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Short abstract

FReDA is a new data infrastructure rooted in the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) and
the German Family Panel (pairfam). FReDA was initiated to facilitate research on family and
demography by providing a comprehensive panel study allowing for international
comparisons as well as dyadic analyses through a multi-actor design. The infrastructure
consists of two different samples. First, the new FReDA-GGS survey started in early 2021,
with a population of individuals aged 18 to 49 years. Second, the FReDA-pairfam survey will
continue to survey the 14-wave pairfam sample from 2022 onwards. The questionnaires of
both samples are harmonised for FReDA waves in 2022 and onwards.

Following recent developments in survey research, FReDA interviews are self-administered
via web-based (CAWI) or paper-based (PAPI) questionnaires. The pandemic pushed our
strategy to avoid costly face-to-face interviews. Therefore, we split the questionnaire into two
parts and started with an additional recruitment interview. Based on a representative sample,
we received 37,417 recruitment interviews, a panel consent of 26,590 (=71.1%), around
22,007 interviews during the second part (=82.8%) and we expect around 20,000 anchor
interviews for all three parts of the FReDA-GGS wave 1 plus around 7,000 partner
interviews. Together with the FReDA-pairfam sample (N=7,611 anchors and 2,465 partners
in 2021), FReDA will provide rich data for the coming years. We will discuss our experience
with different modes, the high share of smartphone interviews and the quality of the data.
Finally, we will address the pros and cons of a bi-annual design and opportunities for life
course research.
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Background!

The fragmentation in family and demographic research becomes apparent when contrasted to
data infrastructures for other research areas and age groups. The German Socio-Economic
Panel study (SOEP) (Goebel et al. 2019) and the National Educational Panel Study (NEPS)
(Blossfeld et al. 2011) are examples of large-scale long-term annual surveys covering research
areas such as income, wealth, and the labour market (SOEP) and education (NEPS). The
Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) has the advantage of strict
international comparability and currently consists of seven waves for the areas health, socio-
economic status, and family networks, but is focussed on the age group 50 and older (Borsch-
Supan et al. 2005).

At present, the GGP — and the GGS as its core content — is readjusting its procedures and
restarting data collection efforts (Emery et al. 2019; Gauthier et al. 2018). These
readjustments comprise the organisation and governance of the GGP, the survey modes, as
well as a broadly renewed GGS questionnaire (Gauthier et al. 2020) and a new data collecting
strategy in the participating countries. With the end of the long-term funding of pairfam by
the German Research Foundation (DFG) in 2022, the need and the possibility for starting a
new family panel in Germany has arisen. The basis of the panel is a questionnaire that is
comparable with other countries as a GGS and also opens up the chance to continue pairfam
as a long-term study.

Building on the experiences gained in the international GGS and in pairfam, the project
“Family Research and Demographic Analysis” (FReDA) aims to solve the data fragmentation
problem by integrating the new German GGS sample (FReDA-GGS), which is comparable
with several European countries, and the pairfam sample (FReDA-pairfam), with its rich body
of longitudinal information from up to 14 previous waves of data collection. We thereby
create a novel family-demographic panel covering the complete family development process
for the ages 18-49, including partnership, fertility, parenting, and divorce, as well as contexts
such as the labour market, mobility, health, and social networks. FReDA thus combines the
advantages of a representative, large-scale long-term annual survey with an international
comparison. A major characteristic of FReDA is the consistent implementation of a multi-
actor design by interviewing as many partners as possible for all anchor persons. In the initial
phase, the project will not collect information from other actors in the family, such as children
or grandparents. “Multi-actor” here means a dyadic multi-actor design. The selection of the
contents of the measuring instruments is guided by the requirements of the life course
paradigm. In order to adequately collect life course data, the questionnaire combines well-
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established and innovative user-driven instruments and follows an interdisciplinary strategy
by including content from sociology, demography, psychology, and economics, as well as
elements from education and health. Whereas FReDA-pairfam continues a successful long-
run panel study, FReDA-GGS provides the opportunity of starting a fresh panel, allowing for
the use of innovative survey design and data management methods. Therefore, additional key
features of FReDA are the use of mixed CAWI/PAPI self-administered questionnaires, bi-
annual data collection, and to the collection of geo-referenced data.

