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I Introduction 

The Social Survey carried out on behalf of the German National Association for Student Affairs 

(DSW) is a series of studies on the social and economic situation of students in Germany exist-

ing since 1951.
1
 Since 1982

2
 (10th Social Survey) it has been conducted by the German Centre 

for Higher Education Research and Science Studies (DZHW)
3
. Since the 6th Social Survey 

(1967/1968) the study has been funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research 

(BMBF). The Social Survey serves – in addition to the official higher education statistics – the 

national educational monitoring. 

Within the scope of the BMBF funded project on the development of a Research Data 

Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies at the DZHW (RDC-DZHW), the data 

contained in some of the more recent surveys are subsequently processed and documented 

for the purpose of later use.
4
 They are made available as Scientific Use Files (SUF) for second-

ary scientific use or as Campus Use Files (CUF) for teaching and training purposes via various 

modes of access. Along with the survey data sets, documentation material on the data sets 

and the implementation of the studies is provided.
5
 

The existing data and methods report is part of the documentation on the 20th Social Sur-

vey
6
. Further documentation materials for the study (data set report, questionnaire, question 

flow diagrams etc.) can be downloaded from the Metadata Search Portal 

(https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu, doi: 10.21249/DZHW:ssy20:1.0.0). 

Section II of the report provides an overview of the key data of the20th Social Survey. The 

key information on the use of the data in this study follows in section III. Chapter 1 presents 

content and an appendix on the Social Surveys up to 2012
7
 in general and on the 20th Social 

Survey in particular. The additional structure of the report focuses largely on the research 

process. The survey tool is described in Chapter 2. The survey process (sampling procedure, 

                                                                 
1  For the latest information on the Social Survey visit the project website (http://www.sozialerhebung.de). 
2 The 1st (1951) and 2nd Social Survey (1953) were both performed by Gerhard Kath of the Verband Deutscher 

Studentenwerke (Association of German Student Services). The 3rd (1956) to 9th Social Surveys (1979) were per-
formed by the Deutsches Studentenwerk (DSW), also by Gerhard Kath (Managing Director of Studentenwerk 
Frankfurt am Main). Up until the 5th Social Survey (1963) the Social Survey was financially funded by the Federal 
Ministry of the Interior. 

3 The German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies (Deutsche Zentrum für Hochschul- und 
Wissenschaftsforschung GmbH [DZHW, http://www.dzhw.eu]) was formed in August 2013 through a spin-off of 
the company HIS Hochschul-Informations-System GmbH. The term DZHW is used throughout the following text, 
even if the study was performed before the spin-off took place in 2013. On all original documents in the 20th So-
cial Survey (questionnaires, flyers etc.) as well as in the reports on the projects, the HIS Institute for Higher Educa-
tion Research (HIS-HF) is described as an actor. 

4  As no subsequent use of the data was envisaged at the time of the survey, some of the information for the survey 
was not documented with a later reuse of the data in mind and some of this can no longer be reconstructed. This 
is indicated at the corresponding points in the text. 

5  Information on the available datasets and documentation is provided in the Metadata Search Portal of the RDC-
DZHW (https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu). 

6  Only the sampling of German students and so-called ‘Bildungsinländer’ (students with foreign nationality who 
have gained their higher education entrance qualification in Germany) have been taken into account, who were 
surveyed using a paper questionnaire. The data that was also collected within the scope of the 20th Social Survey 
on the so-called ‘Bildungsausländer’ (international students with a higher education entrance qualification not 
obtained in Germany) and an online subsample have not been documented here. See chapter 1 for details. 

7  Only the social surveys up to the 20th Social Survey (2012) documented here have been taken into account. The 
21st Social Survey (2016) will also be edited for data use. For the 19th Social Survey a Scientific Use File (modes of 
access: on-site, remote desktop and download) as well as a Campus Use File have been provided. 

https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu/
http://www.sozialerhebung.de/
http://www.dzhw.eu/
https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu/
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survey procedure, response) is detailed in Chapters 3 to 6. In Chapters 7 and 8, weighting and 

anonymisation practices used are presented.  
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II Overview of the 20th Social Survey (2012) 

Survey Series Social Survey on behalf of the German National Association 

for Student Affairs (DSW) 

Survey 20th Social Survey (2012) 

Surveying Institution German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science 

Studies (DZHW) 

Funding Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) 

Project Contributors  

(Project Leader) 

Beate Apolinarski, Maren Kandulla, Elke Middendorff, 

Nicolai Netz, Jonas Poskowsky 

Themes Information on studies 

Time budget 

Financing of studies and employment 

Living situation 

Health impairments 

Study-related stays abroad 

Survey Design Cross-sectional survey (trend design) 

Population Students with german citizenship and nonmobile foreign 

students that have been enrolled in a state or state-

recognized higher education institution in the summer 

semester of 2012 (not including public administration 

colleges, schools for distance learning and universities of 

the federal armed forces) 

Sample Simple (disproportionally) stratified random sample 

Survey Method Standardised self-administered survey 

Survey Time Period May 29, 2012 to August 20, 2012 

Number of Cases (Data Set)  n = 15.128 

Response Rate 28,0% 

Data Products and Mode of 

Access 

CUF: Download 

SUF: Download, remote desktop, on-site 

DOI 10.21249/DZHW:ssy20:1.0.0 

Further Information https://fdz.dzhw.eu  

http://www.fdz.dzhw.eu/
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Project Publications (selected) 

Apolinarski, B. (2014). Die wirtschaftliche und soziale Lage der Studierenden in Köln 2012. 

Regionalauswertung der 20. Sozialerhebung des Deutschen Studentenwerks durchgeführt 

durch das Deutsche Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsforschung (Kölner Studenten-

werk, Hrsg.), Köln. Verfügbar unter 

http://kstw.de/images/stories/presse/regionalbericht_kstw_12%2002%2014_fin.pdf 

 

Kandulla, M. (2014). Die wirtschaftliche und soziale Lage der Studierenden in Nordrhein-

Westfalen. Sonderauswertung der Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Studentenwerke NRW zur 20. Sozi-

alerhebung des Deutschen Studentenwerks im Jahre 2012 (Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Studen-

tenwerke NRW, Hrsg.), Bielefeld. Verfügbar unter http://www.studentenwerke-

nrw.de/CMS/images/stories/STWeData/documents/PDFs/Regionalbericht_ARGE_STWNRW_

Gesamtbericht_06_02_14.pdf 

 

Middendorff, E. & Poskowsky, J. (2014). Die wirtschaftliche und soziale Lage der Studierenden 

in Hannover. Sonderauswertung der 20. Sozialerhebung des Deutschen Studentenwerks 2012  

(Studentenwerk Hannover, Hrsg.), Hannover. Verfügbar unter http://www.studentenwerk-

hannover.de/fileadmin/daten/pdf/allgemein/StwH-Sozialerhebung-2012.pdf 

 

Apolinarski, B. (2013). Die wirtschaftliche und soziale Lage der Studierenden in München. Re-

gionalauswertung der 20. Sozialerhebung des Deutschen Studentenwerks durchgeführt durch 

das Deutsche Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsforschung (Studentenwerk München, 

Hrsg.). München: München. Verfügbar unter http://www.studentenwerk-

muenchen.de/fileadmin/studentenwerk-

muenchen/publikationen/broschueren/stwm_Sozialbericht_20140326_web.pdf 

 

Apolinarski, B. & Poskowsky, J. (2013). Ausländische Studierende in Deutschland 2012. Ergeb-

nisse der 20. Sozialerhebung des Deutschen Studentenwerks durchgeführt vom Deutschen 

Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsforschung (DZHW) (BMBF, Hrsg.), Bonn. Verfügbar 

unter http://www.sozialerhebung.de/download/20/soz20_auslaenderbericht.pdf 

 

Kandulla, M. (2013). Die wirtschaftliche und soziale Lage der Studierenden in Berlin. Regional-

auswertung Berlin der 20. Sozialerhebung des Deutschen Studentenwerks. (Studentenwerk 

Berlin., Hrsg.), München. Verfügbar unter http://www.studentenwerk-

berlin.de/studentenwerk/dokumente/65%20%7C%20Soziale%20Lage%20Studierende.pdf 

 

Middendorff, E., Apolinarski, B., Poskowsky, J., Kandulla, M. & Netz, N. (2013). Die wirtschaft-

liche und soziale Lage der Studierenden in Deutschland 2012. 20. Sozialerhebung des Deut-

schen Studentenwerks durchgeführt durch das HIS-Institut für Hochschulforschung (BMBF, 

Hrsg.), Bonn. Verfügbar unter 

http://www.sozialerhebung.de/download/20/soz20_hauptbericht_gesamt.pdf 

Publications using the Data Set (selected) 

Staneva, M. Studieren und Arbeiten. Die Bedeutung der studentischen Erwerbstätigkeit für den Studiener-

folg und den Übergang in den Arbeitsmarkt. (DIW Roundup Nr. 70). Berlin: Deutsches Institut für Wirt-
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schaftsforschung (DIW). 

