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Abstract: The article examines entry into the postparental phase of the family life 
cycle, which is the familial situation when all children have moved out of the pa-
rental household. We position this event chronologically within the life course and 
examine the probability of occurrence. Using panel data (3 survey waves) covering 
a period of 40 years of a cohort of former North-Rhine Westphalian grammar school 
pupils, event history models (Cox regression) are employed to analyse what factors 
accelerate or decelerate the transition. This revealed that the parent’s individual bi-
ography (in particular the age at the own move out, age at the birth of the fi rst child 
and the number of children) has a major impact on the time of occurrence, while 
the occupational history has no effect. In addition, sons delay the transition, while 
children’s academic studies and occupation accelerate it.

Keywords: Postparental family phase · Move out of the last child · Empty nest · 
Panel study · Cox regression

1 The postparental phase of the family life cycle

When children become adults and leave their parental home, a new phase begins in 
the lives of parents: the postparental phase. Only in the 20th century did this phase 
of life develop to a period lasting many years constituting 25 to 35 percent of peo-
ple’s entire lifespan (Lauterbach 2004: 229). The lengthening of this phase implies 
that relationships between adult children and their parents must be shaped for a 
longer period than those between minor children and their parents, since the time 
for childcare takes up only one fourth of our entire lifetime (Nave-Herz 2002: 57). 
Entry into the postparental phase is less institutionalised than marriage or the birth 
of a child (Scherger 2007).

For parents, this period of life holds new challenges for consolidating the rela-
tionships between the couple and the children. Rearing of the children is no long-
er the focus; everyday family life changes. Earlier studies report of the so-called 
empty-nest syndrome, accompanied by depression and other mental ailments of 
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mothers (e.g. Bart 1971; Deykin et al. 1966). Later research, by contrast, refutes 
the emergence of these problems (e.g. Radloff 1980) and refers to rather ambiva-
lent emotions among mothers (Feser et al. 1989). Papastefanou (2000) even reports 
positive assessments of spatial separation between family members. Geographical 
distance brings about a reduction in the daily friction between parents and children 
and the experience of living alone with all its challenges leads young adults to be 
more understanding of their parents (Papastefanou 2000: 62).

The moving out of one’s children can be assessed both positively and nega-
tively depending on the kind of relationship to the children and whether the move is 
considered as a step towards desired independence or rather as an early “escape” 
from the parental home. In addition, departure affects both the parenthood as well 
as the intimate relationship: “… on the one hand the lack of daily contact with the 
children is missed sadly; on the other it is clearly recognized that both the indi-
vidual as well as the relationship development profi t from it” (Papastefanou 2000: 
58, translated by CPoS). However, a strong fi xation on the parental role impairs 
coping with the transition into the postparental phase (Papastefanou 2000: 58). In 
particular for those mothers who gave up their jobs for the family, the move of their 
children is a diffi cult situation: “Since mothers lose one of their most meaningful 
tasks, they often have the feeling they are no longer needed, combined with depres-
sion, mourning and identity crisis” (Pinquart/Silbereisen 2007: 498, translated by 
CPoS). Yet there are studies that also show that this phase can be accompanied by 
positive experiences for women, identifi ed as a reduction in negative and a rise in 
positive emotions among mothers whose children have left home. An increase in 
general well-being and decrease in minor everyday annoyances is also ascertained 
(Dennerstein et al. 2002). By contrast, fathers appear to have few problems with the 
move of their children, though those who are highly dedicated to their work may feel 
regret that they missed out on watching their children grow up. And diffi culties can 
also occur among fathers in unhappy relationships in which the children occasion-
ally acted as an integrative factor (Papastefanou 1997).

The quality of the relationship between adult children and their parents during 
this phase is characterised by low geographical distance and a great closeness, 
whereby mothers and daughters are the closest. As for drifting apart, we see noth-
ing of the sort (Szydlik/Schupp 1998: 311), however parents assess their relation-
ship with their own children as closer than the children perceive it and also tend 
to emphasize the intergenerational similarities and play down confl icts, while the 
children underemphasize similarities and overemphasize confl icts (Szydlik/Schupp 
1998: 304).

