.7 1.1

Lower school 
degree 70.4 70.3 71.1 54.8 44.5 40.7 39.7 31.2

Intermediate 
school degree 17.6 11.0 15.5 19.1 23.6 26.7 32.1 34.9

Higher school 
degree 9.7 7.5 6.1 19.9 25.7 29.7 24.5 32.8

Women

No school degree 3.8 10.3 6.6 5.4 6.2 2.3 1.3 0.7

Lower school 
degree 65.4 70.3 66.4 60.9 44.4 30.3 28.5 19.8

Intermediate 
school degree 24.3 14.2 19.7 21.1 27.0 42.3 43.7 40.8

Higher school 

degree 6.5 5.3 7.4 12.5 22.4 25.2 26.5 38.7

Vocationally trained people only

Men

No school degree 2.1 10.4 5.8 6.1 5.7 3.2 3.2 0.9

Lower school 
degree 79.2 71.3 73.7 68.4 55.3 50.5 45.9 37.5

Intermediate 
school degree 16.1 13.8 18.4 22.8 30.9 34.9 39.6 43.3

Higher school 
degree 2.6 4.6 2.0 2.7 8.0 11.3 11.3 18.3

Women

No school degree 3.7 6.3 3.0 3.9 4.6 1.8 0.2 0.2

Lower school 
degree 56.4 59.5 70.8 66.8 51.8 28.7 28.6 23.0

Intermediate 
school degree 35.7 27.9 23.2 26.2 35.0 52.9 49.6 48.4

Higher school 
degree 4.3 6.3 3.0 3.1 8.5 16.7 21.7 28.4

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations.



Among women, the percentage of the less educated dropped from 57 per-
cent to 7 percent. 

Table 2 shows that the expansion in the educational structure was
accompanied by changes in the composition of vocational training. The
share of men with a craft apprenticeship declined to 29 percent in the 1971
cohort from 37 percent in the 1920 cohort, while the share of men with an
industrial apprenticeship increased from 12 to around 28 percent between
the 1920 and 1940 cohort and stayed stable until then. For women, the par-
ticipation in commercial apprenticeship increased substantially. Thirty-six
percent of the women born in 1971 completed a commercial apprentice-
ship, in contrast to 15 percent of those born between 1919 and 1921.

Overeducation in the first job

Contrary to public opinion and the belief of most social scientists, the over-
all share of overqualified workers did not increase trend like during the
past decades (table 3). Rather, it appears that the variation between cohorts
was affected by other factors such as the cohort size or the labor market sit-
uation at the time of the labor market entry. As previous research has
shown, the quality of the labor market entry is strongly influenced by
demographic conditions and the business cycle (Gangl 2002). The fact that
the 1964 cohort was the biggest so far in post-war West Germany and that
the members of this cohort faced a recession at the time of their labor mar-
ket entry may have contributed to the high proportion of overeducation.
The unemployment rate reached a 30-year high in 1983, when most people
born in 1964 were employed for the first time. In contrast, the size of the
1971 cohort has been considerably smaller and the unemployment rate was
quite low when the members of this cohort entered the labor market (c. f.
Mayer and Hillmert 2004).

However, table 3 reveals substantial gender-specific trends. While the
proportion of men who found themselves in jobs requiring less education
than they had achieved increased for those who were born around 1940 or
later, the respective figures for women dropped sharply. Among men, the
share of those working in jobs which require no formal qualification rose
to 9 percent in the 1971 cohort, up from 5 percent in the 1940 cohort. In
the same time period, among women the share of overeducation dropped
to 4 percent from 15 percent. Concerning the type of vocational training,
the risk of being overqualified has clearly shifted. Whereas the risk of being
overqualified increased substantially for people who completed an indus-
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trial apprenticeship, it has decreased for people with a commercial appren-
ticeship and those who completed full-time vocational schooling. This
trend may reflect the shifting demand of labor from the secondary to the
tertiary sector. 

The first two columns in table 4 present the logistic regression results
for the transition to overeducation after finishing vocational training for
men and women. The reference group consists of individuals who hold a
correctly allocated job when entering the labor market. The first column
gives the results for a model that only controls for the birth cohorts. The
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 :  ,    

Cohort

1920 1930 1940 1950 1955 1960 1964 1971

Men

No training 26.2 26.5 16.2 9.3 9.2 6.2 6.6 3.8

Craft 
apprenticeship 36.8 40.9 37.1 30.3 26.8 29.4 33.5 28.5

Industrial 
apprenticeship 12.3 16.3 28.6 27.0 24.2 24.3 25.8 28.9

Commercial 
apprenticeship 16.0 11.1 12.6 17.4 19.3 14.9 17.9 17.8

Full-time 
vocational training 3.7 1.2 1.1 1.5 5.1 5.4 3.9 4.0

University degree* 5.2 3.9 4.3 14.6 15.5 19.9 12.3 17.0

Women

No training 57.4 66.4 47.7 28.4 17.8 16.3 12.3 7.2

Craft 
apprenticeship 9.0 11.2 10.3 10.5 10.6 11.3 11.3 12.6

Industrial 
apprenticeship 0.1 0.6 2.0 2.2 4.8 4.6 8.9 8.2

Commercial 
apprenticeship 15.1 11.8 25.1 37.5 33.5 32.5 34.5 35.9

Full-time 
vocational training 15.6 7.8 10.9 13.0 19.3 23.3 24.0 19.1

University degree* 2.7 2.3 4.0 8.6 14.0 12.1 9.0 17.0

*including people who where still attending college at age 27.

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations.



omitted category is the 1940 birth cohort. This model essentially gives the
development irrespective of the educational expansion that took place in
the course of time. Since the participation in higher quality vocational
training such as industrial and commercial apprenticeships increased over
time (see table 2), one could assume that the overall quality of early career
outcomes increased as well. To obtain the net effects for the birth cohorts,
it seems crucial to take educational expansion into account by adding
appropriate variables to the model. By doing so, we estimate the cohort
effects irrespective of educational changes over time. Model II controls for
school degree achieved, type of vocational training and if the vocational
training took place in the public sector. The results displayed in the first
column demonstrate that the risk of becoming overqualified did not
change significantly over time. Even after controlling for the expansion of
schooling and changes in the composition of vocational training, there is
no evidence that the risk of becoming overqualified did increase systemati-
cally. Only individuals born in 1964 face a statistically significant higher
risk of being overqualified than those born around 1940. Consistent with
previous research, the results show that the school degree has a strong
effect on overeducation, irrespective of the type of vocational training (c.f.
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 :     ,  , , 

    ⁽ ⁾

Cohort

1920 1930 1940 1950 1955 1960 1964 1971

Men 7.4 10.4 5.2 6.1 6.5 5.0 11.0 8.6

Women 12.8 9.2 14.8 8.3 9.6 6.1 6.7 3.8

Craft 
apprenticeship 9.9 13.3 7.1 8.0 10.6 7.4 10.9 11.4

Industrial 
apprenticeship 5.6 4.7 3.8 4.3 3.6 4.3 15.4 10.1

Commercial 
apprenticeship 9.6 7.4 12.1 10.3 9.7 3.5 5.4 1.1

Full-time  
vocational 
schooling 12.4 8.7 16.1 14.6 5.6 7.9 4.7 3.4

Total 9.8 10.0 8.5 7.1 8.0 5.5 8.9 6.5

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations.
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 :    ⁽ ; 

 ⁾

Men and Women Men Women

I II III IV V VI

Female 1.113 1.345* – – – –
(0.112) (0.135)

Cohort 1920 1.250 1.311 1.622 1.588 0.937 1.067
(0.243) (0.245) (0.378) (0.380) (0.322) (0.331)

Cohort 1930 1.187 1.268 1.936+ 2.034+ 0.732 0.765
(0.284) (0.286) (0.401) (0.403) (0.436) (0.447)

Cohort 1940 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
(reference group)

Cohort 1950 0.795 0.853 1.188 1.258 0.515+ 0.562
(0.281) (0.283) (0.429) (0.431) (0.378) (0.384)

Cohort 1955 0.916 1.182 1.295 1.550 0.617 0.880
(0.247) (0.250) (0.386) (0.390) (0.326) (0.334

Cohort 1960 0.685 0.986 0.961 1.169 0.461* 0.825
(0.260) (0.264) (0.407) (0.411) (0.341) (0.356)

Cohort 1964 1.089 1.633* 2.387* 3.112** 0.468* 0.815
(0.225) (0.231) (0.343) (0.348) (0.310) (0.326)

Cohort 1971 0.731 1.156 1.813+ 2.441* 0.234** 0.418*
(0.242) (0.249) (0.354) (0.361) (0.367) (0.383)

Lower or no 1.000 1.000 1.000
school degree
(reference group)

Intermediate 0.455** 0.535** 0.384**
school degree (0.143) (0.203) (0.199)

Upper school 0.169** 0.235** 0.115**
degree (0.338) (0.452) (0.527)

Vocational  training 1.000 1.000 1.000
in the private sector 
(reference group)

Vocational training 0.406** 0.214** 0.620
in the public sector (0.281) (0.468) (0.360)

Craft 1.232 0.723 2.054**
apprenticeship (0.158) (0.242) (0.199)

Industrial 1.105 0.785 0.870
apprenticeship (0.192) (0.251) (0.448)



Büchel and Pollmann-Schult 2004). Persons with an intermediate or an
upper school degree face a significantly lower risk of becoming overquali-
fied than people who have achieved merely a lower school degree. Getting
trained in the public sector relative to training in the private sector signifi-
cantly increases one’s risk of being overqualified. Also the finding of a
lower risk of overeducation for people trained within the private sector is
consistent with previous research (Pollmann-Schult and Büchel 2002a). It
reflects the fact that the retention rate of apprentices in public institutions
is higher than in private firms. In contrast to the descriptive analysis in
table 3, the type of vocational training has no significant effect on the risk
of being overqualified when controlling for other factors. 

The models displayed in columns III and IV analyze the risk of being
overqualified for men only. The results show that men in the 1964 and
1971 cohort faced a significantly higher risk of being overqualified in their
first job than previous cohorts. This is more pronounced when controlling
for the educational expansion and changes in the composition of vocation-
al training (column IV). This model indicates that the odds for men in the
1964 cohort of being overqualified are 3 times higher as the odds for men
born around 1940. For men born in 1971 the odds are 2 times higher. In
contrast, the risk of being overqualified for women has decreased signifi-
cantly over time (column V). However, when controlling for changes in the
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  ⁽.⁾

Men and Women Men Women

I II III IV V VI

Commercial 1.000 1.000 1.000
apprenticeship
(reference group)

Full-time vocational 1.284 1.057 1.463+
schooling (0.190) (0.422) (0.219)

Constant 0.099** 0.112** 0.053** 0.078** 0.173** -1.878**

-2 Log-likelihood 2,452 2,364 1,291 1,254 1,131 1,063

N 4,400 2,396 2,004

Mean of 
dep. variable 0.081 0.078 0.084

Level of significance: ** = p<0.01; * = p<0.05; + = p<0.1.

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations..



educational composition, merely women born in 1971 face a lower risk of
overeducation than those born around 1940 (column VI).

