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‘Don’t get worked up, just about anything goes during puberty’ is the
philosophy my 13-year-old niece established some time ago, winning her
parents over with her casual charm. But calm soon disappears in families
when children are growing into adults and testing the relevance of values
and standards, often by going beyond the boundaries. Puberty, but in
particular the living conditions, attitudes and behaviour of young people 
in Germany today, is the subject of this FORUM.

Information is provided about the living conditions of adolescents and
young adults in the east and west of Germany, and their opportunities 
for participating in their communities, by the representative results of the
DJI [German Youth Institute] youth survey, obtained by means of regular
detailed interviews of adolescents and young adults aged 16 to 29 since
1992.

‘Young people in Germany continue to be a pragmatic generation faced
by the challenge of finding security and support in what they perceive to
be a difficult environment, particularly in terms of personal relationships'.
This is the conclusion of the article on the 15th Shell Youth Study which,
amongst other things, looks at values, generational conflicts, gender
relations, attitudes to family, education and religion.

Self-image, attempts at dieting and self-harming behaviour are all co-
vered in a comprehensive investigation from Baden-Württemberg. Young
people and their parents were asked about their life situation, behaviour,
risks, psychological situation and problems.

The German Health Survey of Children and Adolescents (KiGGS),
carried out by the Robert Koch Institute, provides comprehensive infor-
mation on the health of children in Germany. These data are used to
illustrate any changes in the physical and sexual maturity of children and
adolescents over time. Significantly earlier maturity, which had been
anticipated, could not be confirmed by this study.

Michael Schulte-Markwort, Director of the Department of Child and
Adolescent Psychosomatics at Hamburg-Eppendorf University Hospital,
has answered some questions about the maturing of the brain during
puberty. These questions are significant in terms of behaviour during
puberty and moral development during adolescence.

An extensive survey of 950 young women with a migratory background
asked, amongst other thing, about attitudes to and knowledge of sexuality
and about the people, institutions and media involved with sex education.
The results show that widespread stereotypical ideas about female sexuality
of certain migrant groups, especially Muslim women and girls, do not
correspond to the reality. The author considers an increased intercultural
focus in sex education to be essential.

The last article deals with the process of coming-out as homosexual or
bisexual and asks why this often happens long after puberty.

Don’t forget to have a look at the infotheque, which provides references
to further studies and up-to-date information on the key area of
youth/puberty.
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Living conditions, orientations and
participation opportunities open to young
women and men in Germany

Extension of the juvenile phase

The juvenile phase has increased considerably in Germany 

in recent decades. It now begins earlier and transitions to

adulthood are occurring increasingly later. As illustrated 

by the results of the DJI youth survey, 13-year-old girls and

boys mostly consider themselves to be adolescents. In terms

of the self-image of young women and men at the age of 23,

approximately half of them consider their transition to

adulthood to be complete, while this proportion for 29-year-

olds is approximately two thirds. The feelings of adulthood

are more common in young people who have already started

gainful employment or have become involved in lasting

relationships (see Sardei-Biermann 2006).

Up to the age of 16, young people live almost exclusively

with one or both parents. Afterwards the proportion of those

who live independently rises continuously with age. Young

women still tend to leave their parental home and develop

relationships and family attachments earlier than young men.

However, starting a family now mostly only occurs after the

age of 30. Young women and men increasingly spend more

years in general and vocational education, begin their

professional life at an older age, and then also start their own

family later. A considerable social change has occurred in

these areas (see Sardei-Biermann/Kanalas 2006).

Whereas at the beginning of the 1990s the proportion 

of young people in the eastern states of Germany who were

already parents and married was noticeably higher than in

the western states, eastern German 16 to 29-year-olds are

now getting close to west Germans in terms of the pattern 

of their private lives. Young people in the new federal states

in the east are also putting off children and marriage to later

periods of their life. One reason for this is the high rate of

unemployment in the new federal states, which hampers and

delays the establishment of a career. Whereas in the GDR

society families were often started during vocational edu-

1 The youth survey of the German Youth Institute (DJI) is one of the largest

replicative research projects carried out as part of social reporting by the

DJI (see Gille et al. 2006; project homepage: www.dji.de/jugendsurvey).

The Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend

[Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth]

supports this research by financing the DJI.

cation (and were supported by various government measures

such as day-long child care facilities), it is not easy to

combine parenthood and education in the education system

of the Federal Republic of Germany.

Perceptions of the future and the importance 
of certain areas of life

For young people, ideas about their own future and the deve-

lopment of life plans play an important role. Ideas of the

future become increasingly specific with age. 60% of 12 to

13-year-olds do not as yet have any definite ideas, while this

drops to barely a quarter of 27 to 29-year-olds. It is important

to almost all young people that they can determine the direc-

tion of their lives themselves. Most of them are also sure 

that they will reach the goals which they set for themselves.

Only a few young people have the feeling that they cannot

decide their own future themselves (see Gille 2006).

What areas of life are important to young people? 