This article focuses on the transition into the postparental phase, which is 
marked by the move of the last child. It explains how the transition can be posi-
tioned chronologically within the life course of parents and on which factors the en-
try into the postparental family phase depends. It incorporates both the individual 
and occupational biographies of the parents as well as the children into the multi-
variate analyses. First, we will portray the current state of research on the transition 
into the postparental phase and on the leaving behaviour of young adults. Based on 
previous results, we aim to identify possible infl uencing factors in order to include 
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them into the analyses. Then, we describe the sample, methodologies and data ba-
sis employed here before presenting the descriptive and multivariate results.

2 Determinants infl uencing entry into the postparental phase

Only a few studies (Lauterbach 2004; Mayer/Wagner 1989) have focused on the 
perspectives and the situation of parents when their own children or of the last 
child leave(s) home, which is why this aspect will now be analysed further. By con-
trast, the leaving behaviour of young adults has been examined extensively in a 
number of studies. Berger (2009) offers an overview of the current state of research 
on leaving behaviour and its determining factors. In summary, the time when men 
and women leave home differs (Berger 2009; Ziegler/Schaldt 1993; Mayer/Wagner 
1989; Scherger 2009). Women leave the parental home earlier than men, depend-
ing on the study on average by two to fi ve years and usually in their early twenties. 
Berger (2009) identifi es an age difference ranging between 21.2 years among wom-
en and 22.8 years among men (median), while Ziegler and Schladt (1993) ascertain 
an even narrower difference and identify an earlier age upon leaving home: 20.6 
years among women and 21.9 years among men (median).

In addition, there are distinct correlations between the vocational and individual 
biography and the leaving behaviour of young adults (Ziegler/Schladt 1993; Mayer/
Wagner 1989), whereby home-leaving behaviour in Germany faced structural tran-
sitions in recent decades. While earlier, leaving was highly linked to marriage (May-
er/Wagner 1989), today it is more linked with new types of living arrangements such 
as non-marital cohabitation (Berger 2009). Today, vocational training and entry into 
the labour market prove to be chronologically more closely related to the leaving 
behaviour than they were earlier (Berger 2009: 198).

In their analysis of the home-leaving behaviour of the cohort of the Kölner Gym-
nasiastenpanel (Cologne grammar school pupil panel, abbreviated KGP), Ziegler 
and Schladt (1993) conclude that the process of detachment from the parental home 
is not dependent on social origin, but rather on events and turning points in their in-
stitutionally controlled1 life course, hence transitions within the educational system, 
entries into working life and (marital or non-marital) relationships. Berger (2009), 
too, demonstrated that working and the respective economic independence very 
distinctly accelerates the move out of the parental home among women and men. 
Beginning to study also leads to a higher probability of leaving home among both 
genders. The infl uences of vocational training, by contrast, are not as strong; it did 
not signifi cantly increase the tendency to leave home. The educational level does 
play a role in the sense that remaining longer within the school system leads to a later 
departure and this delays economic independence. Entering into a relationship is 
also an important factor determining the probability of leaving home. This rises dis-
tinctly when young adults enter a lasting, non-marital relationship (Berger 2009: 232).

1 These are events that are institutionalised by tradition or are rather institutions themselves 
(such as marriage).
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Living standard also plays an important role in the decision to move out of the 
parental home. If it is high and likely to deteriorate distinctly following departure, 
the prospects of a worsening of one’s living situation has a rather inhibitory effect 
on the decision to move out (Wagner 1989: 173). The parents’ fi nancial resources 
can have two opposite effects on the decision to move out: a fi nancially well-en-
dowed household can lead to a high housing comfort for the children and thus delay 
departure, or a high parental household income can provide more support for the 
child’s own household, thus leading to an earlier departure (Wagner 1989:  174). The 
familial constellation, measured by the number of children, can also be a factor in 
the time of departure. A large number of children could assumedly imply that the 
older siblings could satisfy their need for privacy by moving out, while an only child 
would remain at home longer (Lauterbach 2004: 163). Family structure is another 
important factor, which is not, however, taken into consideration in the following 
analyses. Stepchildren and the children of single parents tend to move out earlier 
than children who live together with both of their biological parents (Mitchell 1994). 
The infl uence of stepfamilies and single parents was excluded here due to limita-
tions in the data with regard to the family history.