Occupational mismatch in the first job

Table 5 depicts the share of occupational mismatch for workers who are
not overqualified. In the overall population, only insignificant changes in
the proportion of workers with an occupational mismatch occur. However,
if we distinguish between men and women, a different picture emerges: in
the course of time the risk of being employed outside the occupational field
they had been trained for decreased substantially for women and in the last
cohorts markedly increased for men. Among women, the share of occupa-
tional mismatch dropped from 31 percent for those born around 1940 to
17 for those born in 1971. Among men, the share of occupational mis-
match rose from 18 percent to 23 percent. Further, there are remarkable
differences with regard to the type of vocational training. Whereas the risk
of occupational mismatch increased for people who completed a craft or
industrial apprenticeship, it dropped for those who had undertaken a com-
mercial apprenticeship. 
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 :      ,  , ,

     ⁽ ⁾

Cohort

1920 1930 1940 1950 1955 1960 1964 1971

Men 17.2 13.4 17.7 20.2 17.7 20.4 24.7 23.1

Women 23.5 23.5 30.8 26.9 20.6 19.5 18.0 16.7

Craft 
apprenticeship 11.7 7.4 10.2 16.5 7.8 13.4 14.8 17.9

Industrial 
apprenticeship 9.4 23.9 17.9 15.1 11.6 20.0 27.0 28.7

Commercial 
apprenticeship 31.1 31.9 44.7 33.8 30.0 25.7 23.6 16.7

Full-time
vocational 
schooling 29.6 22.7 18.5 19.4 22.8 15.5 22.7 22.6

Total 20.1 16.9 21.4 22.9 20.0 19.4 21.8 20.6

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations.
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 :    

⁽ ;  ⁾

Men and Women Men Women

I II III IV V VI

Female 1.377 0.679** – – – –
(0.081) (0.099)

Cohort 1920 0.864 0.894 0.962 0.999 0.691 0.746
(0.182) (0.186) (0.246) (0.252) (0.275) (0.280)

Cohort 1930 0.693 0.766 0.716 0.754 0.692 0.847

(0.226 (0.230) (0.298) (0.303) (0.356) (0.363)

Cohort 1940 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
(reference group)

Cohort 1950 1.064 1.023 1.176 1.098 0.829 0.841
(0.188) (0.192) (0.260) (0.266) (0.279) (0.283)

Cohort 1955 0.825 0.744 0.997 0.814 0.585* 0.617+
(0.177) (0.182) (0.242) (0.250) (0.264 (0.270)

Cohort 1960 0.873 0.841 1.186 1.018 0.546* 0.667
(0.175) (0.181) (0.236) (0.244) (0.262) (0.275)

Cohort 1964 0.950 0.921 1.520+ 1.277 0.493** 0.599*
(0.163) (0.170) (0.218) (0.277) (0.251 (0.250)

Cohort 1971 0.880 0.844 1.390 1.101 0.452** 0.573*
(0.167) (0.175) (0.221) (0.232) (0.259) (0.272)

Lower or no 1.000 1.000 1.000
school degree
(reference group)

Intermediate 0.927 1.193 0.707*
school degree (0.099) (0.137) (0.142)

Upper school 0.851 1.312 0.568**
degree (0.175) (0.215) (0.214)

Vocational training 1.000 1.000 1.000
in the private sector 
(reference group)

Vocational training 0.446** 0.431** 0.460**
in the public sector (0.157) (0.204) (0.255)

Craft apprenticeship 0.293** 0.286** 0.381**
(0.125) (0.163) (0.205)

Industrial 0.541** 0.556** 0.547*
apprenticeship (0.127) (0.157) (0.294)



The results of the logistic regression in Table 6 show that, also when
controlling for educational expansion, the overall risk of occupational mis-
match did not change significantly over time. However, separate analysis
for males and females indicate that the risk of an occupational mismatch
decreased substantially for women. Even when controlling for the educa-
tional expansion (column VI), women of the 1964 and 1971 birth cohorts
faced a significantly smaller risk than the reference group, which consists of
women born around 1940. The model indicates that for the 1964 and the
1971 birth cohorts, the odds of occupational mismatch are more than 40
percent lower than for those born around 1940. In contrast, the risk of
occupational mismatch for men did not change significantly in the obser-
vation period (column IV).

Occupational prestige of the first job

Table 7 shows the mean occupational prestige for men and women and
for different types of vocational training. It appears that women obtain
more prestige-conferring jobs than men. This result is somewhat surpris-
ing and can be attributed to the fact that occupations in the female routine
non-manual labor market are deemed more prestigious, though these jobs
generate a lower wage, than occupations in the manual sector dominated
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  ⁽.⁾

Men and Women Men Women

I II III IV V VI

Commercial 1.000 1.000 1.000
apprenticeship
(reference group)

Full-time vocational 0.725** 0.491* 0.866
schooling (0.125) (0.277) (0.135)

Constant 0.291 0.441** 0.216** 0.494** 0.444** -0.624*

-2 Log-likelihood 3,898 3,777 2,121 2,030 1,751 1,710

N 3860 2128 1732

Mean of dep. 0.204 0.201 0.207
variable

Level of significance: ** = p<0.01; * = p<0.05; + = p<0.1.

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations.



by men (c. f. Müller et al. 1998: 183). However, for the research question
addressed in this paper, more important than the absolute level of occupa-
tional prestige are changes of occupational prestige over time. The gap
between men and women is widened from 6 points for the 1920 cohort to
10 points for the 1971 cohort. The gender-difference may be attributed to
gender-specific shifts in the participation of vocational training. Aside
from prestige gains for women and for people who completed a commer-
cial apprenticeship, there are only insignificant chances in the observation
period. 

Table 8 presents the regression results of the occupational prestige for
labor market entrants. If schooling and vocational training is not con-
trolled for (column I), more recent cohorts receive jobs with increasingly
higher prestige. As can be seen in column II, education has a huge impact
on the prestige of the first job. The type of school degree has a significant
effect on the occupational status at labor market entry, irrespective of the
type of vocational training. Further, if we control for education the differ-
ences between birth cohorts disappear. This is because younger cohorts
receive higher education and could convert their educational investment in
higher status jobs.

90    

 :   ,  ,    

 

Cohort

1920 1930 1940 1950 1955 1960 1964 1971

Men 39.4 37.6 38.2 39.7 42.2 40.8 40.6 41.0

Women 45.1 43.7 45.0 47.7 49.5 47.9 48.8 50.7

Craft 
apprenticeship 35.8 34.8 35.7 35.4 36.2 35.9 35.7 37.3

Industrial 
apprenticeship 39.4 37.1 37.7 38.9 40.1 39.2 38.9 39.9

Commercial 
apprenticeship 47.5 49.6 46.8 49.5 50.8 50.5 51.5 54.0

Full-time 
vocational 
schooling 46.0 45.8 49.4 51.8 51.6 49.1 50.8 49.8

Total 42.1 39.6 40.7 43.5 45.7 44.3 44.6 45.4

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations.
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 :     ⁽ ⁾

Men and Women Men Women

I II III IV V VI

Female 7.372** 2.264 – – – –
(0.322) (0.310)

Cohort 1920 0.514 -0.481 0.370 -0.723 1.025 0.034
(0.728) (0.614) (0.925) (0.731) (1.175) (1.043)

Cohort 1930 -0.926 0.623 -1.114 -1.080 -0.850 -0.229
(0.895) (0.753) (1.079) (0.849) (0.157) (0.1391)

Cohort 1940 – – – – – –
(reference group)

Cohort 1950 2.454** 1.254+ 1.521 0.071 3.869** 2.947**
(0.812) (0.683) (1.047) (0.824) (1.287) (1.137)

Cohort 1955 4.732** 1.607* 4.113** -0.46 5.800** 3.647**
(0.734) (0.622) (0.940) (0.747) (1.176) (1.045)

Cohort 1960 3.002** -0.531 2.605** -0.833 3.848** 0.268
(0.733) (0.625) (0.946) (0.751) (0.167) (1.045)

Cohort 1964 3.357** 0.137 2.429** -1.081 4.732** 1.832+
(0.682) (0.586) (0.871) (0.696) (1.099) (1.000)

Cohort 1971 4.304** 0.838 2.787** -1.070 6.349** 3.402**
(0.696) (0.602) (0.884) (0.712) (1.125) (1.030)

Lower or no school – – – – – –
degree
(reference group)

Intermediate school 4.905** 4.042** 5.387**
degree (0.322) (0.421) (0.495)

Upper school degree 9.529** 11.023** 8.020**
(0.495) (0.694) (0.722)

Vocational training – – –
in the private sector 
(reference group)

Vocational training 1.155* 1.312* 0.763
in the public sector (0.462) (0.577) (0.742)

Craft apprenticeship -11.125** -12.340** -10.353**
(0.367) (0.503) (0.564)

Industrial -8.718** -10.062 -5.829**
apprenticeship (0.433) (0.524) (0.913)

Commercial – – –
apprenticeship
(reference group)



The separate models for men and women (column IV and VI, respec-
tively) show that the occupational prestige for women has increased over
time even then controlling for education. Women who entered the labor
market before 1970 received considerably lower status jobs than women
who entered the labor market after 1970 (c. f. Mayer 1991). However, this
trend is not linear over time. Females in the 1950 cohort, 1955 cohort, and
1971 cohort yield an occupational prestige that is approximately 3 points
higher than for those who where born around 1940. Women born around
1960 realize only smaller gains and females born in 1964 realize no signifi-
cant gains at all. In contrast, the occupational status for men did not
change over time when controlling for education (column IV).

Conclusions

The institutional setting of the German system of vocational training is
supposed to offer young adults a smooth transition to the first job. Howev-
er, many observers assume that the labor market outcome of vocationally
trained youth deteriorated since the 1970s. The aim of this paper has been
to investigate if and to what extent trajectories into the labor market have
changed in the past decades. To this end, we analyzed three major dimen-
sions of transition outcomes for eight birth cohorts born between 1919 and
1971. In a preliminary step, it was shown that the educational background
of vocationally trained people has become more heterogeneous in the past
decades. The majority of youth entering vocationally training after 1980
held an intermediate or upper secondary school leaving certificate. Young
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  ⁽.⁾

Men and Women Men Women

I II III IV V VI

Full-time vocational -2.273** -2.825** -1.708**
schooling (0.423) (0.823) (0.252)

Constant 44.757** 47.300** 38.071** 47.107** 43.618** 45.365**

R square 0.124 0.382 0.018 0.396 0.034 0.251

N 4,843 2,572 2,271

Level of significance: ** = p<0.01; * = p<0.05; + = p<0.1.

Source: West German Life Course Study, authors' calculations.



people who completed upper secondary schooling increasingly take up a
vocational training instead of going to college. Further, we observed a shift
from apprenticeships in the low status craft sector to those in the commer-
cial sector that comprises jobs of a higher status. 

Our results regarding the transition outcomes contradict the
widespread assumption of decreasing benefits from vocational training. It
has been shown that the overall transition regime into the labor market of
vocationally trained workers did not change substantially in terms of
overeducation, occupational mismatch and occupational prestige. Howev-
er, separate analyses for men and women revealed gender-specific trends
after 1980. Labor market outcomes somewhat deteriorated for men and
improved for women. Men who entered the labor market in the past two
decades faced a significant higher risk of overeducation than previous
cohorts, whereas women entering the labor market in the 1990 had better
chances of securing a job that matches their qualification level. Moreover,
since 1980 the risk of occupational mismatch dropped for female labor
market entrants. 

Although this is a truly remarkable story of the stability of institutional
arrangements and their effects across a large span of time, we would be
cautious in extrapolating this as a kind of ultra-stability into the future. In
contrast, there are good reasons to assume that we deal here with a case of
institutional and behavioral inertia and delayed adaptation. The expansion
of secondary and higher education is still in a precarious disequilibrium
with participation in vocational training and the adding on of apprentice-
ships to longer periods of general education appears neither to be efficient
in the usage of life time nor an optimal way of skill formation. In addition,
the new cost-consciousness of firms has put some strains on their willing-
ness to invest in training. The very recent reaction of the government to
threaten with a levy for firms which do not train might well produce the
opposite effect of what is intended. It might act as an incentive for firms to
buy themselves out of training obligations. Moreover, the fact that the dual
system of vocational training has practically broken down in East Germany
due to the lack of training firms might trigger changes in the direction of
less firm and more school based provision of vocational skills. The jury on
the viability of the German dual system of vocational training is still out.
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Increasing risks of stigmatization: 
Changes in school-to-work transitions of less-educated
West Germans 
Heike Solga

Abstract: The paper examines historical changes in the school-to-work transi-
tions of young West Germans without a completed secondary school certificate.
In doing so, it attempts to show that even today the normative power of the
normal biography – the life course standardized by institutionally defined sta-
tus passages – is unbroken. Deviations from the normative pattern of the mod-
ern life course are both definable and considerable in their consequences. Insti-
tutionally, the ubiquity of school experience, of vocational education, and of
employment defines the norms to be fulfilled by all young people. The attempts
by less-educated youths to participate – yet in separate programs – and the
institutional risks of recurring educational failure caused, in fact contribute to
an increase in their risk of marginalization and stigmatization. The analyses of
their school trajectories, their opportunities to enter vocational education and
training, and finally their early labor market careers, together exhibit the
increased institutionalized transition risks and systemic dead-ends faced by
less-educated youths. These analyses display the continuous (and institution-
ally reinforced) struggle of these youths to attaining a normal biography and
the outcomes as well as consequences of those attempts.

