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Work-Life in Germany
Germany is one of the largest economies in the world, having rebounded quickly 
from the global recession, and organizations working in Germany or in coopera-
tion with German companies are seeking to find ways to better understand the 
factors that may affect the employer-employee value proposition. This briefing 
provides background information on the demographic, political, economic, social 
and cultural environments in Germany, as well as implications for organizations 
planning to implement work-life initiatives there. 

Demographic, political, economic, social and cultural contexts in 
Germany

Socioeconomic Indicators in Germany (July 2011)

Population 81,471,834

Infant Mortality 3.54/1,000 births

Fertility Rate 1.41 children born/woman

Life Expectancy 80.07

GDP Growth Rate 3.6%

GDP Per Capita $35,900

Unemployment 7.4%

Literacy Rate 99%

Source: CIA World Factbook, Germany

Germany lies in the heart of Europe. Comparable to the size of the US state of 
Montana (Central Intelligence Agency World Fact Book, 2010), it is surrounded by 
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Approximately 63% of the total population is Christian, 
evenly representing the Roman Catholic and the Protestant 
faiths, approximately 5% are Muslim, and 28% are unaffili-
ated or represent other religions (N.U., 2010). Freedom of 
faith is guaranteed by the basic constitutional law.

Similar to many states in the European Union, the popu-
lation of Germany is aging. Low birthrates – about 1.41 
children per woman (CIA World Factbook, 2011) – and 

an increased life expectancy – for males it is currently 77 
years, for females 82 years of age (N.U., 2010) – lead to 
an ageing society with the group of 65 years and older 
expected to make up 33% of the population in 2050 (cf. 
Germany Population Pyramid, 2010 and 2050). About 
42 million people are female, and 40 million are male 
(BMAS, 2010).  This will cause severe challenges in the 
future, as the social systems in Germany are based on 
cross-generational contracts.

Germany Population Pyramid: Age and sex distribution for the year 2010

Population (in millions)

Population (in millions)

Germany Population Pyramid: Predicted age and sex distribution for the year 2050

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, International Database.
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Family is considered very important in Germany, although 
traditional gender roles continue to change (Bundesa-
gentur für Arbeit, 2010a). About 65 percent of mothers 
participate in the labor force, and the number of dual 
income couples without children has increased (Bundesa-
gentur für Arbeit, 2010a). This is evident in that over 40% 
of German women between ages 25-49 reside in childless 
households, which is well above the OECD average of 
34%. Germany and the United Kingdom also share the 
record for highest average age at which women choose to 
have their first child, which, at 30, places them above all 
other OECD countries (OECD, 2011b).

Political Context

Germany has been a democratic parliamentary federal 
democracy since 1949 (N.U., 2010). It is divided into 16 
federal states called Bundeslaender, with six Bundeslaender 
located in the former East-German territory and 10 in 
the former West-German territory. All Bundeslaender 
have their own constitution, parliament and government 
(N.U., 2010). Therefore, Germany is also known as the 
Federal Republic of Germany.

Germany is considered a welfare state with “an all-em-
bracing system of health, pension, accident, long-term 
care, and unemployment insurance” (Giehle, 2010). Ap-
proximately 27% of the GDP is channeled into public wel-

fare s<20,Floy�smaun\20031I 36 39403595.638 Tm2anyong-term 
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Companies are also striving to find ways to improve 
women’s integration and equality in the workforce.  In 
Germany, it is the norm for mothers to leave the work-
force when her children are young.  However, more 
women are graduating from university and an increased 
percentage of women, especially mothers, are participat-
ing in the labor force.  The proportion of women in senior 
management, however, remains very low (Kienbaum, 
2011).  Women make up only about 7.7 % of the board or 
supervisory board members, on average, in the 160 big-
gest German companies/DAX-160 (FidAR, 2011). Political 
pressure to support a requirement of women serving on 
Boards has increased, with most organizations preferring 
a more flexible approach than a rigid quota.  

Work-Life

The following section contains information on current 
and future government policies and programs, as well 
as nongovernmental programs and company based 
initiatives, linked to foster work and family integration in 
industries throughout Germany.

Governmental Support & Regulations

Work hours
The general framework of working hours for blue and 
white-collar workers is first defined by law and then by la-
bor agreements, which is negotiated between the employer 
and representatives of trade unions. A normal working 
day is not allowed to exceed 8 hours as averaged over 6 
months. Work is generally allowed from Monday to Satur-
day (Bundesminsterium der Justiz (BMJ) & juris GmbH, 
1994). After work, employees must be guaranteed 11 hours 
of continuous rest (BMJ & juris GmbH, 1994). Exceptions 
for working hours and days do exist and are also regulated 
by law. For example, working on Sundays and holidays 
is allowed if a minimum of 15 working free Sundays are 
also guaranteed. This regulation is mainly limited to fire 
stations, restaurants, and medical centers that require 
continuous operation (BMJ & juris GmbH, 1994). Current 
average working hours per week are 37.4 hours in the West-
ern part of Germany and 38.8 hours in the Eastern part of 
Germany (2009; Institut der deutschen Wirtschaft, 2010). 
As a whole, Germany has the third lowest total work time 
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January 2007 and June 2008, 87% of mothers sought to 
claim parental allowance for twelve months, while only 
13% of fathers did the same. The majority of fathers in 
this time period (65%) took the allowance for two months 
(Böttcher and Krieger, 2008). 

In addition to parent’s money, all working parents have 
the right to ask for parental leave to raise and look after 
their children until they are three years of age (Bundes-
ministerium fuer Familie, 2010c). During this period of 
time, parents are eligible to take a leave of absence from 
work with a guaranteed right to return to the same job or 
a comparable position within the company.  

Child Allowance (Kindergeld) is granted independently 
from income. It is closely reb� 0 11 36 733ld Alre�bnth34eCID 36033egeJ Tm AF1poshilsDC gBTg/T1_0 1 Tfg11 0 0 11 2220an 134ly 



- 6 -

Obstacles for working parents
The structure of the German school system serves as an 
obstacle for working parents, specifically, mothers, as 
they are expected to care for their children once classes 
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