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Needs during the transition to a family in rapidly changing social structures - 
possibilities for support.

Ludwig Spätling

Introduction
I would like to approach the topic by first describing the social structures with regard to 
the family over a period of 30 years in order recognize what has changed. Then I will try 
to describe the needs during the transition to the family. First those that have not 
changed, followed by needs that have developed due to the changed social structures, i.e. 
the external conditions. These changes require special skills that are necessary but are not 
perceived as needs. I call these "requirements".
In the second part of my presentation, I will discuss measures that I believe can be taken 
to ensure that starting a family is not only a vulnerable phase, but also a unique 
opportunity to influence the future well-being of the parents, the development of the 
children and thus our society.

1 Social structures
1.1    1947
The period immediately after the Second World War was still characterized by 
patriarchal structures. The inability to determine the number and timing of births relegated 
women's activities to housekeeping and child rearing. Nevertheless, even in the 1950s, 
the husband was still in charge of this. Studying was only possible if a conscious decision 
was made not to have a family of one's own. Even if women were not generally aware of 
it, they not only did not have equal rights, they were oppressed. Remember: until 
1958, the Civil Code stipulated that husbands had to allow their wives to work and could 
terminate their marriage without notice at their own discretion and without the wife's 
consent. It was not until 1969 that wives had legal capacity and were allowed to open 
a bank account (1).

Coming to terms with the consequences of the war was primarily a matter of the 
stomach. People were happy to have survived. The desire for prosperity suppressed many 
a critical thought, so that the long-standing role models were not questioned and the 
father essentially retained his unreflected authority.

1.2    1977
Hormonal birth control, which became widespread in the 1960s, has probably 

brought about the greatest social upheaval ever seen. The pill has made equality possible. 
The fulfillment of sexual needs without the risk of having to interrupt vocational training 
or studies has broken up the traditional distribution of roles and ended the millennia-old 
patriarchy (2).
The unwillingness to reflect on their attitude towards National Socialism contributed to a 
massive loss of authority on the part of parents, the state and the church, as a result of 
which traditional values were called into question. The subsequent sexual "liberation" 
created new constraints and the anti-authoritarian upbringing often put more strain on 
children and parents than it benefited them.
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1.3     2007- 2017
The storm triggered by hormonal anti-conception had not yet subsided when the next 

burden rolled in: information technology. With the appearance of the iPhone in 2007, the 
first practical smartphone, knowledge and information became accessible to everyone, 
including false information. The ability of the formerly powerless to lie and insult 
anonymously is shaking the foundations of our democratic systems. Life is becoming 
ever faster, more complex and overwhelming for many. Virtual contact is valued more 
highly than real contact. A "like" counts for more than a kind word and burdens the 
unprepared soul.

Omnipresent, unsecured information is the death of the "gut feeling". And making 
decisions with "common sense" is becoming ever more important in an increasingly 
complex life.
It took a good 40 years for the possibility of hormonal contraception to be reflected in 
social structures. Equality between men and women has become established in many 
areas. Society can now finally solve its problems in a way that is enriched by female 
thinking. Authority in the family begins to make sense. People are becoming more 
liberal.

2 Needs -
2.1 Consistent needs
Social structures may change rapidly, but some needs remain the same. Even if love 
marriages do not have a very long history, everyone wants a fulfilling partnership with 
satisfied sexuality.
There is a need for love and security in a protected space. The desire for happiness with a 
partner and children has not changed either. People have always needed good 
communication and a secure livelihood. The younger you were, the more confident you 
were that you had the necessary knowledge to master future tasks and keep the family 
healthy.

2.2 Needs due to changed structures
The need to find the right partner has brought the possibilities of information technology 
onto the scene. Algorithms make it easier to choose a partner, but make it more difficult 
to accept human imperfection and perhaps also portray people as commodities. An 
acquaintance is easy to find, but implies the possibility of comparison, as with the 
purchase of appliances. You won't find a partner this way (3). Tinder: swipe & away (4)

Women, freed from the constraints of reproduction, also want to pursue the profession 
they have learned. They often postpone their desire to reproduce until a time when they 
can no longer have children. So: if children - when children? A few years ago at a 
symposium in Fulda, we looked at this problem from various angles. You can download 
the contributions from the website of the German Federal Ministry of Family Affairs/ 
Kinderwunsch (5). It is also available for viewing outside.

And a pregnancy occurs, it is often inconvenient for employers, but also for colleagues 
who have to take over. There is a strong need not to be discriminated against because of 
the pregnancy. And subsequently not to suffer a career setback due to parental leave. 
This is where fathers and mothers want understanding employers.