1. Social pressure to attaining a normal biography and its
embedded risk of recurring educational failure

Debates on the de-standardization of the modern life course, in general,
and of educational and occupational biographies, in particular, are well
established in today’s sociological and popular discourses, especially in
Germany (cf. Beck 1986; Beck-Gernsheim 1994; Berger 1990; Kohli 1985).
Deviations from the so-called “normal biography” – the life course stan-
dardized by institutionally defined status passages (Levy 1977, 1996) – thus
appear to have become, paradoxically, normal. Indicators used in favoring
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the individualization thesis are: people stay longer in school and other edu-
cational institutions, more young people participate in more than one
vocational or tertiary education program, or that the variation in the age at
entry into the labor market, at first marriage and of first child have
increased, and so forth. Yet, do they really reflect a de-standardization of
the (normative) modern life course?

The paper studies the historical changes in the school-to-work transi-
tion of young people without a completed secondary school certificate. In
doing so, it attempts to show that even today the normative power of the
normal biography (i.e., the standard of a normatively ‘right’ time/age and
sequence of life stages) is unbroken. Deviations from this normative pat-
tern of the modern life course are both definable and considerable in their
consequences. Moreover, attempts by ‘deviant’ groups to participate in the
normal biography’s institutions – such as in vocational education and labor
markets – contribute in fact to an increase in their risk of marginalization
and stigmatization. Their mostly ‘unsuccessful’ attempts at participation
convey processes of (discrediting) labeling – both external and imposed by
the less-educated youths themselves – and thus in fact facilitate the con-
struction of their ‘deviance’ (see Goffman 1963). Externally, ‘educational
failure’ translated into a categorical label makes “a difference, because once
a label is applied, further information processing is guided by its connota-
tion.” (Jones et al. 1984: 6) ; and on the other hand, less-educated youth
themselves as “markables often hold stereotypes of what other think or feel
about them, and these stereotypes guide their behavior with nonmark-
ables.” (Jones et al. 1984: 181)

Why, however, has ‘low education’ become such a crucial label in our
societies? First of all, given increasing educational attainment in younger
birth cohorts, low education has undergone a transformation from just ‘not
continuing schooling’ to an individual’s ‘failure’. In today’s birth cohorts,
school attainment below a completed secondary school certificate falls
below the ‘accepted’ minimum of educational qualification and, thus, has
become an increasingly discrediting, if not stigmatizing, attribute of indi-
viduals (Parsons 1959: 117, Trow 1977: 112f.)

This attribution is particularly severe in Germany. The contemporary
German school system has one of the lowest failure rates in the world – at
least in terms of completed upper secondary education. By the mid-1990s,
the proportion of 19-to-21-year-olds without completed upper secondary
education was more than 25 percent in France and almost 20 percent in
Great Britain. Only Sweden, with five percent, showed a significantly lower
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percentage than Germany and the Netherlands, both at nine percent (Mur-
ray/Steedman 1998). Given this successful educational expansion, it may
not be surprising that the social marginalization of young people who do
not complete even lower secondary education has increased in Germany.
These individuals’ lack of a secondary school diploma is increasingly
regarded as evidence of their ‘inability’ to meet the increased performance
requirements at school, vocational education, and labor markets. 

In the context of rising educational norms and job competition in
many fields, these less-educated young people today more than ever before,
are placed in a situation in which they must accept the available, though
not necessarily desired or hoped-for, opportunities provided by vocational
training or labor market (policy) institutions. This situational logic, howev-
er, impedes the pursuit of long-term goals and anticipatory life planning,
one of the crucial features, indeed demands, of the modern life course.
Today’s less-educated youths are thus increasingly at risk of developing a
mainly situational, externally determined coping strategy imposed on them
by society’s expectations that they should (at least) undertake serious
efforts to ‘normalize’ their school-to-work transition (cf. Stauber/Walther
1999). This coping strategy itself, in turn, contributes to the odds of repeat-
ed failures and thereby to a perpetuation of their disadvantageous situation
in the vocational training system and the labor market. It is this latter
aspect of the institutional risks of stigmatization that I will empirically
address in the paper. 

Despite this rather situational coping strategy, these youths’ educational
histories do not lack other definitive characteristics of the modern life
course such as linearity, continuity, or sequentiality (Kohli 1985, 1986;
Mayer/Müller 1986). On the contrary, their increasingly uninterrupted life
histories of ‘failure’ in the school system and nowadays also in the voca-
tional training and employment system are linear and continuous. Despite
being unsuccessful, they tend to follow the sequential pattern of school-
ing–training–labor market entry. However, because they do so, their
biographies of failure – imposed by institutional pressure of ‘normaliza-
tion‘ – add to their risk of being discredited by employers and others, who
take their frequently recurring educational failures as evidence that they
lack motivation and work-orientation, and/or are that they are ‘incapable’,
if not completely ‘unemployable’ (Kohli 1994: 229; Goffman 1963).1
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These less-educated youths find themselves in latent and manifest crisis
situations which in combination with negative identity constructions by
themselves and by the ‘others’, embed a high risk of continuous marginal-
ization. On the one hand, self-stigmatization may be touched off or learned
by others’ marginalization. On the other hand, these same youth may ‘pro-
tect’ themselves by using self-exclusion (e.g. dropping out of schools, edu-
cational programs, and labor markets) to avoid further stigmatization by
others and subjective responsibility for their stigmatization (cf. Pfahl 2003).
As a result, many of today’s less-educated youth may give up any hope of
an acknowledged career and ‘disidentify’ with educational and employ-
ment goals – in fear of the possible humiliation and further negative reac-
tion (Jones et al. 1984: 111). This means that they may develop a personal
identity which is not (or less) committed to academic and occupational
achievement (cf. Goffman 1963): „This pattern of disengaging self-evalua-
tions from feedback received in a domain, even while recognizing that
domain as being important, makes sense if the domain is one that is highly
valued in the larger society but that is subject of negative stereotypes”
(Crocker et al. 1998: 530) – which is certainly true for education and edu-
cational failure in modern societies. The awareness of the negative conno-
tations of their educational failure(s) in the eyes of others and the belief in
the limitation of their personal efficacy are (likely to be) well established by
adolescence, because (a) this limitation is part of legitimating their inferior
position in school by teachers and peers, and (b) their educational failures
occur before a sense of efficacy is firmly established (Crocker et al. 1998:
517; Bandura 1995: 3).

The analyses presented in the paper follow the ‘normal’ school-to-work
transition pattern. In doing so, they display the continuous (and institu-
tionally reinforced) struggle by less-educated youth to attain a normal biog-
raphy and the consequences of those attempts. The analyses of these less-
educated youths’ school trajectories, their opportunities to enter vocational
education and training, and finally their early labor market careers, togeth-
er exhibit the increased institutional risks of less-educated youths’ stigma-
tization. My main argument is that their increasingly reinforced participa-
tion in vocational education and labor markets (and their thereby reduced

102    

that “failure and negative behavior exhibited by an outgroup member are more likely to be

attributed to internal dispositional causes than is the same negative behavior by an ingroup

member (in which case it is more likely to be attributed to external or situational causes)”

(Brewer/Brown 1998: 560).



exclusion from these institutions) does not automatically or surely lead to
inclusion; if this participation still takes place in separate (special) pro-
grams and trajectories – as it is the case in Germany –, instead of reducing
or eliminating the official stigma of educational failure this participation
rather entails the potential of continuous discrimination and a perpetuat-
ing negative self-schema by the less-educated youth themselves.2

2. German context and data

Four clarification and technical remarks are important at the outset. First,
of course, the life histories of youths without a completed school certificate
begin at birth – and as German empirical studies (Solga 2003a; Willand
1987) show – they tend to be born into comparatively unfavorable social
settings. An over-proportionally large percentage of them live in single-
parent families, relatively often they have unemployed fathers, and often
their parents have only completed low (general and vocational) schooling.
Their life circumstances are further aggravated by a large number of sib-
lings and low household income. 

Second, the German school system needs some clarification. It imple-
ments curricular tracking among different school types (streaming) begin-
ning in 5th grade. Alongside the Sonderschule, the Hauptschule is the lowest
(regular) secondary school type, providing a slower pace of instruction and
reduced curricula in the main academic subjects. In the not too distant
past, the majority of a birth cohort attended this school type; yet due to
educational expansion its enrollment rate has declined sharply. In 1965, 60
percent of the 13-year-olds attended this school type, today the share is
only one quarter. The Realschule provides academic education at a medium
level, and the Gymnasium offers advanced academic education leading to
the Abitur, which is the formal prerequisite for university enrollment.
These latter school types have benefited most from educational expansion;
their enrollments rates have increased from the 1960s until today from
about 10 to 24 percent (Realschule) and from 13 to 30 percent (Gymnasi-
um), respectively. Last but not least, the Gesamtschule – the German com-
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prehensive school type with a variety of within-school tracking systems –
provides secondary education for students of all ability levels (Leschin-
sky/Mayer 1999). Yet this school type does not exist in all federal states
(Bundeslaender) and has yet to achieve high enrollment rates throughout
the country since its institutionalization in the late 1960s. Today it is
attended by about nine percent of Germany’s 13-year-olds. 

Moreover, besides these different secondary school types, the German
school system also provides different types of secondary school diplomas: a
lower secondary school certificate (called Hauptschulabschluss), an interme-
diate secondary school certificate (called Realschulabschluss or Mittlere
Reife), and an upper secondary school certificate (called Abitur). For clari-
fication’s sake, it is necessary to mention that the Hauptschulabschluss and
Realschulabschluss are not exclusively connected to the school type with the
same name. Both types of diplomas can be obtained at a Sonderschule,
Gymnasium or a Gesamtschule in addition to the school types that share
those labels. Their names refer to the level of secondary education complet-
ed, not always to the school type attended. Lastly, some school leavers do
not obtain any of these school degrees, the group of interest in this analysis.
In contrast to the U.S. school system, these youth do not drop out of
school; they stay in school at least until the end of compulsory education
(i.e. age 16). However, they do not demonstrate the performance necessary
to receive even the lowest school degree (Hauptschulabschluss). In this
sense, those German school leavers are comparable to U.S.-American ‘age-
outs’ rather than to ‘drop-outs,’ as institutionally they both reflect the max-
imum age of required attendance.3

Third, research on less-educated youth has been hampered partly by
small sample sizes, especially in the younger cohorts. Moreover, due to the
formal requirement of most surveys that individuals (have to) live in a pri-
vate household as well as the voluntary nature of participation, in popula-
tion-representative surveys we only find a ‘positive selection’ of less-educat-
ed youths (for example, those who are homeless or in prison4 are usually
excluded while those who are more willing to provide information about
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their work-/life are mainly those who have been more successful after leaving
school). Thus, analyses on the consequences of low education using these
surveys certainly do underestimate the true magnitude of their disadvan-
tage(s). I will use data from the German Life History Studies of the Max
Planck Institute for Human Development (MPIfB), employing the life histo-
ry information of the birth cohorts 1929-31, 1939-41, 1949-51, 1954-56 und
1959-61 as well as of the cohorts 1964 und 1971. The latter were collected in
cooperation with the Institute for Labor Market and Occupational Research
in Nuernberg (IAB) (for further information see Wagner 1996 and
Hillmert/Kröhnert 2001). However, school leavers from Sonderschulen,
schools for children with special educational needs are under-represented in
these studies (Solga 2004). Furthermore, except for the cohorts 1964 and
1971, only native-born Germans have been interviewed, thus immigrant
youths are not included in my analyses. In general, the data situation for
immigrant youth (born inside or outside the country) is extremely poor in
Germany. In my chapter in the new national education report (Solga 2003a)
I have portrayed their situation based on available data. It is important to
stress that immigrant youths constitute a significant share of less-educated
youth in Germany; they are over-represented in both lowest school types,
often considerably (cf. Powell/Wagner 2001). Their ‘failure rate’ in the
school system, i.e. their share among the young adults who left school with-
out a completed secondary school certificate is at 20 percent – which is more
than twice as high as for native-German school leavers. On that score, how-
ever, analyses focusing on less-educated (West) Germans ‘control’ for institu-
tional ethnic discrimination (cf. Gomolla/Radtke 2002) and thereby may
enhance our general understanding of the increased risk of educational
stigmatization due to institutionally constructed ‘deviations’ from the normal
biography, by showing that it is not just a problem for minority youths.

