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Abstract School absenteeism is a significant social and

public health problem. However, existing prevalence rates

are often not representative due to biased assessment pro-

cesses at schools. The present study assessed school

absenteeism in Germany using a nationwide online self-

report survey. Although our definition of school absen-

teeism was more conservative than in previous studies,

nearly 9 % of the 1359 high school students reported

school absenteeism within the past 7 days. Absent students

lived less often with both parents, were on average of lower

socioeconomic status, and reported more emotional prob-

lems, behavioral problems and less prosocial behavior than

attending students. Being an indicator of a wide variety of

problems in children and adolescents, school absenteeism

deserves much more attention. Future directions for

research and implications for prevention and intervention

programs are discussed.

Keywords School absenteeism � Online survey �
Prevalence � Mental problems

Introduction

School absenteeism is a significant social and public health

problem; it has considerable negative consequences on the

development of children and adolescents over the long

term. Absentee students often receive no or little formal

education and drop out of school, which, in turn, is asso-

ciated with various economic, medical, psycho-social,

social, and marital problems in adulthood [1, 2]. Addi-

tionally, school absenteeism is a risk factor for a range of

other negative outcomes such as teenage pregnancy, vio-

lence, substance abuse, alcohol abuse, suicide attempt and

delinquency [3–7]. Although school absenteeism has

caught increasing public attention in recent years, the

existing prevalence estimations for Germany show several

methodological limitations and seem not to be based on

representative samples.

Researchers worldwide deal with difficulties in eluci-

dating school absenteeism. The inconsistencies in the

definition of school absenteeism with regard to, for

example, the required duration of absence lead to a lack of

research comparability. Due to differing cutoff or inclusion

criteria for school absenteeism, the required duration of

absence was randomly chosen in previous studies. For

example, in some German studies children and adolescents

were to miss five or more days in the past 6 months to be

classified as school absentees [8]. Other studies used a

threshold of 5 days in 12 months [9]. Long time periods

such as six or even 12 months are difficult to grasp, par-

ticularly for younger children. Consequently, pupils might

have misreported the number of days they had been absent

due to their failure to recall. Moreover, it is questionable

whether children and adolescents, who regularly stayed

away from school only for single lessons or parts of a

school day, not for whole days, were detected by previous

studies and are included in the prevalence rates. The same

applies to children and adolescents who missed school

because of a special event like a wedding, a funeral or

school withdrawal, whereby parents deliberately withhold

a child from school. In some studies [e.g., 10], school

absenteeism was defined only by one or two items of the
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Youth Self Report [11]. However, in order to better dis-

tinguish between various kinds of nonattendance and to

correctly identify school absenteeism, in addition to

information on the extent of being absent, information on

the motivation of nonattendance should be included as

well.

Besides inconsistencies in the definition of school

absenteeism, currently no representative school absen-

teeism prevalence data exist at the federal level in Ger-

many. Based on an overview of published studies in

Germany that usually reported 12- or 6-month-prevalence

rates, Schreiber-Kittl and Schröpfer [12] suggested that

school absenteeism affects between 5 and 10 % of all

school-aged children and adolescents in Germany. How-

ever, it should be taken into account that in Germany often

selected populations, e.g., samples of specific cities, age

ranges or regions are investigated. For example, Wagner

et al. [9] analyzed the prevalence rate of truancy (8th–10th

grade) in one of Germany’s largest cities, Cologne. All

comprehensive schools (Gesamtschulen) declined partici-

pation in this study, so the study sample cannot be defined

as representative. Other studies dealt with specific regions

of Germany [8, 13, 14], therefore, it is questionable whe-

ther the prevalence rates based on previous samples can be

regarded as characteristic for the general population.

Challenges in Measuring and Collecting Data

Prior methodological approaches in data acquisition also

require critical review when assessing school absenteeism.

At present, school absenteeism prevalence rates are based

on data gathered by either surveying students in schools or

by surveying parents, teachers or school principals. How-

ever, these methods have several limitations:

First, as mentioned in previous studies [5, 13, 15, 16],

using traditional paper-and-pencil questionnaires at school

the prevalence of school absenteeism is likely to be

underestimated as some students are missed: Namely, those

students who are absent on the day of data collection and

students who have already dropped out of school entirely.

Quite likely, some of the missing students were school

absentees. Aside from that, attending students might

respond in a socially desirable way when asked to disclose

personal information in the presence of their teachers.

Information on school absenteeism is sensitive, and some

students might have intentionally under-reported the fre-

quency and/or extent of their school absenteeism.

Second, asking parents, teachers or school principals

about school absenteeism also appears to be problematic,

as there is little consensus between information provided

by children, parents and teachers [8, 13, 17, 18]. Com-

monly, in comparison to the estimates of their parents and

teachers, a higher number of children report school

absenteeism. It is questionable whether parents really know

about or want to report on school absenteeism of their

children. With regard to teachers, it is possible that they

might under-report intentionally, since not all teachers and

school principals might be willing to admit that their school

is faced with the problem of school absenteeism [19].