These infl uences on the leaving behaviour of young adults are important factors 
determining the entry into the postparental family phase; however those that char-
acterise the lives of the parents also need to be identifi ed. An early beginning of the 
postparental phase can result from a variety of infl uences: early marriage age, early 
age at the birth of the fi rst child, small number of children and less time between 
births (Mayer/Wagner 1989: 29). But what about the parents’ educational histories? 
What infl uence does it have on the chronological position of the entry into the post-
parental phase? Parents with academic degrees may want their children to receive 
an adequate education and can also fi nancially ensure this (Meulemann 1995). Par-
ents having academic degrees can infl uence the time of departure of the children 
in two opposing ways: if the children take up studies close to home, the departure 
is delayed, if they study elsewhere, it is accelerated. In her comparison of a number 
of cohorts, Scherger (2007) comes to the conclusion that the postparental phase 
begins a few years later among men and women with a university entrance diploma 
(Abitur ), which indicates that children of more highly educated parents go through 
longer educational processes that delay leaving home (Scherger 2007: 186). In this 
context, Wagner (1989) determines that the educational level of the parents has an 
opposite effect if the type of household of the children following departure is also 
examined. When the children marry on departure, then a higher parental educa-
tional level delays the departure. When they do not marry, the educational level 
accelerates the departure (Wagner 1989: 182).

Having a working mother accelerates the leaving behaviour of children. On the 
one hand, a working mother can serve as a role model for greater independence – in 
particular for daughters – and on the other hand, it may also lead to earlier detach-
ment due to less pronounced overprotection of the children (Ziegler/Schladt 1993).

This article aims to identify central factors affecting the entry into the postparen-
tal phase based on previous research fi ndings. The focus is not only put on analyses 
of individual spheres of the lives of parents, but on panel analyses of both the infl u-
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ence of the individual as well as the occupational history as well as the characteris-
tics of the children.

3 Sample, methodology and data

3.1 Sample

The analyses are conducted using the data from the KGP, which includes a birth 
cohort from 1953 until 1956. The respondents were fi rst surveyed via a PAPI (paper 
and pencil) interview in 1969 when they were still pupils in the tenth form at North-
Rhine Westphalian grammar schools. Of the then 3,240 participants, 1,987 people 
could be won for a face-to-face follow-up survey in 1984/85. A second follow-up 
survey was conducted in 1997 with 1,596 people by telephone and fi nally, a third 
survey wave was held, also by phone, in 2010 with 1,301 participants. The question-
naire includes a biographical section, which covers the schooling, training, univer-
sity, occupational, family and relationship biographies. In addition, there are a series 
of attitude and leisure time questions and, in the latest survey, questions about 
preparations for old age. In each survey wave an additional thematic focus was 
chosen, for example, the fi rst follow-up survey focussed on the process of identity 
formation of the young people between the ages of 16 and 30, while the second 
follow-up survey concentrated on the maintenance of identity of the adults between 
the ages of 30 and 43. The third wave deals with the further development of identity 
and preparations for old age. It is particularly advantageous that the entire rela-
tionship and family histories from the age of 16 until 56 is recorded for the 1,301 
respondents who took part in the third survey wave in 2010.Therefore we can cre-
ate a precise overview of the duration and course of relationships for this cohort as 
well as information about vocational training, schooling, income and vocation of the 
partner. Information about the schooling, vocational training and academic studies 
of their children is also available as well as the date that they left home, frequency 
of contact and questions about grandchildren. It must be noted, however, that this 
sample is a highly selective subpopulation regarding education, whose selectivity 
has increased somewhat over the course of 40 years (Birkelbach 2011: 27).

