
The study ‘women’s lives – family planning and migration’ 
has the goal of surveying the family formation processes and 
the family planning among women with a Turkish or eastern 
European migrant background, the two largest groups in 
Germany’s migrant population, and to determine their need for 
information and support regarding issues relating to that area. 

In this project, family planning was given a broad defi nition to in-
clude not just the use of contraception and pregnancy terminations, 
but also the desires to get married and have children, whether 
women accept planned and unplanned pregnancies and carry 
them to term, as well as sexuality and embarking on relationships. 
Th e study asks: what ideas and desires regarding how to shape their 
family in their lives do women migrants ‘bring with them’, and 
how do they change under the conditions in Germany? How does 
the migration event infl uence these women’s lives? What signifi -
cance do contraception and termination practice have in Germany? 
Th e study is not representative on a nationwide scale. It is repre-
sentative of the four participating cities.

Profi les of the migrant groups

One special feature among the Turkish survey participants is 
that young Turkish women currently arriving in Germany largely 
come to the country in connexion with a wedding, which means 
that a large percentage of the migrants are young, new arrivals, 
i.e. women who are part of the fi rst generation. Th e average age at 
migration was 16.9. Th e women frequently arrived between the 
ages of 18 and 22. 62% of the women migrants came married but 
without children – a typical characteristic of those who ‘married 
into Germany ‘. A further special feature is that the women mi-
grants have no or very little education/job training. 
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Th e eastern European survey participants largely came from 
the former Soviet Union and include ‘resettled’ ethnic Germans 
(‘Aussiedler’). Th e migration largely took place in the mid to 
late-nineties. As a result there are not many second generation 
women between the ages of 20 and 44. Th e women often came 
with their own parents, some with a husband and children. Th ey 
came with higher qualifi cations, but their qualifi cations often were 
not recognized in Germany.

How and with what ideas do migrant women 
shape their families in their lives?

Th e lives of the women migrants are characterized by the fact that 
getting married early and having at least one child were taken for 
granted, and these two things went together; this distinguished 
them from the west German comparison group. Th e percentage of 
single mothers was low (Turkish participants: 2%, eastern Euro-
pean participants: 5%). Another aspect that diff ered from the west 
German women was that the family phase started early in life. Th e 
Turkish women entered their fi rst marriage at 21 on average, while 
the mothers had their fi rst child at 23.3 on average; the average 
ages for the eastern European women were 22.3 years and 23.7 
years respectively. (Comparatively) early motherhood was desired or 
expected.

Th e study’s key data (2006–2010)
Sozialwissenschaftliches FrauenForschungsInstitut at the Ev. 
Hochschule Freiburg (SoFFI F.)/Institut für Soziologie der 
Universität Freiburg (Prof. Wolfgang Essbach)2

§ Telephone interviews with standardized questionnaires: 
women between the ages of 20 and 44 with a Turkish 
(n=842) or eastern European (n=832) migrant back-
ground3 (comparison group: n=839 women without a mi-
grant background) in Oberhausen, Stuttgart, Nuremberg 
and Berlin; random samples from the residents’ register, by 
age, regionally representative

§ n=45 qualitative biographical interviews and n=15 
group discussions 

§ Guided interviews with n=8 experts (family and termina-
tion advice centres for women migrants, women gynaeco-
logists)

1 An in-depth presentation of the results and the further reading: Helff erich, Cornelia/ Klind-
worth, Heike/Kruse, Jan (2011): women’s lives – family planning and migration in women’s lives. 
Cologne: BZgA

2 Scientifi c assistance: Heike Klindworth, Jan Kruse, execution of the telephone interviews: tns 
EMNID

3 ‘Women migrants’ are all those who migrated personally or whose parents migrated (in line 
with the defi nition of the 2005 microcensus); those who were born in Germany or migrated to 
Germany under the age of 12, i.e. those who largely grew up in Germany, are members of the 
‘second generation’.
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Th e contraceptive pill is the most common form of birth control 
for both migrant groups. However, it is used less by the migrant 
women than by the German comparison group and the quali-
tative interviews reveal clear reservations about ‘the hormones’. 
Both groups have a signifi cantly higher rate of pregnancy ter-
mination: 31% of the eastern European women and 19% of the 
Turkish women (8% of the west German women) 
had had at least one termination. Th ese high rates 
of termination are known to exist in the women’s 
countries of origin and mainly aff ected the women 
who had migrated to Germany themselves rather 
than the second generation. 

In addition there are diff erences between the fi rst 
generation migrant groups regarding the dynam-
ics of the events in their lives and the control of 
their fertility.
 
Turkish women: ‘start and fi nish their families early’
Th e fi rst intercourse and the early marriage (shortly after the phase 
of getting to know the partner) and, among marriage-related 
migrants, also the migration event, all occurred closely together. 
Children were only born after the marriage. Th ere were almost 
no children born before the women were married. Several chil-
dren then followed at a certain interval. Family formation ended 
comparatively early. Th is pattern is particularly developed among 
fi rst-generation women (with low qualifi cations).