Considering the challenges outlined above, it is not clear

whether existing prevalence rates of school absenteeism in

Germany are a valid estimation or if they underestimate

‘‘real’’ prevalence rates. To properly identify prevalence

rates and the factors associated with school absenteeism—

to consequently understand and prevent school absen-

teeism—new valid ways to collect representative data are

needed. A nationwide online survey via social networks

could provide a supplementary and effective method to

collect self-reported school absenteeism data and thereby

reach students without involving schools. Most high school

students spend a significant amount of time on a computer

and on the Internet daily. In Germany, almost all students,

namely ninety-eight percent of the 10–18-year-olds, use the

Internet and 74 % of them are active social networks users.

Within this group, an age-related increase in the use of

social networks can be observed, with 42 % of the 10–12-

year-olds, 82 % of the 13–15-year-olds and 93 % of the

16–18-year-olds students using the Internet. Facebook and

SchülerVZ, a German online-community for high school

students with nearly five million users, were, by far, the

most popular online-communities in Germany in 2012

[20]. The frequent Internet usage increases the likelihood

of reaching almost every student in Germany, regardless of

his or her home region or socioeconomic background.

Another major benefit of assessing school absenteeism via

an online self-report survey is that, due to anonymity, the

threshold for disclosing personal information in a web

questionnaire is low [21–23]. Surveys and research

administered via the Internet, rather than via paper–pencil,

have been associated with reductions in socially desirable

responding and with an increased willingness to answer

sensitive questions [24–27].

Taken together, many methodological challenges in data

collection could be overcome by assessing school absen-

teeism via an online survey reaching a wide range of stu-

dents. Considering the methodological advantages of an

online survey, we expected to find that previous estimates

of school absenteeism rates are too low.

Partly as a result of a lack of representative estimates of

school absenteeism, little is known about associated factors

of school absenteeism in Germany. The few existing

studies, which determined factors associated with school

absenteeism, were based on biased samples. Many inter-

national studies found associations between school absen-

teeism and mental disorders [28, 29] and background

characteristics (e.g. family separation) [30]. Only a few
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studies assessed socioeconomic status [31], but some

studies have indicated that children and adolescents from

families of lower income levels are more likely to miss

school [32, 33]. As this association has been shown in

studies in different countries, we also expected to find an

association between school absenteeism and lower

socioeconomic status in Germany.

In sum, prior research on school absenteeism in Ger-

many has been characterized by some methodological

weaknesses regarding sample representativeness and

assessment methods. In addition, little is known about

factors associated with school absenteeism. A nationwide

online survey method could be a powerful way to obtain

representative data on school absenteeism prevalence rates

and to gain a more comprehensive understanding of factors

associated with school absenteeism. Therefore, the purpose

of the present study was to answer the following three

questions in a sample of German students:

1. Does the sample responding to the online survey

diverge considerably from the general population? We

expect that the participating students will not differ

significantly from the general population in Germany.

2. Which prevalence rate for one-week school absen-

teeism in Germany can we find? We expect higher

school absenteeism prevalence rates in our online

survey in comparison to previous regional studies in

Germany that used biased assessment processes at

schools.

3. Is school absenteeism in this sample associated with

previously known risk factors, e.g., a lower socioeco-

nomic status, school dropout, emotional and behavioral

problems? We expect absentee students to show more

internalizing and externalizing problems, to have

repeated grades more often, to be less likely to live

with both parents and to be of lower socioeconomic

status on average compared to attending students.

Methods

Procedure

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the

Faculty of Psychology at the Ruhr-Universität Bochum.

We used a non-probability sampling strategy and created

our online survey (www.limesurvey.org) and pilot tested it.

We sent the link of the online survey to ten children and

adolescents within the represented age range in order to

evaluate feasibility, time and comprehensibility. After

piloting, we published the survey through three channels.

First, the German social network SchülerVZ supported our

study by promoting the online survey with the following

call for participation: ‘‘Are you a high school student and

would like to win a Playstation or an Ipod? Take part in a

brief survey of the Ruhr-Universität Bochum and get the

chance to win a great prize’’. Second, we placed an

advertisement in a journal for teachers, where we asked

teachers to draw students’ attention to our survey. Third,

we created a profile on Facebook. As an incentive for

participation and to reduce dropout [34], we held a prize

raffle with two Apple iPods and one Playstation console.

Before the start of the survey, students were informed

about the anonymity of the questionnaire and that the data

would be evaluated for scientific purposes. Only if a par-

ticipant wanted to take part in the prize raffle, an email

address had to be provided at the end of the questionnaire.

The address was filed separately for data protection. The

online survey was activated from March 2011 to March

2012.