Not all respondents were included in the following analyses, but only those who 
were still married at the age of 56 years, have children, and are not separated, di-
vorced or widowed. They are therefore people who have lived through the normal 
course of the family life cycle (Glick 1955; Höhn 1982) and whose family histories 
are marked by the same events, namely: marriage, birth and the leaving of the chil-
dren. The exclusion of people with critical events in their family histories (Filipp 
1990) is meant to prevent these events from having an effect on the entry into the 
postparental phase and to primarily identify the infl uences of biographical charac-
teristics of the parents and children. The infl uence of critical events on the entry into 
the postparental phase would have to be examined in a separate study. After all, 605 
of the 1,301 respondents, or 47 percent of the sample, fulfi l these criteria. For these 
605 respondents, we checked the time that the last child moved out of the parental 
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household. The precise question was, “In what year did your child have his/her own 
household for the fi rst time; I mean his/her own home?”, (translated by CPoS). This 
did not necessarily have to refer to the youngest child.

3.2 Methodology

In order to be able to position the transition into the postparental phase within the 
life course, we estimated a transition rate using the life table method. The transition 
rate corresponds to the risk of changing the present status, for example from single 
to married (Diekmann/Mitter 1984). The transition rate hjk(t) indicates the probabil-
ity that an event will occur in a specifi c time interval t, under the condition that it has 
not yet occurred by the beginning of this interval, and can be described as follows 
(Blossfeld 2010: 1001):

hjk(t) = P(T = t | T ≥ t) t = 1,2,3 ...

The durations are divided into monthly intervals and in each interval we count 
the number of cases that are still at risk of experiencing the event at the beginning of 
the interval as well as the number of cases who experienced an event and those that 
have to be censored in an interval (Blossfeld 2010: 1003; translated by CPoS). This 
results in the probability that no event will occur prior to a specifi c time, in this case 
that the transition into the postparental phase does not take place. The cumulative 
percentage of survivors at the end of the interval is used for the graphic illustration 
of the survival rate and we can therefore see at what age what share of respondents 
is exposed to the risk of the transition.

Then a Cox regression (Cox 1972; Blossfeld et al. 2007; Blossfeld 2010) is used to 
check what factors accelerate or decelerate entry into the postparental phase. We 
employed the semi-parametric model of the Cox regression, thus an event history 
method, which the literature often calls a proportional hazards model (Blossfeld 
2010). This offers the advantage that it can be used even if not all respondents ex-
perienced the move of the last child during the observation period. In addition, it is 
particularly suitable for analyses that do not have assumptions about the course of 
the baseline function (Weick 1993: 97), which is the case here for the entry into the 
postparental phase. The time spans examined begin at the age of 30 and end with 
the event of moving out of the parental home of the last child, or, in right-censored 
cases, with the age at the survey.

The rate of the move of the last child forms the dependent variable in the event 
history regression. This is the probability that parents who still live in a household 
with their children at a specifi c time will enter the postparental phase. The entry rate 
r(t) is shown with a transition rate function h0(t) that is the same for all subjects and 
the covariate infl uences exp(.) that are multiplicatively and exponentially associated 
with it (Diekmann/Mitter 1993):

r(t)=  
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The partial likelihood method (Blossfeld 2010: 1005) is used to estimate the Cox 
model. The effects of the covariates on the risk of entry are especially interesting 
for the event history regression. They can be read in the β coeffi cients, whereby the 
antilogarithms of the β coeffi cients (αi=expβi) are easier to interpret because they 
can be understood as percent effects (αi-1)·100 of the covariates on the risk of entry 
(Berger 2009; Ziegler/Schladt 1993).

3.3 Data: Cox regression covariates

Based on previous research fi ndings (cf. Section 2), we included the following in-
dependent variables into the analyses using the KGP data. In addition, we include 
additional factors that were also identifi ed as possible infl uencing variables.

Individual biography of the parents (respondents): The marriage age (in years), 
the age at the birth of the fi rst child (in years) and the number of children are as-
sumed to have important infl uences. For all three of these variables we expect that 
the lower they are, the earlier the entry into the postparental phase occurs. Addi-
tionally, the time between births can be included as a further explanatory variable, 
because the greater the time between the fi rst and the last child, the later entry will 
be. These are included in years as the difference between the times of the fi rst and 
the last birth. In addition, we examined how the age of the parents on their own 
leaving of the parental home (in years) affects the probability of entry into the post-
parental phase. An early own departure by the parents can have a positive infl uence 
on the time of their children’s departure because it can be considered a successful 
launch into independence, or a negative infl uence because it is associated more 
with stress and uncertainties, experiences that the parents transfer to their own 
children.