 

Netz, N. (2014). Der Zugang zu studienbezogenen Auslandsaufenthalten aus Sicht von Hoch-

schulpolitik und Hochschulforschung: Eine Bestandsaufnahme. In U. Banscherus, M. Bülow-

Schramm, K. Himpele, S. Staack & S. Winter (Hrsg.), Übergänge im Spannungsfeld von Expansi-

on und Exklusion. Eine Analyse der Schnittstellen im deutschen Hochschulsystem (GEW Materia-

lien aus Hochschule und Forschung, Bd. 121, S. 81–97). Bielefeld: Bertelsmann. 

doi:10.3278/6001596w 
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III Data Use Instructions 

[Data Use Requirements] Data from the 20th Social Survey are anonymised and made availa-

be by the RDC-DZHW in accordance with the Federal Data Protection Law (cf. § 40 para. 1 and 

2 BDSG) exclusively for scientific research purposes.
8
 The RDC provides a Scientific Use File 

(SUF) for secondary academic use and a Campus Use File (CUF) for teaching and training pur-

poses. 

A requirement for use of the SUF is employment at a scientific institution. Students or doc-

toral students without such employment must be able to prove cooperation with a superviso-

ry employee of a scientific institution. In addition, the RDC must confirm the presence of a 

scientific user’s interest. A form for the data use contract can be downloaded from the RDC 

website. For use of the CUF only registration on the RDC website and agreement with the CUF 

user terms and conditions is required, after which the CUF will be transmitted by the RDC-

DZWH.  

 [Data Access] The CUF of the 20
th

 Social Survey can be downloaded from the RDC website 

and used at the local computer. The SUF is provided using three modes of access, which differ 

in their restrictions with respect to storage location, the opportunity for autonomous access 

to external data and RDC control options for restrictive data.  These methods include: 

 Download: Data are available for download – and protected against unauthorised ac-

cess – on the RDC website. Users can save the data on their local computer to link 

with data from external sources as well as perform analysis using their own software. 

 Remote Desktop: Data are available on a RDC terminal server. Using a secure con-

nection between the user’s local computer and the RDC terminal server, the data can 

be analysed using the software on the terminal server. The transfer of data to the lo-

cal computer is not possible. Analysis results are made available only after a data pro-

tection clearance test by the RDC. 

 On-Site: Data are made available for analysis at a secure computer on RDC premises 

and in a controlled environment (e.g. with video surveillance). As with remote desk-

top access the analysis results are made available only after a data protection clear-

ance test by the RDC.       

The extent of information access from the data made available differs according to the mode 

of access, which further impacts analytical potential (cf. Figure 1). More detailed information 

is made available for data users in accordance with the degree of restrictions governing the 

user’s data access through technical and organisational measures.
9
 Such procedures ensure 

the highest degree of usability, and simultaneously, the best possible data protection.  

 

                                                                 
8 The data protection concept of the RDC is based on the portfolio approach of Lane et al. 2008, p. 6, which the 

Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories (LlfBi)(cf. Koberg 2016, pp. 699) and the RDC of the German Federal 
Employment Agency at the Institute for Employment Research (see Hochfellner et al. 2012, p. 9already use as a 
basis. The RDC-DZHW has adapted this approach to the requirements of the particular databases and uses four 
categories of measures to ensure data protection, which can be combined in various ways: legal/institutional 
measures, informational measures, technical measures and statistical measures. For more detailed information, 
see the RDC data protection concept on the website. 

9 Cf. Chapter 8 on the various levels of anonymisation and analytical potential of the CUF and the differing SUF 
variants. Further information on data access and data use are available on the RDC website.  
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Figure 1:  Modes of Access and Analytical Potential 

 
 

 

[Available Data] You can access a website with key information on the study, other documen-

tation material and an overview of the available data products via the Digital Object Identifier 

(DOI) 10.21249/DZHW:ssy20:1.0.0. 

The data for the 20th Social Survey is available using any of the modes of access offered by 

the RDC-DZHW – each with access-specific analytical potential (see Figure 1). Data are availa-

ble respectively in Stata and SPSS format using the download mode of access option. For Re-

mote Desktop and On-Site modes of access, by default data sets are available in Stata format. 

Possible use of further formats or analysis software can be found on the website.   

 [Charges for Data Access] Currently SUF and CUF are available free of charge (effective 

June 2017). The present fees regulation can be found on the project website 

(https://fdz.dzhw.eu). 

[Responsibilities of Data Users] Data users are required to observe the following rules
10

: 

 Scientific Use: Data must be used exclusively for scientific research purposes. Com-

mercial use is forbidden. 

 De-anonymisation forbidden: Any attempt of re-identification for the units of analy-

sis (e.g. persons, households, institutions) is prohibited. 

 Duty to report security loopholes: If data users become aware of security loopholes 

with respect to data protection or data security, the RDC-DZHW should be informed 

immediately. 

 No data disclosure: SUF may only be used by persons who have made a data use 

contract. CUF may only be disclosed in the context of specified teaching activities. 

 Duty to delete: SUF downloads must be deleted after expiry of the agreed period of 

use (as a rule three years) from all computers, servers and data storage devices. 

Likewise all backup copies, modified data sets (e.g. work-, excerpt- or help-data) as 

well as print-outs must be destroyed. 

                                                                 
10 The data use contract regulates terms and conditions of use in detail. 

Mode of Access 

Data Product 
(Intended Use) 

  20th Social Survey 

CUF  
(Teaching) 

Download 

SUF 
(Research) 

Download 
Remote 
desktop 

On-site 

 Analytical Potential 
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 Notification of Publications: All types of publications that are produced using data 

made available by the RDC-DZHW are to be made accessible to the RDC in electronic 

form. A list of existing publications based on the data can be found in the Metadata 

Search Portal.
11

   

 Citation rules: The data set used must be cited according to the following require-

ments in publications, other essays (e.g. final dissertations) and presentations. 

 [Citation requirements] 

 Data Set: 

Middendorff, E., Apolinarski, B., Poskowsky, J., Kandulla, M. & Netz, N. (2013). 20th 

Social Survey. Edited by Daniel, A., Sarcletti, A. & Vietgen, S., doi: 

10.21249/DZHW:ssy20:1.0.0, DATA SET NAME
12

, released 2017. Hannover: RDC-

DZHW. 

 
 Data and Methods Report: 

Daniel, A., Sarcletti, A. & Vietgen, S. (2017). 20th Social Survey. Data and Methods 

Report on the Social Survey 2012. Version 1.0.0. Hannover: RDC-DZHW. 

In addition, the data source must be acknowledged in the text using the following formula-

tion: 

“This scientific work uses data of the 20th Social Survey (2012), conducted by the German 

Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies (Deutsches Zentrum für 

Hochschul- und WIssenschaftsforschung; DZHW). The data was published by the Research 

Data Centre of the DZHW, doi:10.21249/DZHW:ssy20:1.0.0.”. 

  

                                                                 
11  https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu 
12  Please provide the exact name of the dataset version used at this point, e.g. ssy20_d_1-0-0.dta for the down-

loadable German language SUF of the 20th Social Survey (Version 1-0-0). 

https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu/
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1 Content and Structure of the Study 

[Survey Series] Since 1951
13

 the German National Association for Student Affairs (DSW) has 

been conducting the Social Survey, in which students are asked standard questions about 

their studies, mostly at three-year intervals. The Social Survey is thus Germany’s longest exist-

ing social-scientific study in the area of student research. The focus is always on the social and 

economic situation of the students. The students in each sampling are only interviewed once, 

i.e. the process takes the form of a cross-section survey. 

Since the 13th Social Survey (1991), the population has consists of students who are en-

rolled at a state or state-recognised higher education institution in the Federal Republic of 

Germany in the summer semester of each particular survey year. Students at colleges of pub-

lic administration, schools for distance learning and universities of the German Armed Forces 

are not part of this population. 

The first six Social Surveys (1951 to 1963) were full surveys (excluding foreign students on 

leave). Since the 7th Social Survey, only a sample has been extracted for each survey. The 

surveys have been conducted by the DZHW since the 10th Social Survey (1982). Since then, 

‘Bildungsausländer’, i.e. international students with a higher education entrance qualification 

not obtained in Germany, have also been included in the population ((cf. Middendorff 2016, 

p. 5). The Social Survey was previously limited to students of German nationality and Bild-

ungsinländer
14

.
15

 Since the 17th Social Survey (2003), the sampling of ‘Bildungsausländer’ has 

been extracted as a separate sample and the ‘Bildungsausländer’ have been interviewed ever 

since using a bilingual (German and English) questionnaire (cf. Middendorff 2016, p. 5). In the 

20th Social Survey, the range of languages provided for the surveying of international students 

was expanded, as in contrast to the 17th and 19th Social Surveys, the surveying of these re-

spondents was no longer performed using a paper questionnaire, but rather online. The lan-

guages available for selection at the start of the online survey include German, English, 

French, Spanish, Russian, Chinese and Arabic (Middendorff 2016, p. 5). 