Finally, the paper studies the historical changes (over the past 50 years)
in the school-to-work transition of educationally disadvantaged West Ger-
mans only. Due to the separation of East and West Germany until 1989/90,
the inclusion of East Germans would be of interest for a regime compari-
son on low education and its consequences; this is, however, beyond the
scope of the present paper (cf. Maaz 2001).

3. Start in life as a “twofold failure” in school

In 1965 about 20 percent of young people ended compulsory schooling
without any type of completed secondary school certificate. Since the

105 ‒    



beginning of the 1980s, only 10 percent of all students of both sexes have
failed to complete a school certificate. For girls today, the share is seven
percent and for boys, twelve percent. Today as in the past, the majority of
these young West Germans without a completed school certificate have
attended either a Sonderschule or a Hauptschule. Since the 1970s, approxi-
mately 40 percent of them have attended the former and about 50 percent
the latter. 

The chances of students of special schools, Sonderschulen, to (success-
fully) complete secondary education have not changed significantly over
the years. In the 1970s, as today, approximately 80 percent of them do not
graduate. Thus, from the moment they enter this type of school it is gener-
ally recognized that they will have a difficulties attaining even the lowest
graduation certificate, a Hauptschulabschluss (cf. Powell 2004; Pfahl 2003).
By contrast, the ‘failure rate’ at the Hauptschule had declined from 22 to 13
percent during the same time period. Nonetheless, due to the changed
social meaning of attending a Hauptschule – signaled by the sharp decline
in its enrollment rate reported above – its students also go through their
first experience of unfavorable institutional segregation (Fend et al. 1976:
144; Friedeburg 1979: 105; Teichler 1985: 168). In addition, this decline has
contributed to an unfavorable alteration in the social composition of its
student body and thus to a loss of these schools’ social capital (Leschin-
sky/Mayer 1999: 31; Solga/Wagner 2001). As a result of this decreasing
social diversity of its student population, according to Coleman (1966) one
would have expected an increase in the rate of non-graduation of
Hauptschule’s students. The fact that this is not the case, that we instead
observe a decrease, eloquently expresses the power of institutional rules
and procedures. The relatively negligible change in the rate of non-gradua-
tion in a population of students whose demographics altered dramatically
over this period – in the Hauptschule due to the school’s shrinkage and in
the Sonderschule due to expansion and an increased immigrant youth pop-
ulation – points in the direction of institutional explanations. These unal-
tered ‘outcomes’, despite drastically altered ‘inputs’ (in terms of the social
composition of the student bodies) show that the formal rules and proce-
dures operate relatively independently of the concrete actors within the
school context, i.e. the students and teachers (cf. Kerckhoff et al. 2001).
Thus, especially these low-tracked students’ school careers can be charac-
terized as a process of status ascription rather than as one of status achieve-
ment (Mayer/Blossfeld 1990: 304).
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Figure 1 presents the median age at the end of schooling for the differ-
ent educational groups. These results reveal that for the school leavers
without completed school certificate in particular, this process of status
ascription lasts much longer today than it did in the past. In the birth
cohorts 1929–1931 (the ‘1930-cohort’), 1939–41, and 1949–51 (the
‘1940/50-cohort’), 50 percent of students without a completed school cer-
tificate left school at the age of 14 years and four months. In the cohorts
1964/71, in contrast, 50 percent of these individuals attended school up to
the age of 16 years and a half and older. Thus, over the birth cohorts the
median age when leaving school for leavers without a certificate has risen
by 26 months, or more than two years. In no other educational group has
the age increase been as dramatic. 
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(Age in years; only native West Germans)

The median age for those who left school with an “Abitur” is not displayed on

account of clarity.

Source: German Life History Studies (Max Planck Institute for Human Develop-

ment), Study of the cohorts 1964 and 1971 (Max Planck Institute and Institute for

Labor Market and Occupational Research).
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For students graduating with the Abitur (which usually takes 13 years of
schooling), the increase was only three months, and for graduates who
completed a Realschulabschluss (the medium secondary school certificate)
it was about five months. For those students graduating with the lowest
school secondary certificate, a Hauptschulabschluss, the age increase was
about one years and a half. Thus, measured against the median, today stu-
dents without a completed school certificate paradoxically spend almost
exactly as much time in school as those with a medium certificate (a
Realschulabschluss). They are in school ten months longer – i.e. one school
year – than graduates with a lower secondary school certificate (a
Hauptschulabschluss).5 Additionally, today the age variance is greatest for
the group of school leavers without a completed school certificate. In the
birth cohorts 1964/71, about 25 percent of them still attended school at the
age of 17 years and a half and older. 

There are (at least) three causes for the prolonged duration of their
schooling: (1) the extension of the Hauptschule’s and Sonderschule’s cur-
riculum by one year in the 1970s; (2) the raised educational standards in
society at large which for them resulted in the ‘duty’ to make repeated
attempts to graduate from secondary school, usually by repeating one or
more classes; and (3) their low chances of ‘winning’ the competition for an
apprenticeship or a (reasonably paid and/or secure) job in the labor mar-
ket. This lack of viable alternatives urges them (as well) to stay in school
longer – at least officially.6 This last reason is corroborated by a study car-
ried out jointly by the Federal Employment Office and the Federal Institute
for Vocational Training in 2001 (BA/BIBB 2002). It shows that 41 percent
of individuals who had not (yet) graduated from secondary school, but
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who were actively seeking an apprenticeship at the employment office
eventually remained enrolled in general lower/medium secondary educa-
tion. Only 10 percent of those with a completed Hauptschulabschluss or
higher certificate who were similarly unsuccessful in finding an apprentice-
ship remained in school.

In sum, two characteristics define the initial ‘failure’ of school leavers
without certification on the path away from (!) attaining a normal biogra-
phy: the lack of completing a graduation diploma from secondary school
and the significantly prolonged time spent in school. In contrast to the
past, these school leavers not only fail to meet society’s educational stan-
dards. In addition, their significantly higher age upon leaving school (even
relative to peers with a Hauptschule diploma) has increased the risk of
developing negative self-conceptions as well as of intensified age-related
processes of (external) labeling (Becker 1963) – along the lines of “s/he
spent so long in school and still didn’t manage to graduate” or “apparently
s/he didn’t use the time at school appropriately” (Kohli 1985: 15). The con-
tradiction in modern societies posited by Kohli (1985: 19) between age as
an ascribed characteristic and the meritocratic idea of allocation based on
achieved rather than ascribed characteristics does not apply to today’s
young adults who leave secondary school without certification. For them,
age has become predominantly an ‘achieved’ characteristic – at least to the
extent that it offers the opportunity for labeling processes and identity con-
structions related to time wasting, inability or at least delay. 

4. Their ‘failures’ in the vocational education system – the
newly institutionalized ‘segregated participation’ of less-
educated youths

After leaving school, these young adults are expected to find their way, like
their peers with a secondary school diploma, into permanent jobs in the
regular labor market. The path to get there, however, has changed consid-
erably over the last 50 years. With the transition towards an education- and
knowledge-based society, it is deemed necessary for all young people to
prepare themselves for a skilled/qualified worklife before entering into the
labor market. In Germany, this has led to the ‘insertion’ of specific status
passages for vocational preparation – between school and employment –
for members of all educational groups. It used to be mainly young men
and women with a completed intermediate degree (Realschulabschluss) or
upper secondary degree (Abitur) as well as young men with a completed
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Hauptschulabschluss who entered the vocational training system. Today,
however, some vocational education has become a normality even for those
less-educated youths without a completed school certificate.

Figure 2 displays the percentage of less-educated youths (i.e. without a
completed school degree) entering some sort of vocational education. It
has increased remarkably over the birth cohorts: for low-educated women
from 31 to 84 percent, and for less-educated men from 76 to 92 percent. In
the birth cohorts 1964 and 1971, only 16 percent of the female school
leavers without completed school certificate and eight percent of the male
non-graduates have never set foot in the vocational training system (until
time of interview). Moreover, analyses (not presented here) show that –
when they eventually ‘decide’ to leave school – they make this transition
into the vocational education system within two to three months (at the
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end of summer vacation), like members of all the other educational groups.
However, does their increased participation in the vocational education
system mean that, after leaving school, they have eventually found their
way into the normal biography? The answer is a threefold “no.” 

First, in comparison to the other educational groups, their entry into the
vocational education system seldom means that they enter into regular
vocational training. Their lack of a secondary school diploma does not con-
stitute a formal criterion of exclusion from regular vocational training, since
there are no formal preconditions for entry with regard to prior schooling
and also no objective measures for ‘vocational capabilities’. However, these
less-educated youths carry the official label of possessing a ‘deficit’: they
failed to graduate from secondary school and usually attended one of the
lower school types – Hauptschule or Sonderschule. As a consequence, they
have very low chances of success in the highly competitive vocational train-
ing market. If they ask for help of a career guidance office (one of the
departments of the national employment offices), they are channeled into
‘labor policy measures.’ These in turn provide them with pre-vocational or
training opportunities, but outside the regular training system. Young per-
sons without completed school degrees have the highest rate of entry into
these measures (which are regulated by German Social Code III). The objec-
tive of these ‘qualification measures’ is to (once again) prepare them for
training and employment. These programs are supposed to compensate for
what these youths missed or ‘failed’ in secondary school. Besides profiling
these youth’s work aptitudes and occupational orientations, the measures
focus on vocational preparation (e.g. as a Berufsvorbereitungsjahr, a year-
long pre-vocational education, or as pre-vocational incentive measures
offered by the employment office). They usually take place in a classroom
setting – that means, in fact, in a setting which entails a high risk of renewed
failure especially for these low-school achievers (who are ‘tired’ of school-
ing). Moreover, in order to be entitled to participate in such ‘qualification
measures,’ they have to ‘prove’ their disadvantaged position in the competi-
tion for apprenticeships or jobs by using their missing school certificate as a
“signal of inability” (Castel 2000: 411). In doing so, they (have to) expose
themselves to a process of self-stigmatization. 

What is the historical development of these ‘measures’ in terms of
shaping the school-to-work transition of less-educated youths? With the
1955 cohort, who entered the system during or after the expansion of
these vocational preparation measures in the early/mid-1970s, approxi-
mately 30 percent of the school leavers without completed school certifi-
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cate who had entered the (pre)vocational education system, either initial-
ly or exclusively attended such incentive/pre-vocational measures or
courses in lower-tier vocational schools (the latter mainly to finally attain
a secondary school certificate). In contrast, only 10 to 15 percent of the
graduates with a Hauptschulabschluss or an intermediate Realschulab-
schluss were channeled into such measures.7 As a consequence of these
segregating and stratified gate-keeping processes, in 2000/2001, 69 percent
of the participants in pre-vocational education measures did not hold a
secondary school certificate.

This pattern of gate-keeping processes in the vocational education sys-
tem has considerable and negative impacts on the learning environment
and social perceptions of these less-educated youths, because it also means
that these young adults once again were ‘among themselves.’ The social
capital of their learning environment in these ‘measures’ was similar to
their situation in school (Hauptschule or the Sonderschule). As in the lower
school types, such programs are disadvantageous in terms of the social
composition of peers/classmates, the academic and occupational aspira-
tions as well as expectations in their environment (e.g. those held by teach-
ers), the lack of positive role models, and the limited scope of occupational
experiences by peers and the peers’ parents. Furthermore, these young
adults are expected to complete a secondary school diploma within a year –
and that with the same contents and values taught in primary and sec-
ondary schooling that they had, in fact, ‘failed’ in the first place. In addi-
tion, these institutionally segregated pre-vocational measures do less to sig-
nal these students’ trainability than they raise the danger of perpetuating
the marking of their biographies as ‘failures’ and, hence, the risk of contin-
uing stigmatization (Marquart 1975: 1). 