Plausibility Check

To check the accuracy of the data and to identify students

who had completed the online survey by randomly picking

answers or with high social desirability, we conducted a

consistency check on the agreement of, e.g., age and school

grade or age and school form and excluded inconsistent

data (for example if someone reported to be 12 years old

and simultaneously to be in grade 12). In addition, we

integrated two ‘‘lying items’’. The first item was included

in the SDQ and it instructed the students to ‘Please select

the answer ‘‘certainly true’’’. The second item was inte-

grated into the Kinder-DIPS section. The item ‘‘Have you

ever lied?’’ had to be answered with ‘‘yes’’. The analysis of

the SDQ and the Kinder-DIPS data sets were carried out

only with participants who chose the correct answers.

Sociodemographic Data

All secondary school-aged children and adolescents in

Germany could participate in the survey. We asked stu-

dents to provide information on their sex, age, home

country, state of residence, school grade and school form,

repetition of grades, living situation and family socioeco-

nomic status.

School Absenteeism

In order to overcome limitations of prior school absen-

teeism studies and to prevent hindsight bias, as long time

periods are difficult to grasp particularly for younger

children, we focused on a manageable short period of time

and chose the past 7 days as a point prevalence of school

absenteeism. In order to define school absenteeism
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accurately, we assessed both the extension of the nonat-

tendance as well as subjects’ motivation to stay away from

school. All participants were asked whether they had

missed school in the past seven calendar days, including

five school days (if the past 7 days were school holidays,

then pupils were asked to focus on the week before). If they

reported nonattendance, they were asked to indicate the

duration of their absence (single lessons or parts of a school

day; 1 day; two or more days) and their reasons for school

absenteeism. The children and adolescents could select one

or more possible causes from 14 proposed causes, which

were based on general studies (see Table 1) or add another

reason freely. They were further asked if they frequently

stayed away from school and in which grade they started

not to attend school. ‘‘Frequently’’ was not determined by a

fixed number of days in a period of time, but was based on

the participant’s subjective evaluation whether the week in

question could be considered fairly normal with regard to

school attendance.

The child or adolescent was considered a school

absentee, if he/she had missed school during the past seven

calendar days, regardless whether he/she had been absent

for single lessons, parts of a school day or for one or more

days. Importantly, absenteeism was classified as child-

motivated if the reason for non-attendance was not a spe-

cial event (e.g., a wedding or a funeral, running away to

avoid abuse), illness or injury. Additionally, the question

whether the child or adolescent frequently stayed away

from school had to be answered with a ‘‘yes’’. Therefore,

even if a pupil had been absent from school in the past

7 days, but had responded ‘‘no’’ to the question of fre-

quently staying away from school, he/she was excluded

from data analysis. Thus our definition of school absen-

teeism was narrower and more stringent than in most

previous studies.

Type of School

We asked students to provide information on their school

form. Our target population was secondary school-aged

children and adolescents in Germany, as the social network

SchülerVZ was accessible for children and adolescents

aged 10–21 years. The Federal Republic of Germany has

16 states with separate school systems and various school

forms. Most children attend elementary school till grade 4

(age 6–10 years), but in some federal states (Berlin and

Brandenburg) elementary school goes up to the end of

grade 6. For their secondary education, children follow

different kinds of school paths (e.g. Hauptschule, Real-

schule, Gymnasium, Gesamtschule). The secondary school

forms begin with the 5th or 7th grade, but finish between

the 9th and 13th grade. The length of secondary schooling

greatly varies between different types of schools and fed-

eral states (for instance, some Gymnasium students receive

the Abitur-level degree at the end of 12th grade, others

after 13th grade). Some students change the school form

and attend vocational schools, Berufsschulen or Beruf-

skollegs, for another 3 years.

Measures

Family Affluence Scale (FAS)

We assessed socioeconomic status data without involving

parents with the Family Affluence Scale (FAS), an indi-

cator of family wealth developed in the Health Behavior

School-aged Children Study [30]. We used the German

version of the scale. It consists of four items which children

and adolescents are likely to know about: family car

ownership, having their own unshared room, the number of

Table 1 Why did you miss

school?
I was ill (e.g., flu, injury, doctor’s appointment…)

I was more interested in spending time with my friends

I attended a special event (e.g., a wedding or a funeral)

I was afraid of the people there (e.g., teacher, classmates…)

I had rather stayed at home with my parents

I did not feel comfortable

I worked (e.g. part-time job)

I was too tired and slept in

I wanted to spent time with my boyfriend/girlfriend

I had problems with teacher or classmates

I think school is boring and did not feel like going

I wanted to do other things (e.g., shopping, playing computer games)

I was afraid of exams

I was being bullied

Free text field
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computers at home and how often they went on a holiday

with their families in the past 12 months. We calculated a

composite score for each adolescent based on his/her

response to these four items [35]. In our analysis, FAS was

recoded into three groups, low FAS level (0–3), medium

FAS level (4, 5) and high FAS level (6, 7), whereby higher

scores indicate a higher socioeconomic status. The FAS

exhibits acceptable psychometric properties and has been

widely used [36, 37].