[Sample of the 20th Social Survey] For the 20
th

 Social Survey described here, a sample 

from the group of students with German nationality and ‚Bildungsinländer‘ (non-mobile for-

eign students) was extracted, as well as a separate sample from the group containing ‘Bild-

ungsausländer’. Due to the difference in survey tools and student groups being examined, 

only data from the former sample has been taken into account in the hereby documented SUF 

(and CUF). 

The Social Survey was conducted solely using a paper questionnaire up to and including 

the 17th Social Survey (2003). In the 18th, the 19th and the 20
th

 Social Survey presented here, 

as well as the 20th Social Survey which has already been conducted, part of the sample was 

used to interview the students online within the scope of a method test
16

 (cf. Middendorff 

                                                                 
13  For a detailed overview of the history of the Social Survey see Middendorff 2016. 
14 ‘Bildungsinländer’ are students with foreign nationality, who have gained their higher education entrance qualifi-

cation in Germany. 
15  In the 6th Social Survey, the first attempt was made to include foreign students in the study. Due to the lack of 

data quality, however, the data could not be analysed and the interviewing of foreign students was suspended 
again, up to and including the 9th Social Survey (1979) (cf. Middendorff 2016, p. 5). 

16  As method tests have shown that several advantages are to be gained by converting to an online survey (cf. 
Middendorff 2016, p. 12), the Social Survey is to be conducted exclusively as an online survey from 2016 onwards 
(21st Social Survey). 
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2016, p. 12). As part of the method test in the 20th Social Survey, two thirds of the target 

population were asked to fill out the paper questionnaire, one sixth to complete the survey 

online and a further sixth had the choice of both survey modes (Middendorff et al. 2013, p. 

44). The data for all people who participated in the online survey in the course of the method 

test in the 20th Social Survey formed no basis for the reporting on the project and are not part 

of the SUF and CUF documented here. The SUF and CUF documented here from the 20th 

Social Survey therefore only include data on the ‘Bildungsinländer’ and students with German 

nationality who were surveyed using a paper questionnaire. Out of 15,128 respondents in the 

dataset, 12,859 (85 per cent) came from the subsample who had exclusively received the 

paper questionnaire and 2,269 (15 per cent) people from the subsample who had been given 

the choice between completing the paper questionnaire or taking part in the online survey 

(and who had thereby opted for the written paper questionnaire). 

[Analytical Potential] The key data of the Social Survey include questions on higher educa-

tion institution entrance, structural characteristics of studying and courses of study, social and 

economic situation (financing of studies, living costs, employment, living situation), as well as 

on themes relating to the ‘Studentenwerke’ (Student Services) and sociodemographic aspects, 

which are surveyed in addition to the official statistics (marital status, parenthood, social 

origin, migration background). Time series analyses are possible on the key element themes. 

The emphasis on topics surrounding the social and economic situation of the students was 

made based on the assumption that, along with the conditions for higher education admission 

and the studying conditions, the social and economic conditions are also of major importance 

for the progress of studies and success (cf. Apolinarski et al. 2014, p. 1). Since the 10th Social 

Survey, one or two additional focus areas have been included in every survey. This involves 

themes such as studying with a child and studying with a disability or chronic illness. The data 

from the Social Survey are also suitable for analyses on the time required for studying and 

employment. Analyses on the receipt of BAföG (student grant), student employment and 

study-related stays abroad are also possible. To a lesser extent, the data can also be used to 

perform analyses on students with children and students with a migration background. 

[Research Field] The Social Survey is a study which is unique to student research for sev-

eral reasons. Firstly, the existing time series since 1951 should be mentioned here, so that the 

data from the Social Survey can be used to examine questions surrounding the key elements 

of the study over a very long period of time. Furthermore, the survey is a unique national 

random sample of students, which is designed for drawing sophisticated conclusions about 

students in all semesters, the most diverse degree programmes, different higher education 

institution entrance requirements and – with the exception of colleges of public administra-

tion, schools for distance learning and universities of the German Armed Forces – all types of 

higher education institutions. 

 [Particularities of the 20th Social Survey] In the course of implementing the structural 

reform for surveys within the framework of the Bologna Process, the proportion of students in 

the ‘new’ courses of study (bachelor’s, master’s) increased from 13 per cent in the 18th Social 

Survey (2006) to 47 per cent in the 19th Social Survey (2009) (Isserstedt et al. 2010, p. 6). The 

number (with regards to students in the first survey) increased even further to 74 per cent in 

the 20th Social Survey (Middendorff et al. 2013, p. 6). 

While the majority of students in 2009 (19th Social Survey) were registered at an institu-

tion of higher education in the six federal states at which general tuition or study fees were 
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collected, in the summer semester of 2012 tuition/study fees were only being collected in 

Bavaria and Lower Saxony (Middendorff et al. 2012, p. 3). Accordingly questions regarding the 

level and financing of student fees were no longer part of the 20th Social Survey, thereby 

ruling out the possibility of any analyses of the financing or the effects of tuition/study fees 

using the data from the 20th Social Survey. 

Furthermore, in the period from 2009 to 2012, the reduction in the schooling time (“G8”) 

leading up to A-levels/high school graduation (Abitur) was further implemented in several 

federal states and compulsory military service was abolished across Germany in 2011 (Mid-

dendorff et al. 2013, p. 3), resulting in a lowering of the earliest age at which it is possible to 

embark on a course of studies. 
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2 Survey Instruments 

A standardised paper questionnaire in German was used as a survey tool for the 19th Social 

Survey documented here.
17

 Chapter 0 presents the key content from the survey tool. Chapter 

2.2 describes the pre-test that was carried out for the review and improvement of the ques-

tionnaire. 

2.1 Contents of the Survey Instruments 

[Characteristics of the Survey Series] Just as with other survey series, the social and economic 

situation of the students is a focal point of the 20th Social Survey. The key themes are thereby 

structural characteristics of the degree courses, the financial situation of the students, their 

social origin and demographic information. Questions are posed on these key themes in all of 

the surveys. In addition, one or several focus areas (e.g. computer and internet usage, advice 

and information requirement) are usually covered. 

The questions regarding the structural characteristics of the degree courses gather infor-

mation on the current course of study (e.g. subject, envisaged completion date, higher educa-

tion institution and course semesters), the educational biography (e.g. already completed 

higher education degrees, breaks in study, changes of subject or higher education institution; 

in the 19th Social Survey: questions 1 to 11) and information on the time required for studying 

and employment (question 13). Study-related stays abroad and their financing, obstacles in 

relation to study-related stays abroad (questions 49 to 51) and language skills (question 52) 

are also covered. This information is supplemented by individual perceptions of the value of 

studying and of the subjectively perceived workload of the course of studies (questions 12 and 

14). 

The financial situation of the students is the focus of every social survey. Precise infor-

mation is recorded on the cost of living (question 20) as well as the level of income from per-

sonal employment, family/partner support, stipends and other sources (question 19). Detailed 

information on grants administered though BAföG (Federal Training Assistance Act) is also 

collected (questions 22 to 25). Information on gainful employment in the current semester as 

well as the lecture-free time before the start of the current semester (question 26, question 

27.1 and question 27.2) is supplemented by the subjective estimation of the financial situation 

(question 21) and the motives for personal employment (question 27.3). Furthermore, the 

various sociodemographic (questions 28 and 29 as well as questions 33 to 40) and education-

al-biographical characteristics (questions 15 to 18) as well as the family backgrounds of the 

students (questions 42 to 48) are surveyed. This includes questions on the use of canteens 

and cafeterias (questions 30 to 32). 

[Particularities of the 20th Social Survey] Due to the highly advanced implementation of 

the survey structure, questions on master’s programmes (questions 6.1 to 6.4) were added to 

the 20th Social Survey (as was already the case in the 19th Social Survey). 

A key focus area, which was not dealt with in the last two social surveys (2006 and 2009), 

is the students’ use of computers and the internet. Data was collected here regarding confi-

                                                                 
17 The questionnaire can be downloaded from the RDC website. You can also find a flow chart there for the filtering 

of the questionnaire. 
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dence in working with various computer and Internet applications (question 53) and reasons 

for using computers and the internet during leisure time and studies (question 54). 

In addition to this, questions were asked regarding health impairments and the length of 

time appointed to main subjects, but which ultimately were not recorded in the 17th and 19th 

Social Surveys (questions 41.1 to 41.6). Along with the type of impairment, this included po-

tential costs for study and communication assistance. These health data belong, however, to 

‘special forms of personal data’
18

 and are therefore particularly sensitive (see §3 Section 9 

BDSG, Art. 8 Section 1 and 2a EG-DSRL), so that the provision of these data is not possible for 

legal reasons (see also Chapter 8). 