Questionnaire and content

The guiding principle of the FReDA questionnaire — which follows a modularized design — is
a mix of well-established scales, new items, and a permanently anchored process for
innovation. For the initial panel wave (W1), the FReDA-GGS questionnaire is based on the
German translation of the large-scale renewed international GGS questionnaire (Gauthier et
al. 2020), thus taking advantage of the readjustment of the GGS — a promising strategy since
several European countries are planning to start a new data collection with a new sample and
the renewed questionnaire around 2021. Whereas most other countries participating in the
GGS follow a three-year interval panel design, FReDA uses more frequent data collection
with annual waves consisting of bi-annual interviews. The annual panel waves consist of
repeated modules (a “core questionnaire” based on GGS items, which are for a significant
proportion harmonised with pairfam items), additional modules chosen from pairfam, as well
as “open modules” (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1: Content of the FReDA-GGS-questionnaire for the first five waves

The questionnaires include questions that are repeated annually. This is important, since
analyses with panel data are often based on event history analyses (Blossfeld et al. 2019) or
fixed effect analyses (Allison 2009). In SOEP, NEPS, and pairfam, the annually repeated part
amounts to more than half of the questionnaire. The core questionnaire, featuring items



comparable with the international GGS, records annual changes regarding family, work,
mobility, and partnership biography, as well as attitudes and psychological items. Several
pairfam questions are identical to GGS questions in the core questionnaire, or at least
comparable (see Hiekel et al. 2015). These intersections speak to the high comparability of
GGS and pairfam. Similar items were carefully harmonised in order to achieve the best
possible comparability (e.g. by translating the GGS to German) for their inclusion in
FReDA’s core questionnaire. Several existing pairfam modules were selected for follow-up
waves of FReDA to deepen and expand the initial GGS questionnaire with psychological and
sociological modules. Furthermore, to reflect new interests and innovative measurement
approaches, FReDA will use open calls for questions from which so-called open modules will
be created.

For the purpose of international comparability, some GGS items which are not part of the
FReDA core questionnaire will be asked every three years. Moreover, due to the stability of
some item batteries (such as the Big Five personality traits), a rotating design with constant
intervals is used for these items.

Life course paradigm

Theoretically, FReDA is guided by the life course paradigm, in which life spheres are seen as
interwoven. Changes in one sphere are embedded in, and have consequences for, the others
(Elder 1994). In the context of family, the life courses of family members are also linked with
each other. Therefore, the linked life paradigm also guides FReDA. In a recent work, Bernardi
et al. (2019) presented a further developed concept of life course as a complex set of
interdependencies, which we use as the theoretical basis for FReDA.

In this sense, FReDA follows a universal panel structure with annual interviews, wherein a
specific set of questions will be asked every year in the same way. Some questions are even
asked twice a year, e.g. life satisfaction, partnership satisfaction and central biographic events
such as births or household changes. This frequency, which is higher than the three-year
rhythm of GGS and partially higher than pairfam and SOEP, allows for identifying turning
points or disruptions in trajectories due to decisions, partner behaviour, and external shocks
(Bernardi et al. 2019). Furthermore, the first wave of FReDA-GGS features a comprehensive
set of biographical questions in order to capture central life course events occurring before the
panel’s timeframe.

Survey design

FReDA is one survey consisting of two samples: The new FReDA-GGS sample and the
continued FReDA-pairfam sample. It is designed as a panel survey with bi-annual interviews
conducted via self-administered mixed modes (online and postal) of the German general
population between 18 and 49 years of age (and the four particular cohorts represented in the
pairfam sample, see Section 4.2). The FReDA-GGS sample starts in 2021 and will be
refreshed every three years; the pairfam sample will be continued as “FReDA-pairfam” from
2022 onwards, following 14 waves from 2008-2022 (see Fig. 2). We aim to interview anchor
persons as well as their partners (if applicable). The general design principles of FReDA aim
to ensure high panel stability, data quality, cost efficiency, and inclusion of the offline
population.
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Figure 2: FReDA: Planned design from 2021 to 2027

Note: Regular waves are bi-annual (A and B), new samples have an additional short recruitment interview (R).