This is one of the reasons why many women feel the need to go back to work quickly 
after giving birth. Often accompanied by a guilty conscience. They wish that
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their personal decision is recognized by society and the term "parent" disappears from 
the language. Even if the parents are the first nurturing interaction partners for the child, 
day care has a positive influence on the development, social behavior and well-being of 
the children (9). A fact that should dispel the prejudices of many of our fellow citizens.

Maternity leave interrupts what was often previously a demanding career. Many 
women are not prepared for the time at home with just their small child, they feel 
underchallenged, left alone and sometimes lonely (10,11). Their own parents are often far 
away and other young mothers with children of the same age are not always nearby. 
And neither are the fathers. Despite all efforts to achieve equal and contact on an equal 
footing, fathers are not adequately involved in parenting and housework, so that the 
working mother is usually more burdened than her partner.

However, there is light on the horizon here, as repeatedly shown in the Family Report 
of the Federal Family Ministry (6): 60% of fathers with a child under the age of three 
would like to spend more time with their children and share the tasks in the family 
equally. However, only men tend to see it that way (7). The fact that the father is more 
involved is of great benefit to the children's development. If he is involved, the children 
have more everyday skills and later perform better at school (12). The need to provide a 
sense of security, to spend a lot of time with the family and to be good parents in general 
puts many parents under more stress than financial problems (8).

Decades ago, fathers and mothers were almost exclusively concerned with earning a 
living and looking after the family. Technological progress has created the freedom to 
think about oneself and one's partnership and to compensate for the "work-life balance", 
to draw strength through adequate self-care. The happiest people are those for whom the 
needs of the family are just as important as their own (8). The fact that these needs also 
extend to caring for one's own partnership, when a good partnership is the prerequisite for 
being a good parent, is not yet really visible.

The need to do the best for your child has also changed a lot. But what is the best? This 
question is driving young parents more than ever. 88% of parents are
for example, are unsure about parenting and child development and would like more 
qualified advice (13). There is a huge amount of information available, not least via the 
internet. However, most of this information does not contain reliable knowledge and 
reports unreflected personal bad experiences. Most parents have not learned to 
distinguish between good and bad information. This information is often more unsettling 
than helpful. And many have lost their "common sense".

The need to live happily with a young family is also dependent on the available income. 
And this is particularly low if you have to take care of earning a living and raising a 
child on your own. 40% of single parents, 4/5 of whom are women, are at risk of 
poverty despite a high employment rate (14), which is associated with a very high risk 
of poverty for themselves and their children. In addition, many of those who were 
previously able to make a living find themselves in an existential predicament due to 
the lack of affordable housing.

The economy now has top priority in our society. At the cost of stress, young families 
subordinate themselves to this principle. But they also have an elementary need to be 
good mothers and fathers. It is therefore surprising that their concerns are not sufficiently 
recognized, that the problem of reconciling work and family life is not given the necessary 
attention.
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political pressure, when their solution improves overall economic productivity. But who 
finances the lack of a lobby for parents?

And so the requests to politicians are to work harder on reconciling work and family 
life, to provide more education for families in need, to do more to combat violence and 
neglect in families, to make it easier to return to work and to provide tax relief for 
families (15).

Needs due to changed structures
• Find the right partner
• Children at the right time
• No discrimination due to pregnancy
• Acceptance of pregnancy and child by colleagues and employer
• Society's acceptance of early employment after birth
• Not being alone after birth
• acceptable distribution of family tasks between mother and father
• More time for children
• Less stress
• balanced "work-live-balance"
• Sufficient self-care
• to be the best parents
• More qualified advice on development and education
• secure income
• to be noticed by politicians
• Policy wishes: compatibility, better education, less violence & neglect, easier re-

entry, lower taxes

Table I Needs at the transition to the family

It is not only the needs of rapidly changing social structures that are changing, but also 
the demands placed on people to live within these changes. Most people are not aware of 
them. I call them "requirements", which I will discuss briefly.