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)

The SDQ is a brief behavioral screening questionnaire that

covers common areas of emotional and behavioral diffi-

culties. Its 25 items are divided into five scales, i.e., con-

duct problems, hyperactivity-inattention, emotional

symptoms, peer relationship problems and prosocial

behavior. Each item is rated on a 3-point scale, ranging

from ‘‘not true’’ (0) to ‘‘certainly true’’ (2). The total

difficulties score is obtained by adding up the items of the

four problem scales (excluding the prosocial behavior

scale), whereby higher scores indicate more difficulties.

The internal consistency of the SDQ has been reported to

be satisfactory [38]. The present study used the validated

and official German translation (http://www.sdqinfo.com).

The Cronbach’s Alpha for the total SDQ score in this

sample was 0.79 (n = 977).

Anxiety Questions of the Kinder-DIPS

‘‘The Diagnostic Interview for Children and Youth for

DSM-IV-TR’’ (Kinder-DIPS) [39] is a well established

German structured interview with good reliability and

validity designed to assess mental disorders common in

childhood and adolescence according to DSM-IV-TR cri-

teria [40]. The students answered the screening questions

for the following anxiety disorders: panic, separation

anxiety disorder, exam anxiety, social phobia, selective

mutism, generalised anxiety disorder and agoraphobia.

Higher scores indicate higher levels of anxiety.

Results

Of the participants, 1618 entered the first page of the online

survey and 1568 proceeded to complete the questionnaire,

while 1470 participants completed the survey at least up to

the question whether they had missed school during the

past 7 days. We excluded 68 participants for not living in

Germany (39 Austria, 18 Switzerland, 11 another country),

31 for not being high school students (e.g. university stu-

dents, high school graduates, primary school children) and

12 for showing inconsistent data (e.g., age compared to

school grade). The final data analysis was performed using

SPSS software version 20 with data from 1359 participants.

Diversity of the Sample

We analyzed the diversity of the web sample and compared

our data with official German governmental statistics [41]

and data of the representative Health Behavior School-aged

Children survey study HBSC [35] with respect to three

important domains: gender, geographic region and

socioeconomic status.

Gender and Age

There was an approximately equal distribution of gender

(47.1 % female, 52.9 % male). The average age of the

participants was 15.1 years (SD = 2284) and ranged from

10 to 21 years of age with 88.9 % being between the ages

of 12–18 years. For a detailed overview see Table 2.

Geographic Region

In order to address the possibility of a geographical sam-

pling bias in this web sample, we analyzed the federal state

of residence of the participants. Table 3 presents a sum-

mary of the comparison between our Internet sample and

the data of the official German governmental statistics

2011 [41]. A pairwise Wilcoxon test was conducted to

compare the response rate of the web sample with the statés

total population. No significant group differences could be

found (p = 0.277), which suggests that participants were

representative of the general German population with

respect to geographic region.

Table 2 Distribution of age
Variable N = 1359 (%)

Age (years)

10 0.4

11 2.3

12 9.2

13 15.0

14 17.1

15 16.7

16 13.5

17 9.7

18 7.5

19 4.2

20 2.4

21 1.9
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Table 3 Distribution of

geographic region
Federal states Online survey

(N = 1359)

Official German governmental statistics 2011

(N = 5,930,424)a

Students (%) n Students (%) n

Baden-Württemberg 10.4 141 14.0 830,394

Bavaria 8.9 121 15.9 944,808

Berlin 1.5 20 3.8 223,686

Brandenburg 0.6 8 2.4 140,166

Bremen 1.0 14 0.8 47,481

Hamburg 1.5 21 2.0 121,009

Hesse 9.4 128 7.6 447,892

Mecklenburg Western Pomerania 2.6 36 1.4 80,668

Lower Saxony 10.7 145 10.6 627,467

Northrhine-Westphalia 41.2 560 24.9 1476,097

Rhineland Palatinate 2.6 35 5.1 304,771

Saarland 0.4 6 1.1 66,401

Saxony 1.5 20 3.2 190,130

Saxony-Anhalt 0.7 10 1.8 109,675

Schleswig-Holstein 4.0 55 3.6 212,621

Thuringia 2.9 39 1.8 107,158

a Students in Germany without students from primary schools and school-kindergarten

Table 4 Distribution of

socioeconomic status: The

Family Affluence Scale

Online survey (%)

(N = 1359, year 2011/2012)

HBSC survey (%)

(N = 5650, year 2001/2002)

Number of family motor vehicles

None 8.4 5.5

One 42.1 44.6

Two or more 49.5 49.9

Own bedroom

Yes 91.7 83.5

Number of family holidays

None 30.4 19.8

One 33.3 35.3

Two 20.4 23.8

More than two 15.9 21.1

Number of household computers

None 0.9 7.5

One 12.9 44.6

Two 27.5 27.5

More than two 58.7 20.3

FAS class

Low 10.2 16.4

Middle 44.9 44.4

High 44.8 39.2

HBSC Health Behavior School-aged Children survey study [34]
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Socioeconomic Status