In addition to the nationality of the students (since the 14th Social Survey) and the na-

tionalities of their parents (since the 19th Social Survey), the 20th Social Survey also asked 

whether the students (question 40) and their parents (question 48) were born in Germany. 

This enabled a more precise recording of the migration background in the 20th Social Survey 

than with previous social surveys. In contrast to the 17th and 19th Social Surveys, no infor-

mation was requested in the 20th Social Survey on the students’ need for consultation and 

information. 

 

2.2 Pre-test 

[Goal and Procedure] The survey tool was tested in advance of the survey using a cognitive 

pre-test. The aim of this was firstly to test whether the multiple-choice questions already used 

by survey tools in previous social surveys would be perceived the same by the students of 

2012 as was the case for the students in past social surveys. Secondly, the comprehensibility 

and likelihood of response for the newly used or modified questions needed to be tested, and 

the way students responded to certain questions (e.g. time budget, income, expenses) estab-

lished. The inclusion of the new questions also led to changes in the structure and layout of 

the questionnaire as well as in the duration of the survey, which needed to be evaluated. A so-

called ‘field pre-test procedure’ was used to examine these different aspects. The aim of this 

procedure is to ensure that persons participating in the pre-test are “monitored under condi-

tions as similar as possible to those participating in the the actual survey” (Häder 2015, 

p. 396). 

[Test Subjects] 31 students with higher education entrance qualifications gained in Ger-

many were recruited to take part in the test via public notice boards at the local university 

(Leibniz University Hannover). One of these people had dual citizenship. Three students had 

changed their nationality. The other students consisted of those with exclusively German 

citizenship who hadn’t changed nationality. 

[Implementation] The pre-test took place in January 2012, therefore around four months 

before the start of the field survey. The test persons were asked to provide responses to the 

standardised questionnaire that was intended for the survey. Following this, one of the social 

survey staff conducted an evaluation session with the students in the form of a group discus-

                                                                 
18 Along with health data, data on race or ethnic background, political beliefs, religious or political convictions, 

trade-union membership or sex life also belong to the category of special forms of personal data (§3 Section 9 
BDSG). 
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sion (focus groups each with around ten participants per session) with the aid of a manual. 

The focus of these discussions was on the new and modified questions, whereby the students 

had the opportunity to express their view on every question. In addition, there were questions 

surrounding the completion time, content and length of the questionnaire, the structure and 

layout, the comprehensibility of the questions, completion instructions and the completeness 

of the response options. Based on the pre-test results, some questions were slightly reword-

ed, extended or supplemented with additional instructions for completion. The basic struc-

ture, length and layout of the questionnaires remained unchanged.  
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3 Population and Sample Procedure 

[Population] The population of the 20th Social Survey includes students with German nationa-

tionality and ‚Bildungsinländer‘
19

, who were enrolled at a state or state-recognised institution 

of higher education in the Federal Republic of Germany in the summer semester of 2012. 

Students at colleges of public administration, distance learning universities and students at 

universities of the German Armed Forces were thereby excluded, as their study situation is 

fundamentally different from that of other students.
20

 According to the student statistics from 

the Federal Statistical Office for the winter semester 2011/2012, the population size is 

2,035,217 students. 

The accrued administration costs for the smaller institutions of higher education are high-

ly unfavourable in relation to the number of evaluable questionnaires that were obtainable 

through the institution’s participation, meaning that higher education institutions with fewer 

than 110 enrolled students were excluded. This applies to 41 higher education institutions. 

These institutions were therefore not asked to participate. Of the 331 higher education insti-

tutions who received requests to participate, 227 (68.6 per cent) took part in the survey. In 

the winter semester 2010/2011, 90.7 per cent of students (German and ‘Bildungsinländer’ 

[non-German students who gained their university entrance qualification in Germany]) from 

the population as defined above were enrolled at the participating universities. 

 [Sample Procedure] Due to non-accessible student lists, it was impossible to extract a 

basic random sample. A random sampling of all institutions of higher education was devised, 

at which students belonging to the population were enrolled, as these could only be contact-

ed via the institutions themselves. A random sampling with the selection probability of 1/27 

(i.e. 1 in 27 students enrolled in the summer semester of 2012) was taken at the relevant 

universities from the group of students with German nationality and Bildungsinländer.
21

 At 

particular institutions, a larger sample (i.e. with a higher selection probability) was drawn at 

the request of the Studentenwerke to enable evaluations also to be performed at Studenten-

werke level (disproportional sampling).
22

 The disproportional sampling is balanced with a 

corresponding design weight (see chapter 7).  

                                                                 
19 ‘Bildungsinländer’ are students with foreign nationality, who have gained their higher education entrance qualifi-

cation in Germany. 
20 Students at distance learning universities are very often in employment and complete their degree courses 

alongside this. Students at colleges of public administration are normally civil service trainees (‘Beamte auf 
Widerruf’). Students at universities of the German Armed Forces are normally officer candidates. 

21 For the purposes of the internal, methodological development of the study, one sixth of the sample students 
were given a link to the online version of the survey instead of the paper questionnaire. A further sixth of the 
sample could choose between the online survey and the paper questionnaire. All students who participated in 
the online survey are not part of the SUF and are therefore not taken into account in this documentation (see 
chapter 1) 

22  The increased samplings were carried out at the following 17 institutions: Hannover University, Hannover Medi-
cal School, University of Veterinary Medicine Hannover, Hanover University, University of Music, Drama and Me-
dia Hanover, Hannover University of Applied Sciences and Arts and Fachhochschule für die Wirtschaft Hannover 
(1 in 21 people in each case), Karlsruhe Institute of Technology, Karlsruhe University of Education and Karlsruhe 
University of Applied Sciences (1 in 20 people in each case), University of Tübingen (1 in 17 people), Darmstadt 
University of Technology (1 in 16 people), University of Kassel and University of Marburg (1 in 15 people), Univer-
sity of Wuppertal (1 in 11 people), University of Ulm and Ulm University of Applied Sciences (1 in 10 people), 
Hochschule Darmstadt University of Applied Sciences (1 in 9 people) 
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4 Implementation of the Survey 

[Maintenance of Contacts and Addresses] All higher education institutions with students 

from the population were contacted by the DZHW in writing and asked to take part in the 

20th Social Survey. Attention was drawn to the relevancy of the study and its history in a cov-

ering letter. The letter to the higher education institutions also contained a letter from the 

President of the German Rectors’ Conference (HRK) with the request to take part in the social 

survey. The DZHW also communicated the criteria to the higher education institutions, which 

they could use to identify the target persons for the 20th Social Survey.
23

 227 of 331 institu-

tions addressed (68,6 %) agreed to participate.
24

 As the higher education institutions are not 

permitted to give out the contact details of their students for data protection reasons, the 

survey documents were sent out by the higher education institutions themselves in the course 

of the social surveys. For this purpose, the DZHW determined the number of required survey 

documents in each case
25

 and sent these to the participating higher education institutions, 

who obtained the students’ addresses from their student directories and printed out two 

address labels for each one. One label was required for the envelope with the survey docu-

ments, a second for the reminder postcard. The higher education institutions then posted 

both pieces of correspondence to the target persons within specified time frames. 

 [Survey Documents] The survey documents for each person being questioned consisted of a 

covering letter from the German National Association for Student Affairs as the contracting 

authority for the study, the questionnaire, a flyer with general information on the Social Sur-

vey and sample results from previous surveys, and a prepaid envelope addressed to the DZHW 

for the return of the completed questionnaire. In addition, all students from the drawn sam-

ple received a time-delayed reminder postcard. 

[Fieldwork Phase] The survey period lasted from May 29 until August 20, 2012. . Due to 

the method of contact used via the higher education institutions, the DZHW was unable to 

have any direct influence on the precise delivery time of the survey documents. The reminder 

postcards were sent out to the students approximately two weeks after the field start. They 

also received a thank you note, which was sent to all people in the random sample – including 

those who had already taken part in the survey –, as the higher education institutions were 

unaware which persons had already returned a questionnaire to the DZHW. 

[Measures to Increase Response] Along with the reminder postcard and the flyer accom-

panying the covering letter, the 20th Social Survey was also advertised through press and 

public relations activities by the German National Association for Student Affairs and the indi-

vidual Studentenwerke. It was mentioned in press releases and poster advertising for the 

forthcoming survey. Moreover, the project website was available 

(http://www.sozialerhebung.de) as a source of information. It contained the questionnaires, 

photos and blocks of text for press releases as well as other information on the current study 

                                                                 
23 Normally (see chapter 3) 1 in 27 students with German nationality or ‘Bildungsinländer’ enrolled in the summer 

term. 
24 A disproportionate number of smaller, art and music colleges and private higher education institutions gave no 

positive feedback. In relation to the number of students, however, almost 91 per cent are enrolled at the 227 (of 
331) higher education institutions who agreed to take part in the test. 