2.3 Requirements due to changed structures
Never before have analog people been exposed to such a large amount of information that 
is available digitally and which they are unable to process adequately. This leads to a 
reduction in complexity, which for many is associated with the construction of simplified 
and therefore dangerous truths. Freedom of opinion is essential for our democracies. 
Anonymity is not part of freedom of opinion. Arguing with an open mind. Everyone 
should stand by their opinion or the public should ignore it.
So perhaps the most important thing is to improve education, which enables people to 
distinguish the good from the bad, to deal with the flood of information and not to 
multiply it unnecessarily. If falsehoods are often repeated, they are perceived as true by 
the individual, even if they do not correspond to their basic attitude (16), a depressing 
fact. And this necessary education must begin as early as possible (17).
Heckman has impressively demonstrated that investments in early education, in early 
support programs, pay off.
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Throughout my entire clinical and scientific career, I never understood the disparity 
between the many who reported problems and the few who practicable solutions. The 
proximity to the target group in the women's clinic and the scientific training and 
cooperation with other departments were helpful for us here.

3 Support option - interventions
3.1 Return on investment in human capital

Heckman, who  awarded the Nobel Prize for Economics in 2000, investigated whether 
investments in human capital are worthwhile for an economy (2006). He found the 
earlier investments are made in education, the lower the costs that have to be incurred 
for this target group (19,19). The costs include areas such as accommodation outside 
the family, health, justice, support for the unemployed, etc.. How would the return on 
investment be increased if support were to start as early as possible by training 
parents as the children's earliest teachers?

Return investment in human capital
Return on an additional dollar spent in the different phases of life

r parents

Age

Fig. 1: Return on investment in human capital
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Educational accompaniment
in the first year of life

Partnership-centered learning
Accompanying school from the start

I have compared the transitions with the group of people who exert the greatest influence 
at the time of the transitions. It is noticeable that we find midwives particularly often 
here.
Let me say at this point that the profession of midwifery, especially after it has been 
academized and later specialized, offers a unique opportunity not only to cover the 
medical/psychological aspects of birth, but also to play a significant prophylactic role in 
strengthening the couple as partners and parents through its special approach during 
pregnancy and the infant phase.

Occasion Influence through
Infant Birth Parents (midwife)
Infant Kindergarten Parents, teachers
Child School entry Parents, teachers
Pupils Education Teachers, trainers, 

parents
Adolescent Study Professors, parents
young. Grown. Pair formation Psychologists
Pair Pregnancy Midwife, doctor
Parents Birth Midwife, (doctor)

Postpartum Midwife
Table 1: Life transitions and influencing persons

3.3 Support options
As already mentioned at the beginning, the gynaecologist's proximity to the 

families means that they notice the considerable deficits in knowledge about partnership, 
pregnancy and the infant phase. Starting a family is probably the most favorable phase in 
the life of a young adult for a corresponding transfer of knowledge.

Interventions at life transitions

:
Fig.2: Support options in correlation with life transitions
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3.3.1 Birth family preparation
The transition that brings the greatest change for people is the transition from 

couple to parents. In many countries, preparation for birth offered at this time, 
usually by midwives. In Germany, around 70% of women and 40% of men take 
advantage of this. We use this opportunity as a so-called "positive Trojan horse" to 
add family preparation topics to the medical and nursing content, as well as 
information on time, stress and conflict management:

How do I deal with the lack of time? How 
do I argue without someone losing? How 
do I keep my love young?
How can I better understand the baby's signals? Etc.

We have written a handbook for this birth and family preparation for midwives, but 
also for all associated groups of people, to which 25 specialists have contributed their 
knowledge (20). The documents that midwives need for the courses can be downloaded 
from www.familienvorbereitung.de and www.wikifamilia.com. The "Handbook of Birth 
and Family Preparation", which Prof. Bodenmann's working group also contributed to, 
will be published in October. Order forms are available outside.

So I hope that in 10 years' time there will only be one birth and family preparation.

3.3.2 Pair preparation (4.0)
My co-chairman of the foundation, the sociologist Prof. Vaskovics, told us that almost 

all newly married couples had not discussed important issues that would determine their 
future, such as common goals, the number of children and parental leave, and that they had 
thus sown the seeds of a dysfunctional relationship.

Now, with "Paarlife", which was created around Prof. Bodenmann, and the
"EPL - a partnership learning program" by Prof. Hahlweg offers good and evaluated 
opportunities to strengthen couples. But they all have the problem that too few people attend 
these courses.

That's why we've put together a very entertaining evening lasting an hour and a 
half, enriched with little sketches and films, in which we talk about the above-
mentioned questions, different ways in which women and men react, about conflicts and how 
to optimize the relationship, i.e. a fulfilling partnership.

As the participants were very satisfied, we are in the process of producing a booklet 
that is not only designed to be used as a guide, but also has plenty of material to motivate 
potential lecturers to hold such an event. Slides, scientific arguments and the relevant 
literature are included in each chapter. However, the publication will take some time.