The findings of Tilly Lex (1997: 232f.) strengthen this line of reasoning.
In her study on the school-to-work transition patterns of 2,323 women and
men between the ages of 18 and 25, she found that only 30 percent of
young adults participating in such (pre)training and incentive ‘measures’
actually succeeded in entering into regular vocational training or jobs. Over
half of them (55 percent) had gone through a series (‘career’) of three to six
measures.8 For them, the meaning and purpose of these ‘measures’ had
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gotten lost; to them they looked like temporary ‘parking-lots’ and not like
a ‘path’ for entering into a normal, regular training and work career (Preiß
2003: 61).

Similar outcomes are produced by the federal government’s Immediate
Action Program against Youth Unemployment (JUMP) (Dietrich 2001:
18). After completing a ‘measure’ provided by JUMP, about one third of
the participants between the ages of 16 and 18 had been transferred into
another measure and more than 20 percent once again experienced an
unemployment spell. Of the participants aged 24-25, more than 40 percent
were again unemployed and another nearly 20 percent took part in a fur-
ther measure.

Thus, today by age 25 many of these young adults find themselves more
or less locked into a ‘career’ oscillating between unemployment, training
and employment measures, and occasional or unskilled jobs. They find
themselves shuffled along from one station to the next, and placed in one
measure after the other, and at each of these ‘stations’, they more and more
learn that one main purpose of these measures is to ‘park’ them outside the
labor market (in order to reduce social conflicts, to avoid ‘asocial or crimi-
nal alternatives’, and to moderate youth unemployment statistics), rather
than to help them succeed in embarking on a ‘normal’ life course (Braun
2002; Esping-Andersen 2001; Lex 1997).

These segregated training measures for less-educated youths follow the
German principle of normalization (Waldschmidt 1998: 17). On the one
hand, they aim to include all young people in education and vocational
training. On the other hand, they individualize the responsibility for educa-
tional success, even if the new programs supposedly provide improved
conditions. Individuals must fulfill their duties with respect to normaliza-
tion through repeated attempts to correct for ‘educational failures’ and in
order to equip themselves for the normal biography. These active labor pol-
icy and incentive measures follow an institutional logic of ‘separate, but
equal’ and an individualized integration ideal. In doing so, however, they
facilitate not only social integration and participation, but at the same time
discrimination and exclusion. They entail the risk of a persistent channel-
ing of less-educated youths beyond the normal biography rather than
increased chances of attaining it (cf. Braun 2002: 768; Brewer/Brown 1998:
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565; Stauber/Walther 2000: 9). As a result, these young people face the dan-
ger of becoming “excluded from within” (the vocational training system)
or of becoming “internally excluded” – as formulated by Pierre Bourdieu
and his colleagues (1997: 527). 

In many cases, this integration into a parallel system of (pre)vocational
training for less-educated youths (Braun 2002: 768) leads to increased and
recurring failures, which they themselves then tend to interpret and judge
as individual failures, and which in turn leads to further processes of demo-
tivation (Heinz 1995, 1996). Hence, it is not surprising that the significant-
ly lower percentage of school leavers without a secondary school diploma
in regular vocational training is not only the result of external selection but
also of self-exclusion processes (withdrawals): “The marked person may
still be able to improve his life in society by reducing the mark’s saliency
(e.g., not applying for certain jobs [or apprenticeships, H.S.])” (Jones et al.
1984: 34). Of those non-graduated school leavers who had contacted a
career guidance office in October 2001, 49 percent answered the question
“Why are you not enrolled currently in an apprenticeship?” by saying that
they did not – or not yet – have ‘appropriate’ schooling, and 14 percent
answered that they did not apply because they believe that their chances for
a successful application (i.e. for being hired) were very low, if not zero
(BA/BIBB 2002). The averages for all youths without an apprenticeship or
training place at that time (regardless of their school degree) were much
lower, namely 16 percent (for ‘insufficient’ school degree) and 6 percent
(for ‘no chances’).

Finally, those less-educated youths who, let’s say, could ‘nonetheless’
enter regular vocational training programs mostly did not participate in the
German Dual System (the joint theoretical training in state-run vocational
schools and practical in-firm training) or in regular full-time school train-
ing programs. Many of them attended state-funded joint-multi-firm train-
ing programs or training workshops outside firms.

This leads us to the second negative answer to the question whether the
increased participation of school leavers without a completed secondary
school degree in the vocational education system means that, after leaving
school, they have eventually found their way into the normal biography.
This second ‘no’ refers to their limited chances of success in completing a
vocational certificate and, thus, their renewed failure in their vocational
training participation.

Figure 3 shows the percentages of youths without completed regular
vocational or academic education at the age of 25. It reveals that the per-
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centage of male school leavers without a completed school certificate who
were also unable to obtain a vocational training certificate has decreased
over the last 50 years. In the 1930-cohort, 37 percent of them did not com-
plete vocational education, while in the cohorts 1964/71 about 27 percent
did not do so. Despite this (absolute) increasing success in vocational edu-
cation, the relative distance between them and male youths with a complet-
ed lower secondary school certificate has grown. In the 1930-cohort, the
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school certificate seems to be the more appropriate standard of comparison. 
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risk of not completing vocational education of non-graduates was approxi-
mately 1.5-times higher than that of the latter. However, in the cohorts
1964/71, it was fully 5.5-times higher. 

For women, we see a different picture, mainly caused by the consider-
able overall increase in female participation in general as well as vocational
education. In absolute terms, the portion of women without a completed
school certificate who also did not obtain a regular vocational training cer-
tificate dropped from more than 80 percent to about one third. In addi-
tion, the relative distance between them and women with a completed
lower secondary school certificate rose, but insignificantly, from 1.8 to 2.1.
The latter reflects the well-known fact that women holding only a lower
secondary school certificate (Hauptschulabschluss) have significantly poor-
er chances of entering training/apprenticeship than men holding the same
school certificate. Thus, this stable discrepancy is not an expression of the
success of less-educated women (i.e. of women without completed school
certificate ‘catching up’). This finding qualifies the statement by Hacket et
al. (2001: 123) that “young people without a completed secondary school
diploma do not always ‘bring up the rear,’ because their chances in training
and their risks of unemployment do not differ significantly from those with
a lower secondary school certificate (Hauptschulabschluss).” This is true,
but only for women.

Further analyses (with the life course data at hand) show that in the
cohorts 1964/71, those school leavers without a completed school certifi-
cate who were channeled into vocational preparation measures described
above obtained a regular vocational certificate (by age 25) to a much lower
extent than did those who could directly enter into regular vocational edu-
cation. About 40 percent of the former and less than 20 percent of the lat-
ter did not complete a regular vocational certificate by age 25. Thus, many
of them – especially those who participated in ‘measures’ – did experience
a continuing sequence of failure in both school and vocational education
which they themselves and their environment frequently interpreted as a
series of ‘personal defeats’: they seem to have had ‘so many chances’ and
yet they missed or wasted them – an interpretation that risks becoming
firmly fixed in these less-educated youths’ self-conceptions (Heinz 1996:
152).

Finally, we come to the third negative answer to the question of whether
the almost total participation of these low-school achievers in the vocation-
al training system enabled them to eventually find their way into the nor-
mal biography. It refers to the occupations in which they were trained, if
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they did enter regular training. Even those young people who succeeded in
obtaining a regular vocational certificate – after having ‘failed’ in secondary
school – face a significantly higher risk of unemployment in their future
occupation than their trained cohort-contemporaries with a completed
secondary school degree. The main reason for this is that the occupations,
in which they could enter training, are the so-called ‘occupations suitable
for disabled persons’ as well as lower-tier skilled trades or lower-tier skilled
occupations in agriculture and domestic services. Yet in Germany today,
these occupations constitute the most unstable economic sectors, and are
the ones most heavily threatened by a shrinking labor demand, low(er) job
security, and a high risk of dismissal/unemployment. Furthermore, while
training in these occupations may be considered “regular”, they usually
take place either outside firms or in small businesses, which may not at all
or much less frequently offer a permanent job after completion of training
than do most medium-sized and large firms. Ultimately, regardless of their
successful completion of vocational training, these individuals nonetheless
face a significantly higher risk of unemployment and, thus, of renewed fail-
ure as they transition into labor markets. 

In sum, the presented findings reveal that the almost complete (but in
part undesired) ‘integration’ of low-school achievers into the vocational
education system did not, indeed does not, lead to an equal participation.
Aside from the 12 percent who never participated in (pre)vocational train-
ing at all, 7 percent only attended vocational preparation measures. About
one quarter of them did participate in both measures and training, and 56
percent could enter regular vocational education in which some of them
were successful, while others again failed. However, as we will see in the
following, for many of them, neither their participation in ‘measures’ nor
in regular training (in mostly inferior occupations) could pave the way into
gainful and stable employment. This is true despite or, it would be more
accurate to say, exactly because their ‘enforced’ and socially ‘expected’
vocational education participation entails the danger of once again demon-
strating ‘failed’ attempts to attain qualifications. As a result, for the majori-
ty of them, the normal biography remains an unattained goal.

5. Their increasing ‘failure’ to enter into regular employment

Lastly, we address the question on the consequences of low general and
vocational educational attainment in labor markets: What do the labor
market entry and early employment biographies of these young people (up
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to age 25) look like? Figure 4 shows the median age at entrance into the
first job (lasting at least 6 months). The cohort comparison of this median
age (by which 50 percent of the members of a given educational group had
entered their first job) shows that in the younger cohorts, the labor market
entry for school leavers without completed school certificate took place
much later than it did in the older birth cohorts. While in the 1930-cohort
their median age of labor market entry was about at the age of 16 years and
five months, in the cohorts of 1964/71 it lasted until the age of 20 years and
two months. Over the cohorts, the difference amounts to 45 months, or
almost four years. (The corresponding inter-cohort difference in median
ages at the end of schooling was ‘only’ 28 months.)

In comparison to those youths who finished school with the lowest sec-
ondary school degree (Hauptschulabschluss), in the younger cohorts
(1964/71) the entry of the non-graduates to regular employment did not
take place earlier, but indeed almost one year later, despite the fact that
many more of the former also completed a regular training program (of
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two years and a half or three years) before entering into employment.
Instead of at the age of 20 years and two months for non-graduates, half of
the youths with Hauptschulabschluss already had their first job at the age of
19 years and two months, or a year earlier. This difference exists only for
the cohorts 1964 and 1971. In the 1930- and 1940/50-cohorts, their labor
market entrances were still half a year before those with a lower secondary
school certificate (Hauptschulabschluss), and in the 1955/1960-cohort,
labor market entry took place almost simultaneously for both groups. This
development ‘matches’ the timing of the introduction of new labor poli-
cy/pre-vocational measures for less-educated youths as well as with the
expansion of already existing measures. This indicates that the reversing of
the median age pattern at entry into the labor market by school degree is,
at least partly, related to these official training and employment measures.
These programs seem to not only ‘delay’ youths’ labor market entrance,
but also facilitate the interpretation of their unsuccessful participation in
vocational education as further ‘evidence’ of lower trainability and thus,
lower employability.

For the cohorts 1964/71, there was only a small difference between men
and women in terms of median entry age (Figure on gender differences not
presented here). First employment was usually six months earlier for men
than for women. The differences within the gender groups between young
people with and without a lower school certificate (Hauptschulabschluss)
were much larger. Male school leavers with a Hauptschulabschluss entered
employment one year earlier than men without a completed school certifi-
cate, and female school leavers with a Hauptschulabschluss entered employ-
ment even two years earlier than female non-graduates (because the former
entered employment more frequently without vocational education than
did male school leavers with a Hauptschulabschluss, see Figure 3).9

Given the participation in vocational preparation measures and other
non-regular training programs by youths without a completed school cer-
tificate as well as their often considerably ‘delayed’ entry into employment,
their early work histories display the following cumulative picture: In the
cohorts 1964/71, 19 percent of these uncertified young men were unem-
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ployed for more than 12 months between leaving school and the age of 2510

(during this time they were neither employed nor in school, in vocational
preparation, in vocational training or serving in the military). This percent-
age has increased over the cohorts. In the cohorts 1940/50 and 1955/60, it
was only six and 11 percent respectively (the 1930-cohort has been left
aside here because of the tumultuous situation immediately following
WWII). Moreover, today the risk of unemployment is significantly higher
for men without a completed school certificate than for all other educa-
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tional groups. For women, unemployment experience (of 12 months
between leaving school and age 25) has decreased over the cohorts, but for
women without a completed school certificate, it has remained extremely
high at 28 percent (again, women with the lowest secondary school certifi-
cate share the same fate as non-graduated women).

