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European Data Watch
This section offers descriptions as well as discussions of data sources that are of
interest to social scientists engaged in empirical research or teaching courses that
include empirical investigations performed by students. The purpose is to describe the information in the data source, to give examples of questions tackled
with the data and to tell how to access the data for research and teaching. We
focus on data from German speaking countries that allow international comparative research. While most of the data are at the micro level (individuals, households, or firms), more aggregate data and meta data (for regions, industries, or
nations) are included as well. Suggestions for data sources to be described in
future columns (or comments on past columns) should be send to: Joachim
Wagner, Leuphana University of Lueneburg, Institute of Economics, Campus
4.210, 21332 Lueneburg, Germany, or e-mailed to hwagner@leuphana.dei. Past
“European Data Watch” articles can be downloaded free of charge from the
homepage of the German Council for Social and Economic Data (RatSWD) at:
http: // www.ratswd.de.

The German Ageing Survey (DEAS) –
A Longitudinal and Time-Series Study of People
in the Second Half of Life
By Heribert Engstler and Nicole Schmiade

1. Introduction
The German Ageing Survey (DEAS) is a nationwide representative crosssectional and longitudinal survey programme of the German population aged
over 40. It is organised by the German Centre of Gerontology (DZA –
Deutsches Zentrum für Altersfragen) and funded by the Federal Ministry for
Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (BMFSFJ). The DEAS surveys aim to cover both the multifaceted processes of individual ageing as well
as the diversity, social inequality and social change of age and ageing in Germany. The first DEAS survey wave took place in 1996, the second, third and
Schmollers Jahrbuch 133 (2013) 1

98

Heribert Engstler and Nicole Schmiade

fourth waves followed in 2002, 2008 and 2011. The German Ageing Survey
has a cohort-sequential longitudinal design, and a broad thematic spectrum,
offers national representativity with a large number of cases and a long and ongoing observation period. It is hence a unique German database for interdisciplinary research on the living conditions and life courses as well as the subjective perceptions of ageing individuals in their second half of life. The comprehensive examination of people in mid- and older adulthood provides micro
data for use both in social and behavioural scientific research and in reporting
on social developments.
Established in 2010, the interface between the DEAS project and the scientific community is the FDZ-DEAS (Forschungsdatenzentrum Deutscher Alterssurvey). It has received accreditation as Research Data Center DEAS by the
German Data Forum (RatSWD). The main tasks are to process the DEAS data
into user-friendly Scientific Use Files (SUF), to document its contents and instruments, to make the data accessible to the research community, to support
scholars using DEAS data and to do own research.

2. Design of the DEAS Survey Programme
2.1 Sampling

The German Ageing Survey (DEAS) has currently completed four survey
waves. In each of the survey years of wave I (1996), II (2002) and III (2008),
a nationally representative baseline sample was drawn and subsequently followed up. The method is register sampling of the population living in private
households of specific birth cohorts (covering the ages of 40 to 85), disproportionally stratified according to age (40 – 54, 55 – 69, 70 – 85 years old), gender
and geographical location (East / West).1 In 2002, 2008 and 2011, all panel-willing participants of the previous DEAS-waves have been re-questionned.2 A
new refreshment baseline sample is scheduled to be drawn in 2014. Up to now,
microdata of waves I, II and III is available for scientific research – the Scientific Use File DEAS 2011 is designated for release in summer 2013.

1 In wave I the sampling was restricted to Germans, in wave II there were two separate samples, a stratified sample of Germans (B2002) and a random sample of foreigners
(F2002), since wave III the stratified baseline sample includes all persons irrespective of
nationality. Design weights are available to control for the stratified sample drawing. For
more details see Engstler et al. (2010).
2 The foreigner sample 2002 was not included into the longitudinal design.
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Figure 1: Age range of DEAS-samples by survey year

Table 1
Sample sizes by survey year
Panel Sample by First Survey Year

Survey
Year

Baseline Sample

1996

Total

1996

2002

2008

4838 (Germans)

–

–

–

4838

2002

3084 (Germans)
586 (Foreigners)*

1524

–

–

5194

2008

6205 (Germans
incl. Foreigners)

994

1001

–

8200

2011

–

1040

957

2858

4855

* foreigner sample not included into panel design

Due to high numbers of elderly participants, an opt-in version to enrol respondents into the panel sample3 and long time lags between waves I, II and
III, panel attrition between the first and second interview is high, according to
expectation. By intensifying contact to participants and shifting to shorter survey intervals, we have been able to increase panel participation rates.