This one-off information evening will never achieve the effectiveness of EPL and 
Couple Life, but it could perhaps convey a little of the special features of partnership to 
the target group, light a few "beacons" and possibly act as a door opener for "Couple 
Life" and "EPL".

http://www.familienvorbereitung.de/
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3.3.4. Self & relationship management
Another life transition is the transition from school to university. We have developed 

a module here that we offer to universities of applied sciences. Key elements here are 
also relationship, time and conflict management. This is because it also makes sense for 
young students not only to learn more easily and work together with other students, but 
also to establish a more knowledgeable partnership from the outset. Despite great interest 
in the departments, we were only able to offer a few workshops. The tightly organized 
courses did not allow for the awarding of credit points. And without honors, no student 
will take such courses.

3.3.5. Partnership-centered learning
As the entire school period can be seen as a major life transition, one could 

imagine designing the teaching materials in many subjects in such a way that aspects 
of partnership are always highlighted when working on the tasks set. We would be 
delighted if this possibility could be explored by appropriate experts.

Educational interventions and brain development
Brain time
developme

nt
Educational measure Institution

Fig. 3:b: Educational interventions and development of the central nervous system (17)

3.3.6. Educational accompaniment
The time between birth and nursery is a time that brings with it many changes. On 

the one hand, the young mother often feels underchallenged and alone; on the other 
hand, she has problems dealing adequately with her young child as feels she knows 
far too little about what  good for her child. These concerns are real when you 
remember that the greatest development of the central nervous system takes place 
during this time, in the first 2-3 years. Here
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The aim is to provide the appropriate emotional, intellectual and motor stimuli for 
development. If the rapidly growing central nervous system is not adequately utilized, 
a network without competence will develop. And then in later years, no matter how 
hard teachers try at school and university, it will be of little use.

For this period, we have set up the "play pedagogical support". With competent co-
developers, many so-called toddler or parent-child playgroups could be specifically 
optimized.

In this context, I would like to refer you to my article "Education begins before 
birth", which was  in the Education Competence Team of the Frankfurt Future 
Council and which you are welcome to download from my website (17). The 
corresponding booklet "Zukunft der Bildung - Bildung der Zukunft" is also available 
outside.

4 Summary and outlook
Essential needs of young people in the transition to a family, such as the desire for 
love, security and financial security, do not change, but are given a different significance in 
the rapidly changing social structures. Hormonal birth control enables women in their 
new role to solve tasks that strengthen our society. Together with the rapid 
development of information technology, demands have been placed on us humans that 
cannot met without supportive measures. Education, the knowledge for the individual on how 
deal with these demands, must begin as early as possible. Children's earliest teachers 
are their parents, who are best  to fulfill their role if they understand each other well 
and  a good partnership.
We can/must make a contribution to this.
Governments in Germany, at least, have so far regarded partnership and having children as 
a private matter. In reality, however, it is not a private matter, because children place a 
considerable burden on the social systems of societies, which are borne by all citizens, at 
the latest when parental care fails. Citizens must therefore a great interest in keeping 
costs low. And Heckman has proven that such steps are also effective in a market 
economy.
If measures to strengthen couples or parents cannot be prescribed by the state, incentive 
systems should be established in which voluntariness is maintained. We know from 
neurobiological studies that reward systems are highly effective (21).

If we now look at the people who we believe have the greatest influence on the target 
group, we see midwives. They have a special relationship with parents across all 
educational levels. Their down-to-earth attitude, coupled with practical help in the 
particularly sensitive moments of pregnancy and birth,  to this. The academization of 
this profession should used to deploy midwives not only primarily in pregnancy and 
birth, but also to specialize their skills in a prophylactic approach to the entire young 
parenthood. One of their main tasks would be to strengthen the partnership, because if the 
parental partnership fails, many problems are exacerbated, including child poverty.
Let me end with a few lines that Prof. Hahlweg, whom you know from the EPL program, 
wrote to me:
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We are struggling everywhere with the problem that stressed couples generally seek 
counseling or therapy far too late, so that the "repair work" is very difficult and often 
fails. Above all, we now know from numerous international, but also local studies, how 
badly children are affected when conflicts become more frequent. And last but not least, 
it is becoming increasingly clear that parental separation is not only stressful for 
children if there have been major conflicts beforehand, but even more so if the parents 
have "only" lived apart and split up without any major disagreements. The costs of the high 
instability of partnerships for parents, children and society are considerable. It therefore 
makes sense to take preventative measures to deal with partnership problems in advance.

We know how prevention works. Those who make political implementation possible 
should not wait too long.
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