Th e early and compact sequence of events goes hand-in-hand with 
the fact that the fi rst-generation Turkish participants only started 
controlling their fertility quite late. Only a third of the fi rst-gener-
ation women used contraception before having their fi rst child (in 
the second generation this percentage rose to 70%). Th e women ex-
plained this by saying that they did not need contraception before 
getting married because they were not engaging in sexual activity, 
and once they were married, they wanted to have (several) children. 
Th e rare pregnancy terminations by unmarried women were largely 
in order to avoid making public the disgrace of pre-marital sex.
 

Some of the terminations occurred between the fi rst and second 
child. Th e qualitative interviews revealed that in this case and 
with regard to later terminations there was a general attitude in 
favour of children, which is why no conscious decision was made 
to use contraception, or else there were reservations about contra-
ceptives or unsafe contraception was used, but situational condi-
tions prevented the women from carrying the babies to term. 

81% of the Turkish women in the age group 35+ 
did not want any more children. Th e limitation 
of the number of children went hand-in-hand 
with considerations about using the IUD/
IUS or undergoing sterilization as a long-term 
method of contraception. Th e end of family 
formation is cited by around a fi fth as a reason 
for a termination and a large percentage of the 
terminations take place in this group. A large 
topic among the Turkish women was being too 
old for a (further) child.

Eastern European women: 
‘early start, then bigger gaps between births’ 
Th e premarital phase of relationships lasted longer, but then the 
wedding at a young age and the birth of the fi rst child occurred 
in quick succession, either because the young newly-weds wanted 
a child or because an unplanned, early pregnancy led to mar-
riage. Many of the fi rst-generation women got married and had 
their fi rst child in their country of origin. Th ere were benefi ts to 
early marriage and motherhood (access to housing, status), but 
on the other hand everyday life was more diffi  cult to manage 
in the precarious conditions of the these countries, which went 
against children. After having a fi rst child (early), the birth of a 
second child was often put off : if it is almost impossible to care 
for one child, two children would defi nitely be too much. Th e 
gap between the fi rst and second child was particularly big when 
the migration event also fell into this period. In Germany the 
reason for delaying a further birth was the diffi  culty of reconcil-
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„“After having a fi rst child 
(early), the birth of a 
second child was often put 
off: if it is almost impossib-
le to care for one child, two 
children would defi nitely 
be too much.”
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ing additional qualifi cations/work and 
family.
Only 60% of the fi rst generation wom-
en used contraception before having 
their fi rst child. Th ose who had had 
their child in their country of origin 
cited the poor availability and poor 
quality of the contraceptives as well 
as lack of information as their reasons. 
Unplanned pregnancies were termi-
nated when the conditions in which a 
child would have to be raised were too 
bad. After the fi rst child, contraception 
was used to increase the gap before the 
next child. Th e major issue among east-
ern European women in Germany was 
reconciling training/work and family 
and the lack of childcare.

What changes for the 
second generation? 

Th e change from the fi rst to the second 
generation in the two migrant groups has 
things in common, but at diff erent levels:

 § the age at which the women get 
married and have their fi rst child goes 
up slightly, but remains signifi cantly 
under the age at which west German women do these things. 
Early motherhood is still desired! Th e percentage of women who 
knew their partners for less than six months before the wedding 
dropped – the pre-marital phase was extended.

 § the average number of children desired and the number of chil-
dren the women actually have went down, especially in order to 
meet increased parenting standards. 

Figure 2: 

Reproductive events and family planning in women’s 

lives: eastern European women

„“Unplanned pregnancies were termi-
nated when the conditions in which 
a child would have to be raised were 
too bad. After the fi rst child, contra-
ception was used to increase the gap 
before the next child.”

oriented among the eastern European women. 
What happened instead was that a ‘moderniza-
tion’ took place ‘within the Turkish pattern’; 
the eastern European women were already 
modern with their extended gaps between 
children (now the norm of early motherhood 
was lost). Th e second generation adapted in 
Germany on the basis of the ideas of norma-
tive and institutionalized two-part structure 

they got from home, ‘fi rst (a longer) education, then family’. Th is 
is new for both migrant groups: for the Turkish women, because 
it was only the norm of the second generation to have access to 
education, and for the eastern European women because in their 
countries of origin it had been very much easier to reconcile 
education and family.

 § the women often started using contracep-
tion before the birth of their fi rst child, and 
access to contraception was improved.

 § the termination rate dropped signifi cantly 
(from 22% to 12% in the Turkish group and 
from 35% to 12% in the eastern European 
group).

Education had the same eff ects. Among the 
Turkish migrants in particular, the eff ects of their 
access to higher education and their generational 
membership worked together.

However, it is not possible to say that these 
women had ‘adopted German patterns’. ‘Tra-
ditional’ elements remained: the high signifi -
cance of family and the value of virginity until 
marriage among the Turkish migrants, and the 
combination of being both family and work 

contraception 
with IUD/IUS

contraception to delay further birthsif marriage took place in country of origin, safe 
contraception hardly available

1st generation:
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