Educational and occupational history of the parents (respondents): The edu-
cational level is measured by the attaining of a university entrance diploma and 
an academic degree. The school and academic degrees of the partners could be 
constructed since the KGP also asks about their educational history. Mothers and 
fathers are differentiated, so that separate variables are created for the mothers and 
fathers with a university entrance diploma and academic degrees. We assume that a 
higher degree delays the entry into the postparental phase. The vocational training 
is also included. Determining the infl uence of vocational training is more diffi cult 
because parents who completed vocational training can either imagine a higher 
educational degree for their children or be satisfi ed with one of equal status and 
refuse to fi nance their children’s academic studies. Since the employment status 
of the mother proved signifi cant in previous research fi ndings, we created the time 
dependent variable “Employment status of the mother at the time of the move of 
the child.”

The income chosen was the monthly household income, which is calculated 
from the highest achieved income in the phase between the age of 43 and 56 years 
and the current income of the partner. Using the highest achieved income rather 
than the average income can provide more variance. We needed to determine in 
which way income affects the entry into the postparental phase. Since the KGP does 
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not ask about housing we are unable to distinctly differentiate whether the income 
refers to household-specifi c resources or rather indicates the possibility of transfer-
able resources.

The biography of the child of the respondent’s child cannot be integrated as 
easily as that of the parents. The fact that the respondents have more than one 
child can lead to signifi cant effects mutually eliminating one another, for example if 
someone has one son and one daughter, including the gender alone cannot exhibit 
distinct effects if daughters, for example, leave home earlier and sons later. There-
fore, the variables for the children were based on the last child who moved out or 
on the youngest child still remaining in the household. In addition, no times were 
surveyed in the children’s biographies, thus no conclusions can be made about 
the chronological correlation from entry into the postparental phase and employ-
ment, for example. We use fi ve dummy variables: university entrance diploma (yes/
no), academic degree (yes/no), vocational training completed (yes/no), employment 
(yes/no), gender (male/female). Only those children 18 years and older are included 
in the analyses, since the KGP only asks the parents whether their children over 18 
years old have their own household.

The model in Figure 1 shows the infl uencing variables mentioned above and 
their assumed effect on the entry into the postparental phase, by parents’ and chil-
dren’s characteristics.

Fig. 1: Covariate effects on the risk of entry into the postparental phase 
according to characteristics of the parents and children and assumed 
effects

 

Individual biography 
Age at leaving home (-) 
Age at first marriage (-) 
Age at birth of first child (-) 
Number of children (-) 
Time between births (-) 

Educational and 
occupational history 
Academic degree (-) 
Vocational training (?) 
Mother employed at time of 
move (+) 
Monthly net household 
income (?) 

Entry into the 
postparental 

phase 

Gender (male) (-) 
University entrance 
diploma (-) 
Academic degree (+) 
Vocational training (+) 
Employment (+) 

Child Parents 

Source: Own design
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Table 1 summarises the cited variables including the range of values and mean 
values. They are listed here only briefl y to present the sample and in order to achieve 
a better understanding of the effects of these variables in the Cox regression.

The KGP respondents show educational levels above the average.69 percent of 
the fathers hold an academic degree and 53 percent of the mothers, while only 
an average of 17 percent of the respective age group of 50 to 59-year-olds in the 
general population are university graduates (Datenreport 2011). The percentage 
of parents with university entrance diploma, at 78 percent among the fathers and 
65 percent among the mothers, is also very high compared to only 24 percent in 
the general population of the same age group. By contrast, a lower number of the 
former grammar school pupils went through vocational training, compared to the 

Tab. 1: Summary of the independent variables: range, mean values and 
standard deviations for parents and children over 18 years of age 
(N=530) 