The family socioeconomic status was measured with the

Family Affluence Scale (FAS). Table 4 shows the per-

centage of the youth reporting on individual FAS items in

our online survey sample and the data of the representative

HBSC survey study [35] conducted with 5650 children and

adolescents aged 13–15 years in Germany. Most students

of the online survey reported having a bedroom to them-

selves (91.7 %) and that their families owned at least one

vehicle (91.6 %). Taking into account that the data of the

HBSC survey study were collected in 2001/2002, around

12 years ago, it can be assumed that the number of

household computers has increased since then. Not sur-

prisingly, in our online survey study, the number of com-

puters owned by families was high. Most participants

reported owning multiple computers (86.2 %), but going

away on family holiday was not common. Compared to the

HBSC study data, our participants reported fewer family

holidays. Divided into categories, 10.2 % of the partici-

pants showed a low, 44.9 % a medium and 44.8 % a high

FAS level. Thus the FAS level in our sample is slightly

higher than that of the HBSC-study. However, considering

that the level of technical equipment in families has

undergone enormous changes during the past 12 years and

that this is not taken into account in the calculation of the

FAS level, such an increase could be anticipated. Apart

from this trend, however, the family socioeconomic status

appears comparable.

Type of School

Students from all German school forms participated: Most

participants in our study attended a Gymnasium (46.8 %),

the highest school form of the German secondary education

system, followed by the middle school form Realschule

(23.5 %), the lowest form Hauptschule (10.4 %) and

Gesamtschule, comprehensive school (9.8 %). A few par-

ticipants attended other types of school forms, e.g., schools

for special needs (1.6 %), private schools (2.1 %) or

vocational schools, Berufsschulen (5.9 %). Over 90 % of

students attended the most common types of schools in

Germany: Gymnasium, Realschule, Hauptschule and

Gesamtschule.

School Absenteeism

To assess school absenteeism, we asked all participants

whether they had missed school during the past seven

calendar days, which included 5 school days. Of all survey

participants, 33.7 % (n = 458) indicated nonattendance

within the last 7 days, of whom 35 % (n = 160) reported

they had stayed away from single lessons or for parts of a

school day, 31.3 % (n = 143) missed an entire day and

33.7 % (n = 154) were absent for two or more days. In

43.3 % (n = 198) of those who had missed school, the

reason for absence was illness, injury or a special event;

56.7 % (n = 259) reported other reasons for their

nonattendance.

Of the 259 absentee students, 118 (8.7 % of all partic-

ipants) answered the question if they are frequently absent

from school with a ‘‘yes’’. Most of the frequently absent

students reported that they do not attend school because

they find school boring (55.1 %, n = 65), that they are too

tired and want to sleep longer (51.7 %, n = 61) or feel

uncomfortable (23.7 %, n = 28). Among other reasons

given were doing other things, e.g., shopping, playing

computer games (32.2 %, n = 38) or meeting friends

(26.3 %, n = 31). Furthermore, some reported staying

away because of problems with their teachers or students

(15.3 %, n = 18), fear of them (11 %, n = 13), exams

(5.1 %, n = 6) or being bullied (7.6 %, n = 9). School

absenteeism can first occur throughout the entire range of

school years, but most youth (86 %) in the present sample

began to frequently skip school in secondary school, only

14 % in primary school. Taken together, of the partici-

pating 1359 respondents, 118 students stated that they miss

school for other reasons than illness or special events and

answered the question if they frequently stayed away from

school with a ‘‘yes’’. This corresponds to a school absen-

teeism one-week prevalence rate of 8.7 %.

Differences Between Regularly Absent Students

Versus Attending Students

We examined the extent to which absentee youth and

attending youth differed in individual and family factors.

Table 5 shows results for demographic characteristics.

There were no group differences for gender: Boys and girls

were equally affected. On average, absentee youth were

older than attending youth and significantly less often lived

with both parents. On average, families of absentee stu-

dents had a significantly lower SES than the families of

attending youth. Compared to attending students, youth

with school absenteeism reported fewer family vehicles

(v2 = 38.84, p\ .001), fewer computers owned by their

families (v2 = 18.40, p\ .001) and fewer common family

holidays (v2 = 10.76, p\ .05). Furthermore, youth with

school absenteeism repeated grades significantly more

often, both in primary and secondary schools (see Table 5).

SDQ

The analysis of the SDQ data set was performed with 977

participants. We excluded 382 participants out of the initial

1359: 243 did not select the correct answer ‘‘certainly true’’
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of our integrated plausibility check item and 139 dropped

out or did not complete the questionnaire. The results on

emotional and behavior problems were consistent with our

hypothesis. Absentee students showed more difficulties

than non-absentees by scoring higher on the emotional

symptom scale, the conduct problem scale and the total

difficulties score of the SDQ (see Table 6). Altogether,

absentee youth showed more both internalizing and exter-

nalizing problems and had a lower prosocial orientation

than attending students. Nevertheless, there is also a group

of absentee youth (35 %) who showed no internalizing and

externalizing difficulties by scoring below the cut-off value

in all scales.