As a result, Figure 5 shows that in the youngest cohorts, about one
quarter of the men and women without a competed school certificate were
employed less than two years between leaving school and the age of 25
(which is usually a period of six to seven years!). This percentage has
increased significantly over the cohorts (for men from five to 26 percent,
and for women from 11 to 25 percent). Also in comparison to those who
did only graduate with the lower secondary school certificate (a Hauptschu-
labschluss), it has increased exponentially.

In addition, the percentage of young non-graduates who had not even
entered employment at the time of the interview (see details in Figure 2) also
increased dramatically. In the cohorts 1964/71, both for men and for women
without a secondary school certificate, about 13 percent had not (yet) been
employed for at least a six-month period (for persons with a Hauptschulab-
schluss, it was only 4 percent). In the 1955/60-cohort (with a comparable age
at the time of the interview), almost no men and only seven percent of
women had not been employed for a six-month period after leaving school. 

Their significantly lower rate of completing training and their relatively
unstable employment situation in the occupations they were trained for –
regardless of whether or not they completed regular vocational training –
significantly raised their risks of having discontinuous employment histo-
ries consisting of low-skill jobs and recurring spells of unemployment, if
not facing general exclusion from the labor market. And for many of them,
the normal biography again remained an “unfulfilled duty” or an “open-
ended transition history” (Tully/Wahler 1985). 

6. Conclusion: The hopes and duties of attaining a normal 
biography 

The findings presented here show that in Germany today, young adults
without a completed school certificate increasingly participate in the highly
regulated and strongly linearly conceptualized school-to-work trajectories.
For many of them, however, this institutionalization of an extensive set of
labor policy (pre-)vocational training measures hardly improves their com-
petitiveness on the labor market: instead of offering real ‘alternative’
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school-to-work transitions, they steer them away from the normal biogra-
phy and contribute ultimately to their social marginalization. Furthermore,
the participation in these special measures officially define these young
people as ‘non-trainable’ or ‘non-employable’. Because of their increasing
yet partial integration into the diverse stages of the normal biography and
the institutional risks of recurring educational failure caused, they increas-
ingly face institutionalized transition risks and systemic dead-ends
(Stauber/Walther 1999: 3, 56). These stages define for them new ‘duties of
normalization.’ They are expected to fulfill them; the school systems and
the pre-vocational education institutions, however, do not provide them
with the resources necessary to do so.

Taking into account the labeling character of the institutionally
defined category ‘low education’ (cf. also Allmendinger 1999; All-
mendinger/Leibfried 2002; Solga 2003b), the ‘normalization duties’
attached to this expanded integration ultimately mark new points or sta-
tions of failure. Due to changed educational norms as well as –allegedly or
actually – risen job requirements, they are expected to make continuously
attempts to fulfill these ‘normalization duties.’ At the same time, they have
decreasing chances of finding their way out of these pre-vocational/labor
market incentive measures and into permanent gainful employment.
Missed or failed opportunities and the concomitant processes of discredi-
tory labeling, both external and self-imposed, increase the danger of ‘insti-
tutional damages’ to their social identity and self-schema – transforming
low educational achievement into a social stigma in our ‘educated soci-
eties’ (Riesman 1967/1997: 266). In this sense, it is also questionable
whether young people who have low vocational qualifications and have
not embarked on the normal biography have been (or are being) imparted
the capabilities that will open up to them degrees of freedom in leading an
accepted and self-determined life (Sen 1995).

This rather pessimistic picture may be somewhat exaggerated in two
respects. First, a significant number of these individuals, as presented
above, actually did succeed in attaining eventually a normal biography –
namely, those who could enter regular vocational training programs and
on this basis eventually found their way into a steady working life. Howev-
er, as far as attaining a normal biography can be indicated by their employ-
ment biographies up to the age of 2511, in the birth cohorts 1964 and 1971
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less than 40 percent of them could do so.12 However, it is important to
remember that only native West Germans were included in the analyses
and that school leavers from a Sonderschule were significantly underrepre-
sented. The well-known findings on the precarious transition patterns of
youths from immigrant backgrounds and from special schools for disabled
children strongly suggest that they have a much harder time than the indi-
viduals reported on here (cf. Solga 2003a). Therefore, conversely one could
argue that the picture presented here actually understates the difficulties of
young people leaving school without a completed school certificate. 

Second, I have not considered these individuals’ own ‘contributions’ to
their non-attainment of a normal biography and their personal ‘capacity to
resist’ the society’s ‘normalization duties’ (Kohli 1985: 20). With respect to
the paper’s main question – to what degree the institutional risks of exclu-
sion and related consequences of ‘institutionally perpetrated identity dam-
age’ have become more severe – however, my analyses have shown that
despite or because of the individuals’ increasing educational efforts ‘devia-
tions’ from the normal biography have become even more critical, not less.
Furthermore, my analyses have demonstrated how these young people’s
deviations from the normal biography are produced by the very institutions
designed to aid them in life planning and career promotion.

In concluding my theoretical line of argumentation and its empirical
foundation with respect to the causal direction of explanation, I argue that
the school-to-work biographies of these less-educated youths do not con-
stitute explanatory (independent) variables, but rather the dependent vari-
able in the equation of educational and life course inequalities. In terms of
generalization, however, it is important to stress that these findings may be
specific to (West) Germany and do not apply directly to other institutional
contexts where vocational training does not constitute a ‘normal’ status
passage in early adulthood (cf. Solga 2003b, chapter 11). That question
could profitably be addressed by further research that would test its appli-
cability in other countries.
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three characteristics: (1) holding a completed regular occupational qualification at age 25, (2)

having been employed for more than one year between leaving school and age 25, and (3)

having been unemployed for less than 7 months in this time period.
12 Among those who finished school with either a completed lower or a medium level sec-

ondary school certificate (Hauptschulabschluss or Realschulabschluss) about 70 percent entered

a rather ‘steady’ worklife until age 25.





Allmendinger, Jutta .1999.. Bildungsarmut: Zur Verschränkung von Bil-
dungs- und Sozialpolitik. Soziale Welt 50: 35-50. 

Allmendinger, Jutta and Stephan Leibfried .2002.. Bildungsarmut im
Sozialstaat. In: Günter Burkart and Jürgen Wolf (eds.), Lebenszeiten.
Erkundungen zur Soziologie der Generationen. Opladen: Leske +
Budrich, pp. 287-316. 

BA/BIBB .2002.. Grundzählungen der Befragung von Bewerberinnen und
Bewerbern nach Ausbildungsstellen differenziert nach Geschlecht und
Schulabschluss (Online: http://www.bibb .de/forum/projekte/erste_
schwell/6_2002/geschlecht_schule.pdf, Download: 9/17/2002).

Bandura, Albert .1995.. Self-efficacy in Changing Societies. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Beck, Ulrich .1986.. Risikogesellschaft. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp.
Becker, Howard S. 1963. Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance.

New York, NY: Free Press of Glencoe.
Beck-Gernsheim, Elisabeth .1994.. Individualisierungstheorie: Veränderun-

gen des Lebenslaufs in der Moderne. In: Heiner Keupp (ed.), Zugänge
zum Subjekt. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, pp. 125-146.

Berger, Peter A. 1990. Ungleichheitsphasen: Stabilität und Instabilität als
Aspekte ungleicher Lebenslagen. In: Peter A. Berger and Stefan Hradil
(eds.), Lebenslagen, Lebensläufe, Lebensstile. Göttingen: Schwartz, pp.
319-350.

Bourdieu, Pierre et al. .1997. Das Elend der Welt. Konstanz: UVK Univer-
sitätsverlag Konstanz.

Braun, Frank .2002.. Jugendarbeitslosigkeit und Benachteiligtenförderung.
In: Rudolf Tippelt (ed.), Handbuch Bildungsforschung. Opladen: Leske +
Budrich, pp. 761-774.

Brewer, Marilynn B. and Rupert J. Brown .1998. Intergroup Relations. In:
Daniel T. Gilbert, Susan T. Fiske and Gardner Lindzey (eds.), The
Handbook of Social Psychology (4th ed.). Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill, pp.
554-594.

Castel, Robert .2000. Die Metamorphosen der sozialen Frage. Eine Chronik
der Lohnarbeit. Konstanz: UVK Universitätsverlag Konstanz.

Coleman, James S. .1966. Equality of Educational Opportunity. Washington,
DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Crocker, Jennifer, Brenda Major and Claude Steele .1998. Social Stigma. In:
Daniel T. Gilbert, Susan T. Fiske and Gardner Lindzey (eds.), The

124    



Handbook of Social Psychology (4th ed.). Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill, pp.
504-553.

Dietrich, Hans .2001. JUMP, das Jugendsofortprogramm. Unterschiede in
den Förderjahren 1999 und 2000 und der Verbleib der Teilnehmer nach
Maßnahmeende. IAB-Werkstattbericht No. 3 (2/26/2001). Nürnberg:
IAB.

Esping-Andersen, Gøsta .2001. Social Foundations of Postindustrial
Economies. In: David B. Grusky (ed.), Social Stratification: Class, Race
and Gender in Sociological Perspective (2nd ed.). Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, pp. 830-846.

Fend, Helmut, Wolfgang Knörzer, Willibald Nagl, Werner Specht and
Roswitha Väth-Szusdziara .1976. Gesamtschule und dreigliedriges Schul-
system – eine Vergleichsstudie über Chancengleichheit und Durchläs-
sigkeit. Gutachten und Studien der Bildungskommission (Vol. 55).
Stuttgart: Klett.

Friedeburg, Ludwig v. .1979. Bildungsgerechtigkeit unter dem Zwang des
Beschäftigungssystems. Zeitschrift für Gesellschaftspolitik 8 (40/41): 96-
110.

Goffman, Erving .1963. Stigma. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Gomolla, Mechthild and Frank-Olaf Radtke .2002. Institutionelle Diskrim-

inierung. Die Herstellung ethnischer Differenz in der Schule. Opladen:
Leske + Budrich.

Hacket, Anne, Josef Preißler, and Wolfgang Ludwig-Mayerhofer .2001. Am
unteren Ende der Bildungsgesellschaft. In: Eva Barlösius and Wolfgang
Ludwig-Mayerhofer (eds.), Die Armut der Gesellschaft. Opladen: Leske
+ Budrich, pp. 97-130.

Heinz, Walter R. .1995. Arbeit, Beruf und Lebenslauf. Weinheim: Juventa.
Heinz, Walter R. .1996. Soziale Benachteiligung und berufliche Förderung

Jugendlicher im regionalen und internationalen Vergleich. Zeitschrift
für Berufs- und Wirtschaftspädagogik 92 (2): 151-161.

Hillmert, Steffen and Steffen Kröhnert .2001. Vergleich der Lebensverlauf-
sstudie 64/71-West mit Erhebungen des Mikrozensus auf Basis aus-
gewählter Randverteilungen. Working paper No. 1 of the project „Aus-
bildungs- und Berufsverläufe der Geburtskohorten 1964 und 1971 in
Westdeutschland“. Berlin: Max Planck Institute for Human Develop-
ment.

Jones, Edward E., Amerigo Farina, Albert H. Hastorf, Hazel Markus, Dale
T. Miller and Robert A. Scott .1984. Social Stigma: The Psychology of
Marked Relationships. New York, NY: W.H. Freeman.

125 ‒    



Karr, Werner .1999. Kann der harte Kern der Arbeitslosigkeit durch einen
Niedriglohnsektor aufgelöst werden? IAB-Kurzbericht No. 3 (4/7/1999).
Nürnberg: IAB. 

Kerckhoff, Alan C., Lorraine Bell Haney and Elizabeth Glennie .2001. Sys-
tem Effects on Educational Achievement: A British-American Compari-
son. Social Science Research 30: 497-528.

Kohli, Martin .1985. Die Institutionalisierung des Lebenslaufs. Kölner
Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 37 (1): 1-29. 