Variable Range Mean value SD

Age at entry into postparental phase 43-59 54.6 2.81
Parents (respondents)   
Age at fi rst marriage 18.9-39.3 27.5 3.95
Birth of fi rst child 20- 42.5 30.3 3.91
Age at own leaving home 17.7-36.1 23.3 3.24
Number of children 1-5 2.2 0.85
Time between births in years 0-13.7 3.8 3.04
Vocational training respondent 0/1 .39 -
Academic studies father 0/1 .69 -
Academic studies mother 0/1 .53 -
University entrance diploma father 0/1 .78 -
University entrance diploma mother 0/1 .65 -
Monthly net household income 400-129 294 6282.50 8102.1
Mother employed at time of move (time 
dependent) 0/1  .731 -

Children   
Gender (male) 0/1 .51 -
University entrance diploma 0/1 .67 -
Vocational training 0/1 .25 -
Academic studies 0/1 .58 -
Employment 0/1 .29 -
Age 18.1-36.9 22.20 3.27

1 This share only refers to the women in the sample. For the entire sample, the number 
of employed mothers is 33 percent.

Source: Own calculations
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reference group of the total population (58 percent). The net household income ex-
hibits broad variance with the average lying above 6,000 euros. 73 percent of the 
mothers were working at the time the last child left home.

Like the parents, a large number of the children also have a university entrance 
diploma (67 percent), while only 25 percent completed vocational training. But 
58 percent already hold academic degrees and 29 percent are working full time.

Before including the independent variables into the Cox regression, we fi rst had 
to identify possible correlations between the individual factors and eliminate them 
in order to exclude possible multicollinearities. In particular, we assume that the 
demographic variables mutually infl uence each other, because those who marry 
early will most probably also have children at an earlier age than those who marry 
late. If variables correlate too highly with one another (r>0.3) one will be excluded 
from the analyses. The results of the correlations are not shown here, but the most 
important fi ndings that are of signifi cance for the further analysis are mentioned 
briefl y: the age at fi rst marriage correlates very highly with the age at the birth of the 
fi rst child, we anticipate, however, that the age at birth is more closely correlated to 
the move of the children than the age at marriage. The number of children and the 
time between births correlate very highly, but since the number of children is asked 
more often in other surveys than the complete individual biography, we include 
this variable. The educational variables also correlate very highly with one another, 
which is why only the academic degree is used as an independent variable for moth-
ers, fathers and children, since the numbers of those without academic degrees are 
higher than those without a university entrance diploma.

4 Chronological positioning of the transition into the postparental 
phase within the life course

When can parents expect to live again as a couple within their own home? We plot-
ted this question using the “survival rate” for parents with children in the household. 
254 (42 percent) of the 605 people, are currently in the postparental phase and thus 
have no children living in the household; at least one child is living in the household 
of 351 (58 percent) people. Lauterbach (2004) dates the time of entry into the post-
parental phase at the sixth decade of life (Lauterbach 2004: 162). Mayer and Wagner 
(1989) calculate the median age of fathers in the cohort 1949-51 at 56 years if they 
have sons and 52 years if only daughters are considered. For mothers of the same 
cohort, the median is 53 years for sons and 49 years for daughters. In the cohort 
studied here, the differences between parents with daughters and sons are less 
extreme, with the median age of fathers at 57 years for daughters and 58 years for 
sons and of mothers at 55 years for daughters and 57 years for sons.2 Looking at 
different cohorts, Lauterbach (2004: 166-175) states that since the post-war era, fa-

2 Since not all parents experienced the move of the last child, the median age was estimated us-
ing the life table method.
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thers and mothers enter the late family phase ever earlier and the numbers of those 
who experience this phase at all has risen.

The chronological difference between men and women at the entry into the 
postparental phase cannot only be determined through the median, but also us-
ing survival curves for men and women (Fig. 2). The two curves differ signifi cantly 
(Wilcoxon: 17.78 p=.000; log rank: 15.16 p=.000). Thus, women experience entry 
into the postparental phase earlier than men. At the age of 56 years, 53 percent 
of the mothers are faced with a childless household, but only 38 percent of the fa-
thers. Both survival curves run parallel to one another with men lagging behind the 
women about three years. This distance quite precisely corresponds to the earlier 
entry of the women into the family life cycle calculated for this cohort: the average 
age at fi rst marriage is 29 years for men and 26 for women.