25  To this end, the figures contained in the official statistics on students enrolled at the higher education institutions 
in the previous semester (winter semester 2011/12 were combined with the respective selection probability (see 
chapter 3). 

http://www.sozialerhebung.de/
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and past surveys.
26

 A Facebook page was also set up as a service portal 

(www.facebook.com/social survey). 

  

                                                                 
26 The materials for the 20th Social Survey can currently be found at 

http://www.sozialerhebung.de/sozialerhebung/archiv (as of: 01.06.2017). 

http://www.sozialerhebung.de/sozialerhebung/archiv
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5 Response Rate 

[Response Rate] The number of survey documents sent out was approximately 69,814
27

, as 

roughly this number of people had been taken from the higher education institutions as a 

sample. The documents could not be delivered in 1,471 cases. If the DZHW became aware 

that students who did not belong to the population had been sent letters, these cases (n=123) 

were classified – along with the non-deliverable questionnaires – as neutral sample attrition. 

Thus some 68,220 students belonging to the sample received an invitation to participate. 

Around
28

 two thirds of the students contacted (roughly 45,844) received the invitation to take 

part in the paper-based survey.
29

 Of these, 12,859 questionnaires were returned to the 

DZHW. 12,859 cases consequently remained in the net sample. With regard to the gross sam-

ple, the response rate was around 28 per cent (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Gross and Net Samples and Response Rate of the 20th Social Survey (2012) 

Gross sample 45.844 

Net sample 12.859 

Response rate 28,0 % 

 

Figure 2 shows the responses to the questionnaires over the course of time. A large propor-

tion of the completed questionnaires reached the DZHW in the first half of the field phase, 

during which the reminder postcards were also sent out. The entire response phase covered a 

period of eleven weeks. 

[Additional Cases] Around a sixth of the respondents received survey documents, which 

enabled their participation in both the written and online surveys. Once the neutral sample 

attrition had been deducted, some 11,188 students had the choice between written and 

online participation. 2,980 people (26.6 per cent) took part in the survey, whereby 711 (6.4 

per cent) participated online and 2,269 (20.3 per cent) completed the questionnaire. The data 

on people from this subsample, who completed the paper questionnaire, are part of the da-

taset, whereas the data for those who didn’t participate in the online survey are not. The 

dataset therefore contains (12,859 + 2,269 =) 15,128 cases in total. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
27 192 out of the 227 participating higher education institutions reported the actual number of students who re-

ceived a letter. The stated number is based on an extrapolation of the responses of these 192 institutions to all 
227 participating institutions. 

28 The exact number of survey documents dispatched for the three variants (paper questionnaire; online survey; 
choice between online survey and paper questionnaire) is not reconstructable. The employees at the higher edu-
cation institution were unaware which envelopes were used for the sending of which survey documents. There 
were also some survey documents left over after the marking. However, as the number of higher education insti-
tutions was roughly matched with the number of survey documents issued, which they had determined on the 
basis of their samples, it can be assumed that the documents were sent out to the extent that two thirds received 
an invitation to written participation, one sixth to online participation and a further sixth an invitation with both 
options. 

29 As an exact differentiation between the initial (unadjusted) gross sample and the adjusted gross sample is not 
possible with regard to the three survey modes, this has been limited to the description ‘gross sample’ in the text 
below. 
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Figure 2: Responses to the 20th Social Survey (2012) Over Time 
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6 Data Preparation 

In the following sections, various steps in data preparation are described. The procedures 

described in Chapters 6.1 to 6.3 had already been conducted by the primary research project. 

The generation of variables (Chapter 6.4) was carried out by the primary project as well as the 

RDC during data preparation. Procedures described in Chapters 6.5 to 6.7 were carried out by 

the RDC building on the work of the primary research project. Additional procedures (e.g. 

weighting and anonymisation) are explained separately in Chapters 7 and 8. 

6.1 Data Transfer 

For further processing, respondent data retrieved from the paper questionnaires was trans-

ferred to a computer readable format using a code plan. Prior to this, numerical codes for the 

open responses were recorded on each of the paper questionnaires (cf. Chapter 6.2) and pre-

liminary manual corrections were undertaken to facilitate data transfer (cf. Chapter 6.3) 

[Production of a Code Plan] A code plan was produced based on the survey question-

naire. It recorded to which question or sub-question a variable is assigned, the name of the 

variable and the numerical codes used for the standardised answers of the respondents. To 

establish the order of data entry, the variables were additionally numbered.
30

  

[Data Entry] For data transfer, the code plan, further instructions on data entry and the 

prepared paper questionnaires were given to an external service provider. Their typists manu-

ally performed the compilation of the data. The quality of the data collection was checked at 

random. Within the scope of the data check and data cleansing (cf. Chapter 6.3), data-entry 

errors were detected, which were created by the skipping of variables, mostly through value 

range violations, and were corrected accordingly. 

6.2 Coding of Open Responses 

Before the data transfer, the (semi-) open responses were coded. Using a coding list, numeri-

cal codes were assigned to them. For each variable, various code lists were used. This was 

done using classification keys for official statistics (e.g. German Classification of Occupations, 

key lists of student and examination statistics etc.) or project-specific keys already used in 

prior social surveys For some variables, new code lists were developed on the basis of the 

entries from the 19
th

 Social Survey. For some of the half-open questions, no new variables 

with numerical coding were created, but the entries were assigned to the existing (closed) 

response categories if possible.
31

 Some of the open questions were not encoded. This was the 

case if 

                                                                 
30 Data were generated in a simple, column-oriented text format without a heading containing the variable names. 

The code plan therefore established in which order the data were to be generated so that the data belonging to a 
variable could be entered in the correct column.  

31 An example of this concerns question 27.2: If an internship salary was stated here as other occupation, then the 
variables job03m_c (other activity stated) and job04m_c (net hourly salary for other occupation) were reset to 
‘not stated’ (job03m_c) and ‘non-applicable’ (job04m_c) , the variable job03g_c (occupation summer semester 
2012: paid internship) set to ‘stated’ and for variable job04g_c (net hourly salary: paid internship) the value stat-
ed in job04m_c (net hourly salary at other employment) was entered. 
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- they were not required for the evaluations performed within the context of the 20th 

Social Survey. 

- the only relevant issue was whether an entry was made at all. 

- the questions could be roughly replaced by closed questions.
32

 

- an encoding was not possible due to a lack of staff and time resources. 

Coded topics and respective code lists are presented in Table 2. The data set contains sole-

ly the coded numerical variables. The open entries themselves are not contained in the data 

set. The values of the variables are recorded in the Data Set Report. 

 

Table 2: Coded Topics and Code Lists Used in the 20th Social Survey (2012) 

Topics Coding scheme Code List ID 

Subject Destatis Key List of Student and Examination Statis-
tics (Winter Semester 2011/2012 and Summer Se-
mester 2012) 

cl-destatis-
studienfach-2012 

Degree Projects’s Own Coding cl-dzhw-14 

Higher education instituti-
on 

Destatis Key List of Student and Examination Statis-
tics (Winter Semester 2011/2012 and Summer Se-
mester 2012) 

cl-destatis-
hochschule-2012 

Federal state Destatis Federal State Codebook (corresponds to 
both first numbers of the Official Municipality Code-
book, AGS) 

cl-destatis-
bundesland-1990 

cl-dzhw-18  

Foreign country / nationali-
ty 

Destatis Nationality and Region Codebook (status: 
01.01.2012) (with adjustments) 

cl-dzhw-15 

Other open enquiries Assignment to given categories or project’s own 
coding 

 

6.3 Data Checking and Data Cleansing 

[Preliminary Manual Correction] Before the transfer of data, a preliminary manual correction 

was performed on the questionnaires, and if necessary, responses were adjusted.
33

 This was 

intended to facilitate the capturing of data. The form, but not the content of the submitted 

data, was amended. For example, hardly legible data or crossings out made by the respond-

ents were highlighted. 

On the other hand, the manual inspection was also aimed at correcting initial errors or in-

consistencies in the respondents’ data before the software-supported correction (see below). 

Various consistency rules were established in advance for this purpose, which could be 

                                                                 
32 The open data on the questions listed below was gathered electronically. But no encoding was applied and it was 

simply recorded in the variable whether an open disclosure was made (named) or not (unnamed): Question 11.2 
(personal reasons which played a role when choosing the present higher education institution), question 15 (oth-
er university entrance qualifications), question 19.1 (other sources of financing), question 24 (other reason why 
no student grant application was made to date), question 27.2 (other gainful activity), question 51 (reason for 
study abroad: other reason) and question 45 (parents’ professions). As an alternative to the parents’ professions, 
the employment status (question 42), school (question 43) and professional qualifications (question 44) and pro-
fessional status (question 46) of the parents can be used to determine the social background. 