Kohli, Martin .1986. The world we forgot: A historical review of the life
course. In: Victor W. Marshall (ed.), Later life: The social psychology of
ageing. Beverly Hills: Sage, pp. 271-303.

Kohli, Martin .1994. Institutionalisierung und Individualisierung der
Erwerbsbiographie. In: Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim
(eds.), Riskante Freiheiten. Individualisierung in modernen
Gesellschaften. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, pp. 219-244.

Leschinsky, Achim and Karl Ulrich Mayer .1999. Comprehensive Schools
and Inequality of Opportunity in the Federal Republic of Germany. In:
Achim Leschinsky and Karl Ulrich Mayer (eds.), The Comprehensive
School Experiment Revisited: Evidence from Western Europe (2nd ed.).
Frankfurt/Main: Peter Lang, pp. 13-39.

Levy, René .1977. Der Lebenslauf als Statusbiographie. Die weibliche Nor-
malbiographie in makrosoziologischer Perspektive. Stuttgart: Enke.

Levy, René .1996. Toward a theory of the life course institutionalization. In:
Ansgar Weymann and Walter R. Heinz (eds.), Society and Biography.
Interrelationships between Social Structure, Institutions and the Life
Course. Weinheim: Deutscher Studien Verlag, pp. 83-108.

Lex, Tilly .1997. Berufswege Jugendlicher zwischen Integration und Ausgren-
zung. München: Deutsches Jugendinstitut.

Maaz, Kai .2001. Konsequenzen von Ausbildungslosigkeit in unterschiedlichen
Gesellschaftssystemen. Berufszugangschancen von Jugendlichen ohne
Berufsausbildung in der DDR und der BRD in den 80er Jahren. Master’s
Thesis. Berlin: Humboldt University Berlin.

Marquart, Regine .1975. Sonderschule – und was dann? Zur Situation von
Sonderschülern auf dem Arbeitsmarkt und im Beruf. Frankfurt/Main:
aspekte.

Mayer, Karl Ulrich .2001. The paradox of global social change and national
path dependencies: Life course patterns in advanced societies. In: Alison
Woodward and Martin Kohli (eds.), Inclusions and exclusions in Euro-
pean societies. London: Routledge, pp. 89-110.

126    



Mayer, Karl Ulrich and Hans-Peter Blossfeld .1990. Die gesellschaftliche
Konstruktion sozialer Ungleichheit im Lebensverlauf. In: Peter A. Berg-
er and Stefan Hradil (eds.), Lebenslagen, Lebensläufe, Lebensstile. Göttin-
gen: Schwartz, pp. 297-318.

Mayer, Karl Ulrich and Walter Müller .1986. The state and the structure of
the life course. In: Aage B. Sørensen, Franz E. Weinert, and Lonnie R.
Sherrod (eds.), Human development and the life course. Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum, pp. 218-245.

Murray, Asa and Hilary Steedman .1998. Growing Skills in Europe. TSER
Discussion paper 399. London: London School of Economics/Centre
for Economic Performance.

Oberwittler, Dietrich, Thomas Blank, Tilman Köllisch and Thomas Napla-
va .2001. Soziale Lebenslagen und Delinquenz von Jugendlichen. Ergeb-
nisse der MPI-Schulbefragung 1999 in Köln und Freiburg. Working
paper of the Max Planck Institute for Foreign and International
Criminal Law; Issue 1. Freiburg: edition iuscrim (Online:
http://www.iuscrim.mpg.de/forsch/onlinepub/schulbericht.pdf, Down-
load: 3/11/2003)

OECD .2000. Education at Glance. OECD Indicators. Paris.
Parsons, Talcott, .1959. The School Class as a Social System: Some of Its

Functions in American Society. Harvard Educational Review 29 (Fall):
297-318.

Pfahl, Lisa .2003. Stigma-Management im Job-Coaching. Berufsorientierun-
gen benachteiligter Jugendlicher. Master’s thesis. Berlin: Free University,
Department of Sociology.

Powell, Justin J. W. and Sandra J. Wagner .2001. Daten und Fakten zu
Migrantenjugendlichen an Sonderschulen in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land. Independent Research Group Working Paper 1/2001. Berlin: Max
Planck Institute for Human Development.

Powell, Justin J. W. .2004. Barriers to Inclusion: The Institutionalization of
Special Education in Germany and the United States. Dissertation thesis.
Berlin: Free University, Department of Sociology. 

Preiß, Christine .2003. Jugend ohne Zukunft? Probleme der beruflichen
Integration. In: Lothar Lappe (ed.), Fehlstart in den Beruf? Jugendliche
mit Schwierigkeiten beim Einstieg ins Arbeitsleben. München: Verlag
Deutsches Jugendinstitut, pp. 51-69.

Riesman, Daniel .1967/1997. Notes on Meritocracy. In: Daniel Bell and
Stephen R. Graubard (eds.), Toward the Year 2000. Work in Progress.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 265-276.

127 ‒    



Rosenfield, Sarah .1997. Labeling mental illness: The effects of received ser-
vices and perceived stigma on life satisfaction. American Sociological
Review 62: 660-672.

Schreiber-Kittl, Maria and Haike Schröpfer .2002. Abgeschrieben? Ergebnisse
einer empirischen Untersuchung über Schulverweigerer. München: Verlag
Deutsches Jugendinstitut.

Sen, Amartya .1995. Inequality Reexamined. New York, NY: Russell Sage
Foundation.

Solga, Heike .2003a. Jugendliche ohne Schulabschluss und ihre Wege in
den Arbeitsmarkt. In: Kai U. Cortina, Jürgen Baumert, Achim Leschin-
sky and Karl Ulrich Mayer (eds.), Das Bildungswesen in der Bundesre-
publik Deutschland. Strukturen und Entwicklungen im Überblick. Rein-
bek: Rowohlt, pp. 710-754.

Solga, Heike .2003b. Ohne Abschluss in die Bildungsgesellschaft. Die Erwerb-
schancen gering qualifizierter Personen aus ökonomischer und soziologis-
cher Perspektive. Habilitation thesis. Berlin: Free University, Depart-
ment for Political and Social Sciences.

Solga, Heike .2004, in press. Ausgrenzungserfahrungen trotz Integration –
Die Übergangsbiografien von Jugendlichen ohne Schulabschluss. In:
Steffen Hillmert and Karl Ulrich Mayer (eds.), Geboren 1964 und 1971 –
Neuere Untersuchungen zu Ausbildungs- und Berufschancen in der Bun-
desrepublik Deutschland. Frankfurt/Main: Campus.

Solga, Heike and Sandra Wagner .2001. Paradoxie der Bildungsexpansion:
Die doppelte Benachteiligung von Hauptschülern. Zeitschrift für
Erziehungswissenschaft 4 (1): 107-127.

Stauber, Barbara and Andreas Walther .1999. Institutionelle Risiken sozialer
Ausgrenzung im deutschen Übergangssystem. National Report on Ger-
many for the TSER-project “Misleading Trajectories” (Online:
http://www.iris-egris.de/pdfs/tser-bericht-deutschland.pdf.)

Stauber, Barbara and Andreas Walther .2000. Avoiding Misleading Trajecto-
ries: Transition Dilemmas of Young Adults in Europe (Online:
http://www.nuff.ox.ac.uk/projects/UWWCLUS/).

Teichler, Ulrich .1985. Zum Wandel von Bildung und Ausbildung in den
70er und 80er Jahren. Mitteilungen aus der Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufs-
forschung 18: 167-176.

Trow, Martin .1977. The Second Transformation of American Secondary
Education. In: Jerome Karabel and A.H. Halsey (eds.), Power and Ideol-
ogy in Education. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 105-118.

Tully, Claus J. and Peter Wahler .1985. Jugend und Ausbildung – Von der

128    



Statuspassage zur Übergangsbiographie mit „open end”. Schweizerische
Zeitschrift für Soziologie 11 (2): 191-212.

Wagner, Michael .1996. Lebensverläufe und gesellschaftlicher Wandel: Die
westdeutschen Teilstudien. ZA-Information Nr. 38: 20-38.

Waldschmidt, Anne .1998. Flexible Normalisierung oder stabile Ausgren-
zung. Soziale Probleme 9 (1/2): 3-25.

Willand, Hartmut .1987. Zur Ausbildungs- und Beschäftigungssituation
Jugendlicher mit niedrigem schulischen Qualifikationsniveau. Didaktik
der Berufs- und Arbeitswelt 6 (3-4): 43-67.

129 ‒    





  

Faculty

Jeffrey C. Alexander, Professor of Sociology, works in the areas of theo-
ry, culture, and politics. An exponent of the "strong program" in cultural
sociology, he has investigated the cultural codes and narratives that inform
such diverse areas as computer technology, environmental politics, war-
making, the Watergate crisis, and civil society.

Julia Adams, Professor of Sociology, teaches and conducts research in
the areas of state formation, gender and family, and social theory. She is
currently studying contemporary forms of patriarchal politics, and the his-
torical sociology of principal-agent relations.

Jennifer Bair, Assistant Professor, teaches and conducts research in the
sociology of development and economic sociology. Her recent work exam-
ines the implications of post-NAFTA industrial restructuring for firms and
workers in Mexico.

Scott A. Boorman, Professor of Sociology and Research Affiliate,
Cowles Foundation for Research in Economics, is a mathematical sociolo-
gist interested in developing new mathematical phenomenology for com-
plex social structures and processes. His research in recent years has been
in models for evolutionary biosociology, blockmodel algorithms for the
empirical description of social networks, and the theory of complex statu-
tory evolution, and analysis of social processes that involve alternatives to
rational choice.

Hannah Brueckner, Assistant Professor of Sociology, focuses on the
micro-level impact of macro-historical changes. She teaches and conducts
research in stratification, gender inequality, life course, social policy, wel-
fare states, social networks, and adolescent behavior. Methodologically, she
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works with quantitative methods for describing and analyzing longitudinal
data, especially event history analysis.

Averil Clarke, Assistant Professor of Sociology, obtained her PhD from
the University of Pennsylvania in 2002; her dissertation, entitled I do if I
could: marriage, meaning and the social reproduction of inequality uses quali-
tative and quantitative sources and techniques to explore the relationship
between family formation, race, class and gender stratification among
African American women.

Deborah Davis, Professor of Sociology, is currently researching the
new class structure of urban China and the social consequences of privatiz-
ing home ownership. Her primary teaching interests are comparative soci-
ology, inequality, stratification, and contemporary Chinese society.

Ron Eyerman, Professor of Sociology, received his BA from the New
School for Social Research, a Masters in Labor and Industrial Relations
from the University of Oregon, and his Doctorate at the University of
Lund, Sweden. He is the author of several recent books, including Music
and Social Movements and Cultural Trauma both from Cambridge Univer-
sity Press. His interests include cultural and social movement theory, criti-
cal theory, cultural Studies and the sociology of the arts. 

Paul Gilroy, Professor of Sociology and African American Studies. His
research interests lie in three principal areas: political sociology and political
philosophy in particular the relationship between multiculturalism, hierarchy,
difference and democracy; the development of black vernacular and popular
cultures, especially literature, music and the social relations that support it;
and the formation and reproduction of ethnic and racialised identity. 

Philip Gorski, Adjunct Professor of Sociology, works in historical and
comparative sociology. His research is in early modern Europe, particularly
in Germany and Holland, focusing on the interaction of religion and state
building. His recent book, The Disciplinary Revolution, proposes a new the-
ory of the emergence of the modern state. He has also developed a strong
interest in contemporary religion. 

Lawrence P. King, Associate Professor of Sociology, is a comparativist
who studies the intersection of political processes, social structure and eco-



nomic institutions. He has conducted research on state terror in Uganda,
and is currently researching the emergence and structure of three distinct
types of capitalist systems within the postcommunist world. 

Karl Ulrich Mayer, Professor of Sociology, works in the areas of strati-
fication, education, labor markets, life course and aging. He has done
empirical quantitative research on images of society, intergenerational
social mobility, vocational training, higher education, job shifts and career
mobility, labor market segmentation, and the transformation of East Ger-
many. 