Anxiety Questions of the Kinder-DIPS

After checking the accuracy of the anxiety section data set,

we excluded 219 participants: 39 participants answered the

question ‘‘Have you ever lied?’’ with a ‘‘no’’ and 180 had

dropped out of the survey (13 % dropout rate). The final

data analysis was performed with 1140 participants. We

found differences for social phobia between absentee youth

and attending youth in their responses to the anxiety

screening questions of the Kinder-DIPS. Of the absentee

students, 35.8 % reported being anxious, nervous or exci-

ted when with unfamiliar children/adolescents or adults,

compared to 22.0 % of the attending students. There were

no significant group differences on the other anxiety vari-

ables, but on average the absentee students answered the

anxiety screening questions more often with a ‘‘yes’’ than

the attending students (see Table 7).

Discussion

This study is the first using an online survey method via

social networks to investigate school absenteeism preva-

lence rates among secondary school-aged children and

youth in Germany. This recruitment strategy overcomes

several limitations of previous study designs by collecting

Table 5 Individual and family background of absentee and attending students: means (and standard deviations) or percentages

Variable Absentee students

(n = 118)

Attending students

(n = 1241)

t test Differences between

categories

Sex (I = boy) 53.3 % 52.9 % v2 = 0.01

Age 16.3 (2.29) 15.0 (2.25) t = 5.94** g = 0.58

SES (FAS Index) 4.7 (1.68) 5.3 (1.33) t = -3.52** g = -0.44

Repeating classes at all 44.9 % 17.1 % v2 = 52.72**

(I = yes)

in primary school 12.7 % 5.9 % v2 = 8.3**

in secondary school 32.2 % 11.3 % v2 = 41.40**

Living together with both

parents

44.9 % 67.2 % v2 = 23.61**

** p\ .01; * p\ .05

Table 6 SDQ of absentee and

attending students: means (and

standard deviations)

SDQ subscale Absentee students

(n = 77)

Attending students

(n = 900)

t test Hedges’ ga

Emotional symptoms 4.18 (2.75) 3.00 (2.32) t = -3.65** g = 0.57

Conduct problem 3.38 (1.89) 2.46 (1.45) t = -4.14** g = 0.62

Hyperactivity 4.38 (1.63) 4.52 (1.53) t = 0.81 g = -0.09

Peer problems 4.86 (1.11) 4.69 (1.20) t = -1.17 g = 0.14

Prosocial 6.48 (2.35) 7.49 (1.94) t = 4.31** g = -0.51

Total difficulties 16.79 (4.40) 14.68 (4.11) t = -4.31** g = 0.51

Internal 9.04 (3.28) 7.69 (2.82) t = 3.49** g = 0.47

External 7.75 (2.72) 6.99 (2.25) t = 2.40* g = 0.33

** p\ .01; * p\ .05
a Hedges’ g is a variation of Cohen’s d that corrects for biases due to small sample sizes. The magnitude of

Hedges’ g may be interpreted using Cohen’s convention [53] as small (0.2), medium (0.5), and large (0.8)
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self-reported school absenteeism data without involving

schools or parents. In our study, the identification of sub-

jects with school absenteeism was based on a large com-

munity sample (N = 1359). After comparing the web

sample with the official German governmental statistics

[41] and with the data of the representative Health

Behavior School-aged Children survey study [35], the

present data do not seem to diverge significantly from the

general population in Germany. The age of the participants

ranged from 10 to 21 years with 88.9 % being between the

ages of 12–18 years. As the online survey targeted sec-

ondary school-aged students, and in two federal states of

Germany elementary school goes up to the end of grade 6,

some 10–12-year-olds probably did not consider them-

selves to be part of the target group. This might explain the

low number of participants between 10 and 12 years of age

in our web sample. But apart from that, the diversity in this

community sample indicates that the first research question

can be answered with a yes: An online survey appears to be

an effective method of reaching a wide range of students.

Compared to many previous samples published in Ger-

many, which concentrated on specific cities, regions, grade

levels or school systems [e.g., 9, 12, 13], this sample is

generally more diverse.

The second aim of this study was to identify a one-week

school absenteeism prevalence rate in Germany. In our

online survey, nearly 9 % of the 1359 secondary school

students reported school absenteeism within the past

7 days. Considering our strict criteria for school absen-

teeism (students had to report why they missed school and

that they frequently are absent) the one-week prevalence

rate is high.

Based on an overview of numerous regional studies in

Germany that usually reported 12- or 6-month-prevalence

rates and considering their own research results, Schreiber-

Kittl and Schröpfer [12] suggested that school absenteeism

affects between 5 and 10 % of all school-aged children and

adolescents in Germany. Wagner, Dunkake and Weiß [9],

for example, found that 7.9 % of the students attending

grade 8th–10th in Cologne skipped school more than five

times in the last 12 months. Wetzels, Mecklenburg, Wil-

mers, Enzmann and Pfeiffer [13] investigated school

absenteeism in another German city (Rostock). They found

that 6.4 % of the students attending grade 9th skipped

5–10 days in the last 6 months. In comparison with these

previous estimates of school absenteeism rates, our one-

week prevalence rate of 8.7 % seems high. The result of

our study could point to an underestimation of several

earlier regional German studies, probably due to biased

assessment methods in schools.