3 Due to the German data protection law after the first interview respondents explicitly have to give permission to store their address in order to contact them again for
panel interviews.
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The time-series and longitudinal data of DEAS allow for several temporal
perspectives of analysis. First, the baseline samples enable to describe and analyse the current situation as well as social changes over time. The panel data
offer the opportunity to investigate intra-individual developments. Combining
baseline and panel data results in cohort-sequential analyses, i.e. comparison
between the individual development of two or more birth cohorts in a specific
age segment. Thus, DEAS provides the opportunity to prospectively analyse
changes of different aspects of ageing on a cohort level, e.g. the retirement
process, health trajectories, network development etc.

2.2 Survey Methods: CAPI, Drop-off, Tests

In each wave, two complementary survey instruments gather respondents’
information:4
 An oral, face-to-face interview usually takes place in the respondent’s home.
These personal interviews were conducted by trained interviewers with a
standardised questionnaire. In the first two waves, this was done as “paper
and pencil” interview (PAPI), since 2008 the surveys are organised as computer assisted personal interviewing (CAPI).5
 Secondly, respondents are also given a questionnaire to fill out. People unable to fill out the drop-off-questionnaire on their own had the opportunity of
doing so with the help of the interviewer.
 In 2002, 2008 and 2011, a short written test of cognitive capability (Numbers-and-Symbols-Test, see Wechsler, 1955; Tewes, 1994; Hoyer et al.,
2004) complemented the oral interview.
 In 2008 and 2011, a lung functioning test (maximum expiratory flow, see
Nunn / Gregg, 1989) using a spirometer accompanied the oral interview. This
instrument has been applied in order to indicate respondents’ physical capacity.

In each wave, the field work has been carried out by the infas Institute for
Applied Sciences, Bonn.

4 For complete instruments see Tesch-Römer et al. (2009) and Motel-Klingebiel et al.
(2010).
5 Interview language was German. Non-Germans who did not understand German
could use the opportunity to get translational help by family members or other persons
present.
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2.3 Contents

For reasons of comparability, many questions from the first survey in 1996
have been retained unaltered in the subsequent waves. In some topics, however,
instruments have been modified and / or expanded, particularly in the sections
concerning employment and transition to retirement, marital status and partners, intergenerational relationships, health and long-term care, need for care,
and personal networks. Overall, respondents have been asked to provide information on the following topics:
 employment and retirement
 leisure activities and volunteer work
 partner, family and social network
 intergenerational relations and support
 health and health behaviour
 caring and need of care
 housing situation6 and mobility
 economic situation and financial support
 subjective well-being and quality of life
 attitudes, norms, values and images of age and ageing
 sociodemographic basics.
2.4 Additional Data

As a supplement to the survey data, additional information is available that
can be linked to the Scientific Use Files or that can be analysed at a particularly
protected user workstation on location of the DZA. These macrodata contain
information on the regional context (as, for instance, the unemployment rate,
the average household income or population density) of each respondent on the
district level (NUTS-3). Further, more detailed regional context information on
the level of anonymous residential quarters are available for all 2008 respondents and for all panel-willing 2002 respondents. This allows for analysis of
individual characteristics in the context of regional conditions. Based on the
respondents’ current or last professional occupation, information on average
job demands in their particular occupation can be obtained. Job demands indexes are available in three separate scales: physical, psycho-social and overall
demands at the workplace (see Kroll, 2011). These indexes are matched to respondents via the ISCO-code of professional occupation.
6

Partly based on interviewer information.
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In order to facilitate longitudinal analyses, the additional data set SUF Meta
is provided for external users. Apart from some time-invariant variables, it contains information on the participation history of each person that ever was a
DEAS respondent, thus it makes it very easy to generate a balanced or unbalanced panel sample. Also included are variables on the reasons why panelwilling respondents could not take part in the subsequent survey wave. Apart
from a range of methodogical issues that can be tackled with these information,
SUF Meta offers the opportunity for mortality analyses as date of death is available for those deceased.