Alondra Nelson, Assistant Professor of Sociology and African American
Studies. Her research and teaching interests are in the areas of the sociology
of health, illness and the body; the sociology of knowledge; social stratifica-
tion (race, class, gender); social movements; and social and cultural theory. 

Christopher Rhomberg, Associate Professor of Sociology, does research
and teaches in the areas of political sociology and social movements, urban
sociology, race and ethnicity, and historical methods. He is currently devel-
oping a project on alliances between labor unions and community organi-
zations in selected U.S. cities. Other research interests include the labor of
cultural workers, and collective action involving mass media organizations,
in particular the 1995-2000 Detroit Newspaper Strike.

Andrew Schrank, Assistant Professor of Sociology, works on the
sources and consequences of foreign investment, local entrepreneurship,
and economic transformation in the Third World. He has undertaken
fieldwork in the Dominican Republic and Mexico, and hopes to add more
countries to the list in the near future. He is currently completing a book
manuscript on the social foundations of economic diversification in the
Caribbean Basin. 

Rachel Sherman, Assistant Professor, obtained her PhD in 2003 from
the University of California, Berkeley. Her dissertation, based primarily on
ethnographic research, is entitled "Class Acts: Producing and Consuming
Luxury Service in Hotels." The project, situated in the sociology of work, is
mainly concerned with what luxury service is, how it is produced, and how
workers and guests in luxury hotels negotiate the structural and interactive
inequality between them. She has also researched the revitalization of the
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contemporary labor movement in the U.S and on the Mexican state's
responses to Mexican emigration in the 20th century. 

Philip Smith, Assistant Professor of Sociology researches in the area of
social and cultural theory, cultural sociology and criminology. Working
mostly from a Durkheimian perspective, he is primarily concerned with the
role of symbolic codes, narratives, classifications, morality and rituals in
social life and the ways that these structure conflict, identity and action.

Peter Stamatov, Assistant Professor, does research on the sociology of
culture, ethnicity and nationhood, social movements, and globalization in
the context of modern Europe. His dissertation focused on the neglected
moral aspects of globalization by examining the religious roots of practices
and institutions concerned with the welfare of geographically distant
strangers in nineteenth-century England. In another project, he investi-
gates the political implications of musical theater in nineteenth-century
Europe. 

Ivan Szelenyi, the William Graham Sumner Professor of Sociology,
works on social inequalities from a comparative and historical perspective.
Recently he conducted large scale surveys on changing stratification system
in European post-communist countries and currently he is working on
poverty and ethnicity in transitional societies. 

Vron Ware, Lecturer in Sociology and Women and Gender Studies,
focuses on feminism and racism. She has contributed to transatlantic
debates on gender and the social construction of whiteness. Her second
area of research and teaching interests lies in Urban Studies, and particu-
larly in the history of urban (and rural) landscapes, formations of identity
and place, and urban cultures.

Emeriti Faculty

David E. Apter, Henry J. Heinz II Professor Emeritus of Comparative
Political and Social Development, has worked in the areas of development,
comparative politics and political violence. He is currently working on dis-
cursive analysis of politics.
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Wendell Bell, is a Professor Emeritus of Sociology and Senior Research
Scientist, Center for Comparative Research. His current research focuses
on the study of the future, especially on the coming global society and
global ethics, and the sociology of good and evil. 

Kai Erikson, William R. Kenan, Jr. Professor Emeritus of Sociology and
American Studies, is past president of the American Sociological Associa-
tion. He is the author of Wayward Puritans: A Study in the Sociology of
Deviance and of Everything In Its Path. His latest book is entitled A New
Species of Trouble: Explorations in Disaster, Trauma, and Community. His
research and teaching interests include American communities, human
disasters, and ethnonational conflict. 

Juan J. Linz, Sterling Professor Emeritus of Political and Social Science.
His research interests are the comparative study of regimes, particularly
authoritarian regimes, and transitions to democracy in Southern Europe
and Latin America; the comparative study of parties, elections, elites and
public opinion in Europe (mainly Spain, Italy, and Germany); religion,
intellectuals and politics. He is working on Spanish politics in the transi-
tion from authoritarianism to democracy and presidentialism- parliamen-
tarism, does it make a difference.

Charles B. Perrow, Professor Emeritus of Sociology, is an organization-
al theorist. His interests include the development of capitalism in the 19th
Century; the radical movements of the 1960's; Marxian theories of indus-
trialization and of contemporary crises; accidents in such high risk systems
as nuclear plants, air transport, DNA research and chemical plants; and
protecting the nation's critical infrastructure from natural, technological,
and deliberate disasters. 

Albert J. Reiss, Jr., William Graham Sumner Professor of Sociology
Emeritus. His research and teaching interests are social organization,
deviant behavior and social control, and methodology. He currently is co-
director of a consortium project on Human Development and Criminal
Behavior. 

Immanuel Wallerstein, Senior Research Scholar, is the former Presi-
dent of the International Sociological Association (1994-1998), and chair of
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the international Gulbenkian Commission on the Restructuring of the
Social Sciences (1993-1995).. He writes in three domains of world-systems
analysis: the historical development of the modern world-system; the con-
temporary crisis of the capitalist world-economy; the structures of knowl-
edge. Books in each of these domains include respectively The Modern
World-System (3 vol.); Utopistics, or Historical Choices for the Twenty-first
Century; Unthinking Social Science: The Limits of Nineteenth-Century
Paradigms.

Stanton Wheeler, Ford Foundation Professor of Law and the Social Sci-
ences. His teaching and research interests include crime and the criminal
justice system, with special attention to white collar crime, and socio-legal
aspects of popular culture, including sports and music. 
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Research Centers

Center for Comparative Research
Director: Phil Gorski

The mission of the Center for Comparative Research is to promote the-
ory-driven, empirically rigorous comparative research. The term "compar-
ative" is broadly defined. Some of the research projects compare countries
in different historical periods; other projects may aim at comparative stud-
ies of cultures, ethnic groups, organizations or public policies. However,
the study of transitional societies, particularly the problem of transition
from authoritarianism/ totalitarianism to democracy, and the transforma-
tion of command economies into market economies is of importance to
many members of the Center. CCR’s primary task is to develop a number
of research programs, preferably of a collaborative nature, in which the fac-
ulty from various disciplines would participate. Examples of work which
provide inspiration for our current effort include Almond and Verba’s
study of civic culture, the "transition to democracy" program by Philippe
Schmitter and others, and the SSRC "state project" directed by
Rueschemeyer, Skocpol, and Tilly. The CCR sponsors a weekly colloquium,
workshops, an annual graduate student retreat, and post-doctoral research
fellowships. Website: http://www.yale.edu/ccr

Center for Cultural Sociology 
Directors: Jeffrey Alexander and Ron Eyerman 
Associate Director: Philip Smith

The center for Cultural Sociology provides a focus for meaning-cen-
tered analysis in the social science tradition, with openings to normative
themes such as democracy, justice, tolerance and civility. Drawing on clas-
sical and contemporary social and cultural theory, CCS students and
researchers develop concepts and methods that illuminate the cultural tex-
ture of social life at both individual and collective levels. They apply these



to understanding the full range of activities and processes from local to
global levels. Because culture is always closely intertwined with the pattern-
ing of social organization, the CCS is centrally concerned with institution-
al life and the intersection of culture with social structure. Its own institu-
tional life is carried on through the ongoing Workshop, seminars and
courses offered by CCS faculty and students, guest lectures from distin-
guished visiting scholars and occasional conferences. Through activities
such as these, CCS also provides a meeting point for the humanities and
social sciences, both at Yale and beyond. Website: http://research.yale.
edu/ccs/index.html

Center for Research on Inequalities and the Life Course (CIQLE)
Director: Karl Ulrich Mayer 
Associate Director: Hannah Brückner

The mission of the Center is to support empirical research on inequali-
ties of social class, generation and gender and how they are brought about
through processes across the life course. Substantively, our work focuses on
human development and family formation, educational trajectories, voca-
tional training, labor market entry, occupational careers and income trajec-
tories, retirement and aging as well as corresponding social policies.
Methodologically, the Center for Research on Inequalities and the Life
Course concentrates on models and techniques for the analysis of longitu-
dinal data. Theoretically, a main interest is to explain individual level life
course processes through macro level contexts of societal institutions and
socio-economic conditions changing across time and varying across soci-
eties. The Center is the home of the data archive of the German Life Histo-
ry Study (GLHS) comprising more than 12,500 life histories of West Ger-
mans and East Germans born between 1890 and 1971. Current projects
cover the following areas: 1) Gender Inequalities in the Life Course: US and
West German Men and Women Born in the Fifties; 2) Social Networks and
Adolescent Risk Behavior; 3) Life Courses in the Transition from Commu-
nism in Poland and East Germany; 4) Inequalities in Access to Higher Edu-
cation and Institutional Differentiation in a Cross-National Perspective; 5)
Education and Labor Market Entry of German Women and Men born
1964 and 1971. 6) Life Courses in Advanced Political Economies (POLIS).
Website: http://www.yale.edu/socdept/CIQLE
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Yale Sociology Colloquia Series Fall and Spring 2004

January 15
Joel Podolny
(Harvard)
"Hedonic and Transcendental Conceptions of Value"

January 22
Marta Tienda
(Princeton)
"Lessons from Texas on Affirmative Action and Its Discontents"

January 29
Heike Solga
(Max Planck Institute for Human Development)
The Rise of Educational Disadvantage in Germany"

February 5
Ute Frevert
(Yale)
"Europeanizing Germany´s 20th century"

February 12
Evelyn Nakano Glenn
(University of California, Berkeley)
"Unequal Freedom" on the history of unfree labor in Hawaii

February 19
Fuyuki Kurasawa
(New York University)
“Globalization and the Question of Human Solidarity”



March 4
DianeVaughan
(Boston College)
"Distinction, Class, and the Construction of Occupational Boundaries:
The Case of Air Traffic Control"

Date, Time, and Venue Change
March 29 (MONDAY)
4:30 - 6:00, Room 102B Urban Hall, 140 Prospect Street
Rick Fantasia
(Smith College)
“‘Who Killed Bernard Loiseau?’ Uncovering the Symbolic Economy of
Fast Food in the World of Haute Cuisine”

April 1
Katherine Newman
(Harvard)
“The Social Roots of Rampage School Shootings"

April 8
Mary Jo Hatch
(UVA)
“The Hermeneutics of Corporate Branding”

April 15
Bruce Western
(Princeton)
"Did the New Inequality Cause the American Prison Boom?"

April 21 
David Stark
(Columbia)
12:30 – 2:00
"The Social Times of Network Spaces: Sequence Analysis of Network 
Formation and Foreign Investment in Hungary, 1987-2001 "

April 22
Tia DeNora
(Exeter)
“Towards a New Sociology of Music”
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September 9
Juliet Schor
(Boston College)
"Is Consumer Culture Bad for Children? Empirical Evidence Meets Revi-
sionist Theory"

September 23
Nilufer Gole
(EHESS, Paris)
"The Public Debate on the Islamic Headscarf in France and Turkey; an
Intercultural Comparative Reading"

September 30
Phil Morgan
(Duke University)
"Revisiting the Link Between Sex of Children and Divorce"

October 7
Andy Bennett
(University of Surrey) 
“Ageing Rockers and Die Hard Punks: When Youth Culture Meets Middle
Age”

October 14
Jan Glete
(University of Stockkholm)
"State Formation, Protection-selling and Political Entrepreneurship in
Early Modern Europe"

October 21
John Torpey
(University of British Columbia)
"On Reparations Politics”

October 28
Francesa Polletta
(Columbia University)
“Is Telling Stories Good For Democracy?”
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November 4
Steve Lopez
(Ohio State University)
“The Context of Social Movement Participation." 

November 11
David Harvey
(CUNY Graduate Center)
"Neo-liberalism and the restoration of class power"

November 18
Leslie McCall
(Rutgers University)
“Do They Know and Do They Care? Americans’ Awareness of Rising

Inequality”

December 2
Mary Patillo
(Northwestern University)
“Black Gentrification: Lessons on Race, Class, and Politics”

December 9
Beverly Silver
(John Hopkins University)
“From Detroit to Shanghai? : Labor Militancy and Capital Relocation in
the Automobile Industry Since the 1930s”
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