Worldwide, only few studies have identified school

absenteeism prevalence rates and correlates using large,

nationally representative samples. Henry [4], using data

from the 2003 wave of Monitoring the Future study, found

that nearly 11 % of 8th graders and 16 % of 10th graders in

the United States reported school absenteeism during a

4-week period. Another recent study in the US [42] found

the same month-prevalence of 11 % using a sample of the

2009 National Survey on Drug Use and Health. In contrast

to most German studies, these studies focus on a man-

ageable period of time and provide month-prevalence rates.

An additional advantage worth mentioning is that the

methodology used was somewhat different, namely par-

ticipants in the second study [42] were interviewed in

private at their places of residence.

Before we rush into comparisons between school

absenteeism prevalence rates of different countries, further

research is needed to explicitly test the different method-

ological approaches: online survey method compared to a

paper–pencil method in schools or to a face-to-face

Table 7 Screening questions of the Kinder-DIPS anxiety sections: means (and standard deviations) or percentages

Absentee students

(n = 95)

Attending students

(n = 1045)

Differences between

categories

Hedges’ ga

Panic 34.7 % 28.7 % v2 = 1.516

Separation anxiety disorder 4.2 % 5.0 % v2 = 0.111

Exam anxiety 26.3 % 24.3 % v2 = 0.186

Social phobia 35.8 % 22.0 % v2 = 9.292**

Selective mutism 44.2 % 38.5 % v2 = 1.010

Generalised anxiety disorder 52.6 % 44.8 % v2 = 2.163

Agoraphobia 25.3 % 22.7 % v2 = 0.329

Sum of anxiety questions answered with a yes 2.23 (1.84) 1.86 (1.72) t = 1.987* g = 0.21

** p\ .01; * p\ .05
a Hedges’ g is a variation of Cohen’s d that corrects for biases due to small sample sizes. The magnitude of Hedges’ g may be interpreted using

Cohen’s convention [53] as small (0.2), medium (0.5), and large (0.8)
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interview at home. It would be interesting to investigate if

the online survey method in fact reaches youth who had

already dropped out or were chronically absent for exten-

ded time periods (e.g., months or years) from school or

whether students underreport intentionally at school.

Our third research question was to examine if school

absenteeism in this sample was associated with previously

known risk factors. If we take a look at psychopathology,

the results of the broadband questionnaire SDQ clearly

show that school absenteeism can be regarded as an indi-

cator of emotional and behavioral problems. Absentee

students showed more internalizing and externalizing

problems, especially more emotional and behavioral

problems as well as a lower prosocial orientation than

attending students. The anxiety questions in the Kinder-

DIPS point in the same direction. In all screening questions

of the Kinder-DIPS, absentee students answered more

anxiety-related questions with a ‘‘yes’’ than attending stu-

dents. Social anxiety in particular seems to play an

important role in school absenteeism: 35.8 % of absentee

students, compared to 22.0 % of attending students,

reported to be anxious, nervous or excited when they

encounter unfamiliar children/adolescents or adults.

Aside from that, it should be noted that a group of

absentee youth (35 %) showed no internalizing or exter-

nalizing difficulties in the SDQ. The statements of the

students to the question why they skipped school point in

the same direction: Most youth reported that they do not

attend school because they perceive school as boring, that

they are too tired and want to sleep longer. These reasons

can be unrelated to psychopathology, but as ‘‘easily fati-

gued’’ and ‘‘sleep disturbance’’ are two criteria for anxiety

disorders, they can also be associated with emotional

problems. Consequently, our results once more underline

the fact that school absenteeism is associated with a broad

array of symptoms, ranging from absence of psy-

chopathology to clinical values in valid measurements.

In line with previous clinical work, our results confirm

the severity of various problems in absentee adolescents

and underscore the need for early intervention programs.

Treatment programs need to be geared to the range of

diagnosis. Clinical interventions for school absenteeism

should focus on anxiety-based absenteeism [43–45] as well

as depression and behavioral problems [46].

Apart from psychopathology, many researchers found

that background characteristics such as family breakups or

a lack of attachment to parents and teachers remained

important predictors of whether or not children were at risk

for school absenteeism. Based on this, we examined how

absentee and attending youth differed in individual and

family factors. As expected, absentee students lived sig-

nificantly less often with both parents and were on average

of lower socioeconomic status. Further, repetition of grades

seems to be an important school-related risk factor asso-

ciated with school absenteeism: Of the absentee students,

45 % reported that they had to repeat grades in primary or/

and in secondary school. The data for absentee students are

more than twice as high as the data for attending students

(17.1 %) or the data of the Programme for International

Student Assessment study (PISA) in 2009 [47], where

20.2 % of the 15-year-old German students reported class

repetitions. Further research is needed to investigate the

connections and negative impact of repeating grades on the

development of school absenteeism. As most youth (86 %)

in the present sample began to frequently skip school while

in secondary school, it would be interesting to find out if

school absenteeism occurs more frequently after or directly

before class repetitions and if the time of occurrence (pri-

mary vs. secondary school) makes a difference. Longitu-

dinal studies are needed to explain such causal interactions.