33 The number of corrections was not recorded centrally, but simply on the paper questionnaires, and can therefore 
no longer be systematically reconstructed. 
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checked on the paper questionnaires. If any inconsistencies were identified, the data con-

cerned was checked for plausibility, where possible, and any missing data reconstructed from 

other entries in the questionnaire. Checks for content consistency were also performed. For 

example, an internal comparison of the parents’ occupations (question 42) took place: if a 

respondent indicated that the mother or father was both ‘retiree/pensioner’ and ‘in part-time 

employment’, only the response ‘retiree/pensioner’ was recorded. Any identified inconsisten-

cies were – if possible – eliminated by the comparison with other responses
34

 in the question-

naire or alternatively by assigning a corresponding missing code (see chapter 6.7) 

[Software-Assisted Correction] Following data transference, a comprehensive test and 

correction of the data with the help of DZHW’s own software was performed. Software-

Assisted Correction was used to catch mistakes in the preliminary manual correction and data 

transfer. Furthermore, inconsistent responses of the respondents that could not be tested in 

the preliminary manual correction were identified.  

To this end, the compiled questionnaire data was read in to a data bank. In addition, valid 

value ranges and answer combinations were defined and tested systematically. The following 

types of tests were carried out:  

 Test of Value Ranges: It was tested whether the response lay in the value range de-

fined of the respective recorded variable.  

 Test of Adherence to Filter Procedures: Based on the defined filter procedure of the 

questionnaire, it was tested whether responses that would have been expected from 

the respondent were not (i.e. completeness test) and whether responses were made 

that should not have been (i.e. filter errors).
35

 

 Test of Variable Consistency: The consistency of responses within a questionnaire as 

well as between survey waves was tested. In addition to feature combinations, which 

were already tested in the preliminary manual correction, more complex feature 

combinations could also be tested here.
36

 

 

In total, hundreds of consistency rules were defined and tested. Missing, incorrect or implau-

sible values were first tested using the paper questionnaire to determine whether the corre-

sponding value had been falsely (or not at all) transferred. Then the correct value was inferred 

using other responses in the questionnaire. In case of doubt, a specific missing code was as-

signed (see chapter 5). Corrections of mistakes were documented
37

 and checked by at least 

one further person. 

                                                                 
34 An example of this is question 2 (desired degree in current field of study): here the respondents were asked to 

state only the first degree that they are hoping to gain. If, contrary to this request, respondents gave more than 
one answer, a code was only applied to the first degree normally gained. If, for example, ‘state exam (without 
teaching post)’ and ‘PhD/doctorate’ were crossed or ticked, only the key figure for ‘state exam (without teaching 
post)’ was recorded. 

35 The input filers for each question were recorded in the dataset report. They define for each variable, which group 
of respondents should respond to the related question, provided this has not been addressed to every person. 

36 The income (question 19.1) and expenses (question 20) and the time budget (question 13) were examined in 
particular detail. 

37 The documentation of error corrections was performed in writing on the paper questionnaires and can therefore 
not be systematically reconstructed. 
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[Deletion of Cases] Cases not belonging to the population were deleted from the dataset 

(see chapter 5).
38

 This didn’t always take place as part of the preliminary manual correction, 

so that later on (after the data entry) a further 44 respondents were identified, who had nei-

ther German nationality nor gained their higher education entrance qualification in Germany. 

24 distance learning students were also identified after this. A total of 123 cases which didn’t 

belong to the population were removed from the dataset, including 55 in the course of the 

preliminary manual correction and 68 after the data entry within the course of the plausibility 

check. 

 

6.4 Generation of Variables 

In addition to the variables that are generated from the coded answers of the respondents, 

the 20th Social Survey also generates new variables. This includes variables that were numeri-

cally coded from the originally open entries (see chapter 6.2) More frequently required varia-

bles were generated from the values of one or more sources (e.g. merging course subjects in 

to areas of study and subject groups or deriving the location and type of the higher education 

institution from the higher education institution variables).  A large proportion of the generat-

ed variables were already created by the primary research group. ). The newly generated 

variable is identified in the data by the suffix “_g#”. An overview of all generated variables for 

the 19th Social Survey as well as detailed documentation of the individual variables with in-

formation on their respective characteristics and calculation rules can be found in the Data Set 

Report. 

Where possible, generated variables were positioned in the data set according to the re-

spective output variable. If the output variable is no longer in the data set due to anonymisa-

tion (see Chapter 8), the generated variable occupies its place in the data set. If a variable was 

generated from various source variables, it was inserted after the variable to which it is the-

matically closest. If a clear assignment was not possible, the generated variable was inserted 

at the end of the data set. With minor exceptions, variables generated in the context of anon-

ymisation measures  were created by the RDC. 

6.5 Generation of the Data Set 

[Data Structure and File Format] The data set contains the survey data and the additional 

generated variables. The sequence of the variables is based on the order of the related ques-

tions in the questionnaire. The data set is available in both Stata and SPSS format (see Section 

III). 

6.6 Assignment of Variable Names, Variable Labels and Value Labels 

[Variable and Value Label Assignment] For variable and value label assignment, formulations 

from the questionnaire were used, or in some instances, concise formulations were chosen. 

                                                                 
38 This only applied if the person had received the documents who was a ‘Bildungsausländer’ (international student 

with a higher education entrance qualification gained outside Germany), was removed from the student register 
or on leave, or belonged to the group of distance learning students. 
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As a rule, the variable labels are based on the corresponding question. Depending on the type 

of question, value label assignments are based on the response options or a combination of 

the question and response options. For generated variables based on definite classifications, 

value labels were adopted verbatim from the classification keys. Variable and value labels are 

available in German and English. In the SPSS format, there is a separate data set for each lan-

guage. In the Stata format, bilingual labels were created in the same data set. 

[Naming of Variables] A consistent naming system was created at the RDC-DZHW for the 

naming of variables. With the exception of the identifier variables, the variable names are 

formed according to a prefix-root-suffix scheme. The variable names provide meta-

information on the corresponding variable. This facilitates automated processing. For longitu-

dinal surveys with more than one survey period (panel), the variable prefix contains the wave 

identifier in the form of a letter. As the 20th Social Survey is a cross-sectional survey, no pre-

fixes are used here. The subject area in the root, to which the variable is allocated, is denoted 

by a three-letter English abbreviation. Table presents an overview of the various thematic 

areas of the 19th Social Survey as well as the related abbreviations for the root of the variable 

names. The suffix, separated from the root by an underscore, contains various additional 

information such as the labelling of generated variables, panel variables and different modes 

of data access. 

Detailed information on variable assignment for the 20th Social Survey can be found in 

the Data Set Report. 

 

Table 3:  Thematic Areas and Abbreviations of the 20th Social Survey (2012) Variable La-

bels 

Thematic 
Area Ab-
brevation 

Thematic Area (English) Thematic Area (German) 

stu studies Studium 

tim time usage (studies/job) Zeitaufwand (Studium/Erwerbstätigkeit) 

ped prior education Vorbildung 

fin financing (of living during studies) 
Finanzierung (des Lebensunterhalts wäh-
rend des Studiums) 

baf 
BAföG (German Federal Grant on Training 
and Education Promotion) 

BAföG (Bundesausbildungsförderungs-
gesetz) 

job job (during studies) Erwerbstätigkeit (im Studium) 

liv living (accommodation) Wohnform 

nut nutrition Ernährung 

dem demographic information Demographische Daten 

hea health Gesundheit 

par parents Eltern 

abr experiences abroad Auslandserfahrungen 

lan language (skills) Sprach(kenntniss)e 

ski (computer and internet) skills 
Fähigkeiten (im Umgang Computer- und 
Internet) 

ciu computer and internet use Computer- und Internetnutzung 
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6.7 Coding of Missing Values 

For coding missing values, a comprehensive system was created in the RDC, in order to guar-

antee unified coding for missing values across various data sets of the DZHW. Missing re-

sponses were coded using three-figure negative values. Table presents an overview of the 

system for coding missing values. The coding for missing values used in the 19th Social Survey 

is highlighted. 

Missing values can be assigned to four different groups. First, missing values may arise if 

the respondent does not answer the survey questions (i.e. non-response). Second, missing 

values may be assigned if questions are not relevant to the respondent, given the filter proce-

dure (i.e. not applicable). The third group contains missing values assigned through the prima-

ry research project or the RDC in the course of the data processing (i.e. edited missing value). 

This includes missing variables for certain variables due to anonymisation measures (see chap-

ter 8). The fourth group comprises missing values assigned for certain items in the context of 

data processing. There are no such item-specific missing values in the dataset for the 20th 

Social Survey. 