3. Main Research Areas so far
Covering the DEAS waves 1996 – 2008, the analyses of the primary research
teams focused on the diversity and social change of the living situations of the
population in the second half of life (e.g. Kohli et al., 2000; Tesch-Römer et al.,
2006; Motel-Klingebiel et al., 2010). Additionally there is a growing number of
longitudinal analyses on ageing processes and life events which will be further
expanded when panel data of the last survey wave 2011 is integrated and open
to secondary analysis. So far, main topics of scientific publications based on
DEAS data were economic conditions and transfers (e.g. Künemund et al.,
2005; Motel-Klingebiel et al., 2008; Motel-Klingebiel et al., 2009; Engstler
et al., 2011), work and retirement (e.g. Engstler, 2006; Scherger et al., 2012),
age-related cognitions, activities and health (e.g. Wurm et al., 2007; Böhm et
al., 2009; Wurm et al., 2010; Schöllgen et al., 2010; Schöllgen et al., 2012;
Schüz et al., 2011), subjective well-being and loneliness (e.g. Westerhof et al.,
2006; Wurm et al., 2008; Merz et al., 2010; Wiest et al., 2011; Tesch-Römer
et al., 2012), family relations, grandparenthood and social networks (e.g. Hoff,
2007; Baykara-Krumme, 2008; Engstler et al., 2010; Mahne et al., 2012;
Mahne et al., 2012; Huxhold et al., 2012), social participation and voluntary
work (e.g. Künemund, 2006, 2009; Lengfeld et al., 2012). A list of publications
reporting DEAS results is provided on the website of the Research Data Centre.

4. Data Access
Data from completed DEAS waves run through a process of editing and
anonymisation before they are available for the scientific community free of
charge. However, for reasons of data protection, signing a data distribution contract is required prior to obtaining the data. Usually, registered users receive
access to the DEAS microdata via a protected download area. Access is permitted for the use of data in a scientific, non-profit context. Scholars working
at a university or a research institution as well as students aiming at an acaSchmollers Jahrbuch 133 (2013) 1
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demic graduation (Bachelor, Master, Ph.D.) may apply for usage. Further
details as well as the application form can be obtained from our website (www.
fdz-deas.de).

5. Documentation and DEAS Indicators online
For each DEAS survey year, a number of documentation objects are available online, and we are working on expanding our range of documentation in
English.
 In the Survey Instruments, questionnaires resp. CAPI-templates in their original version are documented – for 2002, 2008 and 2011 in an English translation as well.
 The Short Descriptions (Kurzbeschreibungen) of the Scientific Use Files
give detailed information on the sampling procedure, the classification
scheme of the variable names and explanations for the user-friendly generated and constructed variables. The Short Descriptions are currently available in German only.
 Registered users may receive the SPSS-Syntax used to generate the constructed variables.
 In order to facilitate longitudinal and time-series analyses, the FDZ-DEAS
offers a Variable Correspondence List (with English and German variable
labels) for all DEAS waves. With this chart, it becomes obvious which information has been surveyed in which year and how the respective variables are
named.
 In the Codebooks we compile every variable of each survey year with their
individual categories (including missing values), labels and overall frequencies.
 The sampling procedure, the conducting of the survey and the data gathering
for all DEAS waves up to now have been executed by the infas Institut für
angewandte Sozialwissenschaft (Bonn). For the survey years 2002 and later,
the Methodological Reports (German only) are available.
 For the supplemental data (regional context information, job demands), documentation is also provided (currently in German only).

For those who want to explore the contents of the German Ageing Survey
and would like to have a quick first glance on the frequency distributions of
pivotal variables, we highly recommend a visit to our Online-Indicators System
GeroStat (www.gerostat.de). It contains about 80 indicators from eight topics
of the DEAS survey programme, reported in self-administered tables. Indicators can be differentiated by year, age group, gender and region (East / West
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Germany). For the majority of variables, a time-series analysis of base samples
across several survey years is possible.

6. Outlook
Since 2008 the period between follow-up surveys has been three years. New
baseline samples are drawn every six years. The next wave of the German Ageing Survey will take place in 2014 and will gather information of about 4000
expected panel respondents aged 46 to 100 and older. The new baseline sample
will comprise approximately 6000 respondents, drawn from the 40 to 85 year
old population living in private households. This will allow to expand the analysis of social change and to extend the opportunities for analysing extended
individual life spans on a cohort level.
As it has been so far, micro data of this survey will be made available free of
charge to the scientific community as soon as the DEAS project team has finished and delivered its report to the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior
Citizens, Women and Youth (BMFSFJ). We schedule the provision of the 2014
survey data to spring 2016.
Additionally, the German Centre of Gerontology (DZA) now designs and
administers the next wave of the German Survey on Volunteering (FWS). The
FWS is a survey programme with representative surveys on volunteer work,
honorary office and civic engagement of the German population aged 14 and
older. The FWS provides a substantial database for the description of volunteering in Germany and allows to report in detail on participation among population groups and across regions. It is the basic instrument for social accounting
on volunteering in Germany. Up to now the survey, which is funded by the
BMFSFJ, has been conducted in 1999, 2004 and 2009. The data collection for
the next wave is planned for 2014. In spring 2013 we will start to offer scientific use files and documentations of the first three FWS waves.
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