Regarding the latter, we acknowledge that a significant part of the population either has no
access to the internet or does prefer not to participate in surveys such as FReDA via the web.
Findings in favour of providing an additional mailing option were reported for other European
countries that participated in the EVS experiments (Luijkx et al. 2021). To not exclude these
cases by design and, thus, risk a coverage bias by omitting the offline population and those
preferring the physical questionnaire (e.g., Blom et al. 2017; Cornesse/Schaurer 2021), the
project team decided to use a mixed-mode design. By offering mixed modes, we further aim
at improving the survey experience by allowing respondents to participate in their preferred
mode. Previous research has shown that a positive survey experience increases the
respondents’ likelihood of participating in subsequent panel waves (Gummer/Daikeler 2020;
Struminskaya 2014).

The first FReDA waves

The sampling approach of FREDA was initially designed for a face-to-face survey with 320
sampling points, and we planned to switch to CAWI and CAPI mode in Wave 2. However,
when the COVID-19 pandemic struck, face-to-face interviews — which were planned in
autumn 2020 — were not possible (Gummer et al. 2020). Therefore, changes were made to the
FReDA design (e.g. splitting the questionnaire in three parts: WIR, W1A and W1B) and more
addresses were drawn. Costs we saves for not conducting face-to-face interviews were
invested in incentives and a higher number of cases.

The recruitment of FReDA-GGS started in 2021 with a questionnaire specifically designed
for recruitment purposes (W1R). In two subsequent waves in 2021 (W1A and W1B), the GGS
instrument was administered to respondents who were successfully recruited. For the
recruitment of FReDA, a probability-based sample of 108.000 respondents was drawn from



German municipalities’ population registers. We refer to this sample as the FReDA-GGS
sample. While we expected a response rate to W1R of around 30 % (Schneider et al. 2021),
we reached 37,417 recruiting interviews, which exceeds our expectations (34.6 %). 26,590 of
the recruiting interviews reported a panel consent, the rate of 71.1 % is quite good for a
survey in Germany. Less leisure alternatives in the pandemic and an attractive short
questionnaire might have contributed to this good outcome.

In W1A, we had 22,007 interviews, 18,773 (85.3 %) interviews are CAWI and 3,234 are
PAPI (14.7 %). The retention rate amounts 82.8 %. The break off rates are very low, less than
1 % in WIR and 2.3 % in the 25 minutes W1A. With respect to participation in subsequent
panel waves, we assume the retention rates to converge to approximately 90 percent, similar
to what GIP and the GESIS Panel reported (Blom et al. 2016). W1B started just five days
before the call for papers-deadline of the EPC, and will be finished in 2021. In Groningen we
can give complete information on all three parts of FReDA-GGS Wave 1.

We expect around 20,000 anchor interviews for the complete FReDA-GGS Wave 1.
Additionally, we reached more than 7,000 partner interviews with FReDA-GGS. The share of
PAPI is higher for the partners compared to the anchors. Together with the FReDA-pairfam
sample (N=7.611 anchors and 2,465 partner in 2021).

Main discussions

To identify the lessons learned in FReDA W1 (W1R+W1A+W1B) and the consequences and
options for other countries conducting GGS, the following five issues will be discussed:

1. data quality,

2. the pros and cons of splitting the questionnaire (e.g. the comparability to the GGS and

the potential of analyzing biannual panel data)

our adaptive survey design and strategies for developing a long-term panel,

4. the results of the use of questionnaires in Russian, Turkish and Arabic for the migrant
population,

5. the high share of smartphone-interviews

6. the potential of different data products for users.
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