 

Table 4:  System of the RDC-DZHW for Missing Values 

Value Range Code Value Label 

-999 bis -990: Nonresponse 
 
  
  
  
  
  

-999 don’t know 

-998 no response 

-997 no response (response category) 

-996 interview cancellation 

-995 no participation (panel) 

-994 rejection 

-989 bis -970: Not applicable  
  
 
  
  
  

-989 missing due to filter 

-988 not applicable 

-987 
missing due to design (questionnaire 
split) 

-986 missing due to design (wave)
a
 

-985 missing due to design (cohort)
b
 

-969 bis -950: Edited missing value 
 
  
  
  
  

-969 unknown missing value
c
 

-968 implausible value
d
 

-967 anonymised 

-966 cannot be determined
e
 

-965 invalid multiple entry 

-949 bis -930: Item-specific missing values
f
 (not assigned in the 20th Social Survey) 

-929 bis -920: Other missing values -929 data loss 

a This value is only assigned for data sets in long format. 
b This value is only assigned to pooled data sets. 
c This value is assigned when no cause can be reconstructed. 
d Responses which are classified as implausible due to various factors in the coding phase receive this value. An exact reconstruction 

may no longer be possible. 
e This category is assigned when clear coding is not possible, e.g. open response which could not be encoded because it is illegible. 
f The characteristics of these missing categories are, by definition, specific for every data set. 
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7 Weighting  

Weighting the data adjusts for distortions in the sample due to the sample design (see Chap-

ter 3) and compared to the defined population. A general introduction to the procedure and 

the presentation of the final weights follows in Section 1. The weighting procedure is also 

described in detail in Section 2. 

7.1 Procedure and Instructions for Use 

[Causes of Distortions in the Samples] Two processes are relevant with regards to the distor-

tion of random samples:  

 Distortion due to Design: Disproportionalities are deliberately produced to increase 

the number of cases in certain relevant subgroups (cf. Chapter 3).  

 Distortion through non-response: Attrition processes (e.g. non-participation, un-

reachable, postal error) lead to reduced response and thus to a difference between 

gross and net sample (cf. Chapter 5). If these processes are non-systematic (Missing 

Completely at Random), they can be ignored.
39

 However, they mostly result from a 

systematic process (Missing at Random, Not Missing at Random), which requires 

modelling.
40

  

 [Konzeptuelles Vorgehen] In the course of the weighting procedure, disproportionalities due 

to design should ideally be offset. The design weights required for this arise directly from the 

sample plan with random selection processes. Related to this, an adjustment of the design 

weights – with the help of non-response weights in cross-sectional and longitudinal data sets – 

should be produced on the basis of information on participants and non-participants. As a last 

step, the non-response adjusted design weights can be calibrated using distributions of char-

acteristics from the population (calibration).  

Due to the random sample design (see chapter 3) of the 20th Social Survey, a design 

weight is created in the first stage in order to compare the unequal chances of inclusion. As 

there is no individual information on non-participants, no non-response adjustment of the 

design weight can be carried out on an individual basis. The design weight is calibrated in the 

final stage using a distribution of characteristics in the target population. As there is aggregat-

ed information here on participants and non-participants, a form of non-response adjustment 

takes place at the same time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
39 Insofar as the loss of statistical test strength through the reduction of the sample is considered irrelevant.  
40 For the various forms of failure processes see essentially Rubin, 1976.  
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Table 5:  Weights provided for the 20th Social Survey (2012) 

Variable Name Description 

wgt01 Weight for analyses at federal government level 

wgt02 
Weight for analyses at regional level (north, south, 
east and west) 

wgt03 
Weight for analyses at eastern and western Ger-
man level 

 

[Instructions for Use of the Weights] The generated weights are probability weights, which 

can be incorporated in Stata with the aid of .ado-specific options.
41

 The wgt_federal govern-

ment weight is intended for evaluations at federal government level. The wgt_region weight 

has weights for the regions of northern, southern, eastern and western Germany. The 

wgt_east_west weight incudes weights for the regions of eastern Germany (new federal 

states including Berlin) and western Germany (old federal states excluding Berlin). The 

weights wgt_region and wgt_east_west can only be used in evaluations relating to one of the 

respective regions.
42

 It is essential to note that weights only represent meaningful correction 

quantities if the analysis model contains the variables used for the weighting or in relation to 

them. For this reason, weights must always be used with a focus on the analysed question 

formulation. In the following section, the procedure for producing the weights will be pre-

sented in more detail. 

7.2 Weighting of the Data 

[Design Weighting] As described in Chapter 3, there is an overrepresentation of students from 

some of the higher education institutions due to the random sample design. As a result, these 

individuals demonstrate a higher selection probability within the sample. This can be correct-

ed through the use of inverse selection probability (𝜋𝑖) korrigiert werden. The design weight 

𝑤𝑔𝑡_𝑑𝑖  is thus: 

𝑤𝑔𝑡_𝑑𝑖 =
1

𝜋𝑖
 

Elements that are more likely to be entered in the sample are therefore given a lower weight 

and vice versa. 

 [Calibration of Design Weights] As described, a non-response adjustment of the design 

weights was not possible at an individual level. But the following demographic characteristics 

from the population existed, which were able to be used for the calibration of the weights: 

region, sex, subject group, type of higher education institution, people with German nationali-

ty versus ‘Bildungsinländer’.
43

 The calibration was done at both federal government level 

(wgt01) ) and separately for each of the four regions (wgt02) plus eastern and western Ger-

                                                                 
41 See also the Stata guide (Command: help weights). 
42  The regions can be selected (e.g. using the Stata command bysort) via the variable stu16_g5 (east-west-

aggregation for download data set). 
43  The weighting was performed based on the following characteristics: Sex: male versus female: Region: North 

(Bremen, Hamburg, Lower Saxony, Schleswig-Holstein), South (Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria), East (Berlin, Bran-
denburg, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, Thüringen), West (Hessen, North Rhine-Westphalia, 
Rhineland, Saarland); Type of higher education institution: university versus university of applied sciences (includ-
ing teacher training colleges, theological colleges, art and music colleges); Subject group: according to the Code-
book for Student and Examination Statistics (winter semester 2011/2012 and summer semester 2012). 
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many (wgt03). The respective regional weights were pooled into one variable (wgt02). The 

weights for eastern and western Germany were also pooled into one variable (wgt03). 

As the characteristic bearers in the population also contained information of the non-

participants, the use of redressement weights also resulted in a kind of non-response adjust-

ment with regard to the characteristics used. The calibration was performed using the raking 

algorithm
44

. 

 [Trimming of the Weights] The initially calculated weights exhibit a small proportion of 

weighting factors that represent dropouts. In order to remove them, all weights were subject-

ed to a trimming according to Potter 1990 (see also Valliant et al. 2013, 388f.). The procedure 

is based on the assumption that the weights conform to a probability distribution (beta distri-

bution). All those weights that lie above the 99 percent quantile are truncated to this limit. 

Excess on the other side of the truncation is distributed among the remaining weights. 

  

                                                                 
44 Raking is also known as ‘iterative proportional fitting’ (cf. Kolenikov 2014). 
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8 Anonymisation 

[Data Protection Legal Framework] The Federal Data Protection Act (BDSG) applies to per-

sonal data that the DZHW collected through volunteer surveys.
45

 Accordingly, personal data 

that are collected during scientific research may be processed or used exclusively for the pur-

poses of scientific research (cf. §40 para. 1 BDSG). Moreover, personal data must be anony-

mised (cf. §40 para. 2 BDSG) in order to protect respondents. According to the BDSG, the 

procedure of anonymisation is defined as changes made to survey data so that the individual 

data can no longer be attributed to personal or factual circumstances – or only with unrea-

sonable amount of time, money and labour (§3 para. 6 BDSG). Regarding the disclosure of 

data from scientific research projects to third parties, the data must either be absolutely 

anonymised so that no reference to the person can any longer be produced, or at least de 

facto anonymised so that the construction of a reference to a person would mean a dispro-

portionally high expenditure and thus the likelihood of re-identification of a person is minimal. 

[Data Access, Level of Anonymisation and Analytical Potential] For the Social Survey 

2005, the RDC-DZHW makes two types of data files available. Whereas SUF for scientific sec-

ondary use are effectively anonymised, CUF for teaching and exercise purposes are absolutely 

anonymised. The anonymity of the surveyed persons is thus protected by a combination of 

statistical measures and technical access barriers. The more strongly data access is technically 

controlled, the lower is the risk of de-anonymisation of the data, the less the data must be 

limited in terms of information by statistical measures and the greater their analytical poten-

tial remains.  

While the CUF is directly available via download after registration, the SUF are provided 

using three different modes of access: download, remote desktop and on-site (for further 

information cf. Section III). For each mode of access a different SUF variant is made available, 

which is varyingly strongly anonymised and correspondingly contains less or more infor-

mation. Figure 6 gives an overview of the respective level of statistical anonymisation and the 

related analytical potential. In the following the statistical anonymisation measures performed 

are explained according to data product (SUF/CUF) and mode of access. 