The survival curve also reveals that the move of the last child can be antici-
pated for women at the earliest at about the age of 45 and for men at 48 years and 
afterwards the share rises gradually. For half of the parents the transition occurs 
between the ages of 45 and 55 (mothers) and 48 and 58 (fathers). This means that 
the majority of these parents already live in a childless household before their retire-
ment. Since the KGP is an educationally selective subpopulation, it is reasonable to 
assume that the survival rate among the total population already decreases at an 
earlier age.

Fig. 2: “Survival rate” of mothers and fathers in households with children

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

30 35 40 45 50 55

Age in years

Women (n=255)

Men (n=341)

Source: Own calculations and design
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5 Entry into the postparental phase

The chronological positioning of the entry into the postparental phase shown above 
reveals quite well when parents can expect their last child to leave home. In this 
section, we now include the variables named in Section 3.3 into the Cox regres-
sion as possible infl uences on the probability of entry into the postparental phase. 
The results are shown in Table 2. A variety of models were calculated, in which the 
infl uences of the individual biographies, occupational histories and the children’s 
characteristics were calculated separately as well as in a total model.

The individual biography of the parents has a very strong infl uence on the risk 
of entry into the postparental family phase, as seen in Model 1. The age at the 
fi rst birth lowers the risk of entry signifi cantly by 19 percent, a value resulting by 
subtracting the α coeffi cients (.81) from the value 1. It means that per additional 
year of age at the birth of the fi rst child, the hazard rate drops by 19 percent, thus 
slowing down entry into the postparental phase. The number of children also has a 
very strong infl uence: the risk of entry into the postparental phase drops by 61 per-
cent per additional child. The own age at leaving home also decelerates entry: the 
older the respondents were on their own move, the later they enter the postparental 
phase. Since this variable has a signifi cant effect at the 5-percent level, also when 
controlling for age at the birth of the fi rst child, it appears that one’s own departure 
possesses an independent effect. Since the age upon leaving home correlates with 
the educational history (Section 3.3), we assume that it loses signifi cance when we 
also control for the parents’ educational history. The strong infl uence of the individ-
ual biography on the risk of entry into the postparental phase is, however, not really 
surprising. The effects of the other covariates when controlling for the individual 
biography are more interesting.

Model 2 includes the individual biography as well as the educational and occu-
pational history of the parents. On the one hand, it reveals that the strong infl uences 
of the age at the birth of the fi rst child and the number of children remain or even 
slightly increase, on the other hand that the age on one’s own departure still has 
a signifi cant effect when controlling for the educational history. This implies that 
the children of parents who left home late themselves also remain in the parental 
home longer. As for the educational and occupational history, we see that neither 
the father’s academic degree, nor parents who were in vocational training or are 
still working at the departure of the children, particularly mothers, have an effect 
on the speed of entry into the postparental phase. Hence, it makes no difference in 
the children’s decision to move out whether the mother is employed at the time of 
their move or not. However, mothers with an academic degree enter the phase ear-
lier than mothers without academic degrees regardless of the number of children 
and their age at the birth of the fi rst child. This increases the rate by 36 percent. 
Although academic studies usually lead to a higher age at the birth of the fi rst child, 
this apparently also leads to an earlier entry into the postparental phase. The fact 
that the mother’s academic degree has a stronger effect on the timing of leaving 
home than that of the father may be because mothers, through their closer contact 
with their children, infl uence them more in their educational careers and are more 
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likely to be able to persuade them to pursue academic studies, which usually causes 
a move. The monthly household income (divided by 1,000) also has a positive and 
signifi cant effect. Thus a high income promotes the move of own children since 
these parents can assumedly offer their children the opportunity of establishing 
their own household. All in all, we can say that although the educational and voca-
tional history clearly infl uence the events of starting a family (Birkelbach 1998), it 
apparently loses signifi cance for the ensuing phases of the family life cycle.