The available findings once more underline that absen-

tee students are multi-problem youth who exhibit risk

factors in multiple domains. Consequently, our results

emphasize the importance of prevention and intervention

programs for multi-problem youth, including children from

disadvantaged social backgrounds [48–50].

Limitations and Conclusions

Limitations of the current study should be noted. The study

used a non-probability sampling strategy and does not

involve random selection. Thus, the recruited nonproba-

bility samples cannot depend upon the rationale of proba-

bility theory and representativeness of the sample has to be

questioned. We are aware that a probability sampling

strategy would have been preferable, but because of fea-

sibility reasons we were bound to a non-probability design.

Even though a web questionnaire provides many

important advantages over traditional methods, it has its

own shortcomings such as the susceptibility to fake

responses. Due to anonymity, we had no control over the

possibility of repeated participation and also no informa-

tion about students who declined to participate. In order to

guarantee a low threshold for disclosing personal infor-

mation, we had to consent to this limitation. Besides, web

researchers are of the consensus that the issue of multiple

submissions is not a real problem [51, 52]. Reips [53], for

example, analyzed 880 data sets and found only four sub-

missions from the same or similar Internet Protocol (IP)

addresses. Birnbaum [54] found only one double submis-

sion in his analyses of 1000 data records.

In order to control fake responses, we included two

plausibility check items and conducted a consistency check

on the agreement of age and school grade. A relatively high

number of participants did not select the correct answer of

our plausibility check item in the SDQ section and had to
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be excluded from the analyses. One reason for the high rate

of fake responses in the SDQ could be that participants

might have gotten bored with answering questions, as SDQ

was the longest questionnaire at the end of the survey. In

contrast to this, the plausibility check item in the Kinder-

DIPS section was rarely answered incorrectly and we had

to exclude only twelve participants because of inconsistent

data. However, it is clear to us that Internet based data

needs to be treated with caution. The total dropout rate of

13 % speaks for the need of a short, concise web ques-

tionnaire for children and adolescents.

Furthermore, we failed to control for specific phobia

within the screening questions of the Kinder-DIPS,

although it is known that specific phobia is associated with

school absenteeism. Another point we would like to criti-

cally address is our question about frequently staying away

from school. We are aware that the word ‘‘frequently’’ is

rather vague. Nevertheless, we believe that it was helpful to

assess this aspect—in addition to the duration and moti-

vation of nonattendance—to better distinguish between

unique occurrence of nonattendance within a ‘‘harmless

range’’ and regular problematic school absence. Without

this item, our one-week prevalence rate would have been

even higher (19 %).

Despite these limitations, we are confident that our data

add important information on school absenteeism in Ger-

many and support our presumption that previous estimates

of school absenteeism rates in Germany may be too low.

School absenteeism is a significant social and public health

problem that deserves much more attention since it can

predict a wide variety of present and future problems in

children and adolescents [55, 56]. In order to reach a solid

understanding of school absenteeism, we must understand

the mechanisms underlying this phenomenon and develop

possible prevention approaches. More research is needed to

help keep children and adolescents at school every day.

Summary

School absenteeism is a significant social and public

health problem. However, existing prevalence rates are

often not representative due to biased assessment pro-

cesses at schools. In previous studies, the prevalence of

school absenteeism was assessed through questionnaires

at schools. This procedure likely resulted in an underes-

timation of prevalence rates since frequently absent stu-

dents were not at school to complete the questionnaires.

Furthermore, due to inconsistencies in the definition of

absenteeism and selected samples from single cities or

regions, so far no reliable data is available at the federal

level in Germany. The present study assessed school

absenteeism in Germany using a nationwide online self-

report survey. Although our definition of school absen-

teeism was more conservative than in previous studies

(students had to report why they missed school and that

they did so regularly), nearly 9 % of the 1359 high school

students reported school absenteeism within the past

7 days. This high one-week prevalence rate could point to

an underestimation in prior German studies. Absent stu-

dents lived less often with both parents, were on average

of lower socioeconomic status, and reported more emo-

tional problems, behavioral problems, and less prosocial

behavior than attending students. Being an indicator of a

wide variety of problems in children and adolescents,

school absenteeism deserves much more attention.

Despite inherent limitations, an online survey appears to

be an effective method of assessing school absenteeism

that can help to overcome biases of traditional recruitment

strategies used in earlier studies. Future directions for

research and implications for prevention and intervention

programs are discussed.
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gung 2005. Gewalterfahrungen, Schulabsentismus und Medi-

enkonsum von Kindern und Jugendlichen in Thüringen.
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gen im Kindes- und Jugendalter (2. erweiterte und vollständig
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