  

                                                                 
45 The BDSG is applicable since the DZHW GmbH is legally a public body of the federal government (cf. § 2 para. 3 

BDSG). The federal government possesses an absolute majority of the shares in DZHW GmbH and the institute 
performs duties of public administration of the federal government in the broadest sense. For interpretation of 
individual legal aspects the European Data Protection Guidelines can be used as a complement.  
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Figure 3:  Mode of Access, Statistical Level of Anonymisation and Analytical Potential of the 

Data from the 20th Social Survey (2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Statistical Anonymisation Measures] In the course of anonymisation, all information that 

directly allows individuals or institutions to be identified is deleted. From these so-called di-

rect identifiers, such as names, addresses or e-mail address, only the latter were collected for 

the purposes of the 19th Social Survey, and only if the person expressed their willingness to 

take part in the HISBUS Panel
46

 on the last page of the questionnaire. The e-mail addresses 

were separated from the questionnaire immediately upon opening the response envelope 

and recorded in a separate dataset with no possibility of being back-referenced to the dataset 

from the 19th Social Survey. They are not included in the CUF or the various SUF versions. To 

further prevent any re-accessing of this information, the original identification numbers of the 

respondents and the (current and previous) higher education institution were removed from 

the dataset and replaced with a new randomly assigned identification number. 

Additionally, quasi-identifiers were determined, i.e. information which, in combination 

with or by the allusion to external information, allows for indirect identification.
47

 The follow-

ing quasi-identifiers were identified for the 20th Social Survey, which are present in both ex-

ternal data sources
48

 and the 20th Social Survey: name, location and type of higher education 

institution, subject, degree type, age and nationality. In order to prevent a definite allocation 

of the data from the 19th Social Survey, these key characteristics were aggregated or deleted 

according to data product or mode of access (see Table ). The variable ‘level of tuition fees’, 

                                                                 
46 The HISBUS Panel is an online survey of students about important politico-educational issues, which has been 

regularly conducted by the DZHW since 2002. The interviewed students have willingly agreed to take part in Pan-
el and are recruited from other DZHW surveys. More detailed information of the HISBUS Panel can be found by 
visiting http://www.hisbus.de. 

47 It is pointed out that the identification of a person is already made more difficult by the sample selection, since 
uncertainty arises whether a respondent has a unique combination of characteristics in the population. 

48 e.g. student and examination statistics from the Federal Statistical Office, university alumni networks or even 
professional networks. 
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for example, can be used unreservedly in the SUF for on-site usage. In the remote desktop 

SUF, on the other hand, the variable is aggregated to the area of study in the official statistics. 

In the download SUF and the CUF, only the subject groups are available from the official sta-

tistics.  

Open entries are also quasi-identifiers (cf. Ebel 2015, p. 3). For the large part, they were 

already encoded within the scope of the data processing by the primary research project and 

are generally available in the CUF and in all the SUF versions. Depending on the sensitivity of 

the information contained therein and the mode of access, some of the codes taken from the 

primary research project were also aggregated. Uncoded open entries (see chapter 6.2) were 

deleted in the CUF and all SUF versions. 

Finally it was checked whether the data contained sensitive information, e.g. on health, 

sexual orientation or political views. This information, although not suited for re-identification 

of individuals or institutions, can be used in case of de-anonymisation (cf. Koberg 2016, 

p. 694). Therefore, its protection is particularly important (cf. §3 para. 9 BDSG, Art. 8 para. 1 

and 2a EG-DSRL). Health information was collected as part of the 19th Social Survey, for which 

no additional consent to secondary use was obtained from the respondents. These responses 

were therefore deleted in the CUF and all SUF versions. 

To guarantee absolute anonymisation of the CUF data, more restrictive statistical anony-

misation measures on the variable level in comparison to the SUF variants were performed. 

The following table shows an overview of the statistical anonymisation measures implement-

ed according to data form and mode of access. 
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Table 6:  Statistical Anonymisation Measures for the Data of the 20th Social Survey (2012) 

according to Mode of Access
49

 

Characteristic On-Site-SUF 
Remote-Desktop-

SUF 
Download-SUF 

Download-CUF 

(Sub-sample) 

Direct identifiers Deletion Deletion Deletion Deletion 

Original ID 

Deletion and 

assignment of a 

random ID 

Deletion and 

assignment of a 

random ID 

Deletion and 

assignment of a 

random ID 

Deletion and 

assignment of a 

random ID 

Study subjects Available 
Aggregation to 

areas of study
a
 

Aggregation to 

subject groups
a
 

Aggregation to 

subject groups
a
 

Degree type Available Available Aggregation
b
 Aggregation

b
 

Number of semes-

ters until change of 

institution/subject 

Available Available 

1-10 shown indi-

vidually, other-

wise aggregation 

(more than 10) 

1-10 shown indi-

vidually, other-

wise aggregation 

(more than 10) 

Months of gainful 

employment be-

tween 1st degree 

and master’s 

course 

Available Available 

Aggregation: 

1-6; 7-12; 13-24; 

25-36; 37-60; 61-

120; more than 

120 

Aggregation: 

1-6; 7-12; 13-24; 

25-36; 37-60; 61-

120; more than 

120 

Higher education 

institution 

Aggregation to 

type of higher 

education insti-

tution 

Aggregation to 

type of higher 

education institu-

tion 

Aggregation to 

type of higher 

education institu-

tion
 c
 

Aggregation to 

type of higher 

education institu-

tion
 c
 

Location of higher 

education institu-

tion 

Four federal 

states shown 

individually; 

otherwise aggre-

gation to five 

groups of federal 

states 

Four federal 

states shown 

individually; oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion to five groups 

of federal states 

Aggregation to 

new or old federal 

states 

Aggregation to 

new or old federal 

states 

Reasons for inter-

ruption of studies 
Aggregation

d
 Aggregation

d
 Aggregation

d
 Aggregation

d
 

Number of inter-

ruption semesters 
Available Available 

1-4 shown indi-

vidually, other-

wise aggregation:  

5-10, more than 

10 

1-4 shown indi-

vidually, other-

wise aggregation:  

5-10, more than 

10 

Waiting period 

until commence-

ment of studies (in 

months) 

Available Available 

Aggregation:  

0-12; 13-24; 25-

36; 37-60; 61-120; 

more than 120 

Aggregation:  

0-12; 13-24; 25-

36; 37-60; 61-120; 

more than 120 

Other sources of 

financing 
Available Aggregation

e
 

Aggregation to a 

group: ‘source 

indicated’ 

Aggregation to a 

group: ‘source 

indicated’ 

                                                                 
49  Detailed information on the anonymised variables can be found in the Data Set Report as well as the Metadata 

Search Portal (https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu). 
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Form of grant 

(BAföG) 
Available Available Deletion Deletion 

Reasons for no 

gainful employ-

ment 

Aggregation
f
 Aggregation

f
 Aggregation

f
 Aggregation

f
 

Age (in years) Available 

0 to 39 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: 40-44;  

45-49;…; 70-74 

0 to 39 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: 40-44;  

45-49;…; 70-74 

0 to 39 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: 40-44;  

45-49;…; 70-74 

Number of siblings 

in education 
Available 

1, 2 and 3 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: 4 or more 

1, 2 and 3 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: 4 or more 

1, 2 and 3 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: 4 or more 

Number of children Available 

1 and 2 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: more than 2 

1 and 2 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: more than 2 

1 and 2 shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion: more than 2 

Age of youngest 

child (in years) 
Available 

Aggregation:  

1-2; 3-5; 6-11;  

12-17; 18 and 

older 

Aggregation:  

1-5; 6-17; 18 and 

older 

Aggregation:  

1-5; 6-17; 18 and 

older 

Occupation of 

parents (including 

explanatory notes) 

Deletion Deletion Deletion Deletion 

other than German 

nationality 
Available 

5 states shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion to word 

regions 

Aggregation to 

world regions 

Aggregation to 

world regions 

Previous nationality Available 

5 states shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion to word 

regions 

Aggregation to 

world regions 

Aggregation to 

world regions 

Nationality other 

than German of 

parents 

Available 

5 states shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion to word 

regions 

Aggregation to 

world regions 

Aggregation to 

world regions 

Study-related stay 

abroad (1st/2nd 

country) 

Available Available 

5 countries shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion to world 

regions 

5 countries shown 

individually, oth-

erwise aggrega-

tion to world 

regions 

Study-related stay 

abroad (3rd/4th 

country) 

Available Available 
Aggregation to 

world regions 

Aggregation to 

world regions 

Health impairment 

(question 41) 
Deletion Deletion Deletion Deletion 
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a According to Destatis Key List of Student and Examination Statistics (winter semester 2011/2012 and summer 
semester 2012). 

b ‘Clerical examination’ and ‘other degree’ pooled to ‘other degree (including clerical)’. 
c Only distinction between university of applied sciences and university (including teacher training colleges, theo-

logical colleges, art and music colleges). 
d Aggregation of reasons ‘care for dependent relatives’, ‘acute health problems’ and ‘chronic illness/disability’ with 

‘other reason’ into a single group. 
e Shown individually: ‘child benefit’ and ‘benefits for/due to own child’; otherwise aggregation: ‘other social bene-

fits’ and ‘other sources’. 
f Aggregation of reasons ‘disability/health impairment’ and ‘care for relatives’ with ‘raising children’ into a single 

group.  
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