The characteristics of the children were included in the analyses in Model 3. 
These fi ndings should, however, be interpreted with some caution for, as men-
tioned above, these are not time dependent variables. For example, we cannot trace 
a causal correlation from entry into working life and the time of leaving home. Since 
the data of the last child to move out compared to the youngest child still living at 
home serve as the basis, the results of Model 3 can be interpreted as follows: If 
the last child living at home is a son, the risk of entry into the postparental phase 
drops by 36 percent. If this child has an academic degree, this favours the entry into 
the postparental phase by 139 percent. If the child is employed, the risk of entry 
increases by 55 percent. By contrast, vocational training has no signifi cant effect. 
These results correspond to previous studies examining the home-leaving behav-
iour of men and women (e.g. Ziegler/Schladt 1993; Berger 2009; Lauterbach 2004).

The total model estimates the infl uences of the individual variables while con-
trolling for and stabilising the other covariates. The infl uence of the individual biog-
raphy remains strong, but with regard to the educational and occupational history 
the mother’s academic degree loses signifi cance but only little of its effect when 
controlled for the children’s characteristics. Household income retains its weak pos-
itive infl uence. The effects of the children’s characteristics change only slightly, for 
instance the child’s academic studies increase the rate by 129 percent and employ-
ment by 68 percent and sons decelerate the transition by 32 percent. The charac-
teristics of the children apparently have a stronger effect on the probability of entry 
into the postparental phase than that of the parents. Only the income continues to 
have a weak positive effect on the entry.

By comparing the log-likelihood values and the related pseudo R², it becomes 
clear that the inclusion of the educational and vocational variables does not improve 
the model. But the model does become better by including the children’s character-
istics, although the total model does not show any improving effects. Apparently, 
the information from the individual biography and the children’s characteristics are 
suffi cient for analysing the risk of entry into the postparental phase.

6 Summary and conclusions

The majority of parents experience the move of their last child during the sixth dec-
ade of life. However, the analyses show that for those who moved out of their own 
parental household early, entry into the postparental phase also occurs earlier than 
for those who moved out later. As expected, the age at the birth of the fi rst child 
has an even greater infl uence on the time of entry: the younger the parents are, 
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the earlier they can expect their children to leave home. The number of children is 
equally signifi cant. If it is low, the parents will live alone in their household earlier. 
This confi rms that entry into the postparental phase is strongly dependent on deci-
sions made early within the life course.

The occupational history of parents has no importance for their entry into the 
postparental phase. Neither an academic degree, nor vocational training nor em-
ployment of the mother at the time of departure can be identifi ed as distinct fac-
tors. Solely a higher income favours the entry and thus the move of the last child. 
The child’s vocational and educational history is far more signifi cant. When children 
begin studies or work the parents can expect their children to leave home much 
earlier. The gender of the child is just as important: sons stay at home longer than 
daughters.

The longitudinal analysis clearly reveals that the parent’s lives and the character-
istics of the children are signifi cant for the entry into the postparental phase.

Not all of the determinants mentioned at the start were included in the analyses 
since some of them correlated very strongly with one another and this effect would 
have been refl ected in the regression model. However, for further analyses we can 
say that the correlating variables are interchangeable since they have the same ef-
fect.

Finallly, we would also like to mention some limitations of this study. The results 
are based on an educationally selective sample and cannot be transferred to the 
total population. In addition, some restrictions were made from the outset concern-
ing the family histories: only those respondents with normal family histories – no 
divorced or widowed people – were included in the analyses. Infl uences by such 
events would have to be accurately included into the theoretical model and empiri-
cally proven. Moreover, this is only one birth cohort. It would be interesting to learn 
whether infl uences shown here also prove to be signifi cant among other cohorts.

In further analyses of the transition into the postparental phase, it would be in-
teresting to look at the quality of relationships between parents and children prior 
to their moving out, an aspect that was not surveyed in the KGP. In addition, the 
housing situation of families and the respective standard of living could provide 
additional fi ndings about the risk of entry. Future research should examine more 
precisely how the entry itself affects the lives of the parents, for example, it may be 
that the move of the last child affects the signifi cance of the family by lowering their 
status. Or perhaps no longer needing to care for children could affect the parents’ 
vocational lives, in particular that of mothers, since they then have more time avail-
able for employment. Similarly, entry into the postparental phase could have an 
impact on other spheres of life such as the use of leisure time.
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