This question was examined in the DJI youth survey using 

a broad range of areas of life. The survey included some

areas of life which the people surveyed will only attain in the

future, such as having their own family or being in gainful

employment (see Gille 2006). The most important things

for the 16 to 29-year-olds are ‘friends and acquaintances’ 

and ‘parents and siblings’ (see fig. 1). The next highest scores

are for ‘work and career’, ‘schooling and vocational educa-

tion’, ‘a relationship’ and ‘leisure and recreation’. Having

one’s ‘own family and children’, at 77%, is not considered so

important. Some way behind are ‘art and culture’ and ‘poli-

tics’ (42% each) and ‘religion’ was quoted the least (29%).

As a supplement to the standings in terms of the impor-

tance of certain areas of life, it should be noted that the

appraisal of one’s ‘own family’ is highly dependent on age.

Thus, family is very important to 71% of 16 to 17-year-olds,

but to 84% of 27 to 29-year-olds.

Comparison of the assessment of areas of life between the

sexes, such as the stronger relationship and family orienta-

tion and the higher estimation of art and religion by young

women, illustrates differences pointing to traditional views of

roles. However, the stronger family orientation of girls and

young women does not mean that they regard ‘schooling 

What are living conditions like for adolescents and young adults living in Germany?
What can be said about their attitudes, orientations and opportunities for participating
in their communities? What processes of change can be detected since the beginning
of the 1990s? Has there been harmonisation between young people in the western
and eastern states of Germany? The results of the DJI youth survey1 provide answers
to these questions. In 1992, 1997 and 2003 approximately 7,000 adolescents and
young adults aged 16 to 29 were interviewed, with an additional approximately 2,100
12 to 15-year-olds in 2003.
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and vocational education’ and ‘work and career’ as less

important than their male contemporaries. Work and career

are central areas of life for young people, in equal measure

for both young women and men. It is also apparent that

since the beginning of the 1990s the importance attached to

family and work by young people has increased. Although

young people are starting their own family later and later in

life, the value of the family is becoming ever more important.

A similar discrepancy between desire and actuality is seen 

in the ‘work and career’ category. Because of the increasingly

long times spent in education, young people are starting

gainful employment increasingly later. The persistently

difficult situation on the job market also makes it difficult 

for young people to establish themselves in a career or get 

an open-ended employment contract. However, this does not

mean that future work is appreciated any less; on the

contrary, one’s own (future) work is becoming ever more

important.

In the east of Germany the gender-based differences in

terms of the importance of one’s own family and children are

greater than in the west. More young women in the east

attach great importance to this area of life than in the west.

Young men in the east are slightly less family-oriented, as is

the case with young men in the west.

What is important as regards work 
and career?

For boys and young men, as well as for the overwhelming

majority of girls and young women – including in the west 

of Germany – it has become self-evident that work and career

will be a significant part of their adult life. A secure job, 

a good working environment and interesting work are now

very important to almost all 12 to 29-year-olds; these aspects

are by far the ones which are most often quoted (see fig. 2;

see Gille/Sardei-Biermann 2007).

The independence provided by work is considered equally

important by both sexes. However, traditional gender-based

differences are seen in the estimation of the significance of

income: boys and young men consider a high income

considerably more important than girls and young women.

The prospects of promotion and management duties are also

rated more highly by male adolescents and young adults.

However, these traditionally ‘male’ issues relating to 

work are now also considered very important by the majority

of girls and young women – which can also be taken as an

expression of social modernisation processes. However,

traditional gender-based profiles are still evident in the value

attached to a social occupation, which involves helping

others: a social occupation is considerably more important 

to girls and young women. The same applies to work which

allows sufficient time for the family. This aspect becomes

ever more important with increasing age, whereas the rating

by young men hardly changes at all with age. As before, 

this reflects the different gender-based family orientation.

Gender-typical concepts of life

The perceptions of life of today’s 12 to 29-year-olds in 

relation to family and work only partially fit in with the clas-

sical separation of roles. It is true that girls and young

women are more likely than boys to consider ‘children and

housekeeping’ as a central part of their life. However, there

is little agreement with a concept of life geared mainly

towards family. In this respect, a considerable social change

can be detected in young women. For young men their con-

cept of future life is still directed more towards work than

their future family. However, most of those surveyed want to

share the housework with their partner. Admittedly, as

before, young women wish to share housework with their

partner to a greater extent and more decisively than the

young men, which means that many young women who

advocate an egalitarian distribution of housework will not

have this aspiration fulfilled by their partner.

Young people in the eastern states of Germany are 

more strongly focussed in their concepts of life on the two

aspects of their own family and work. For young women, this

represents a particular challenge in terms of reconciling

these two areas of life, which is expressed in their high expec-

tations of sharing the housework with their partner. Irres-

LIVING CONDITIONS

Fig. 1

Importance of certain areas of life 
to 16 to 29-year-olds by gender (in %*)

Friends and
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A relationship
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Female

Male

Source: DJI youth survey 2003
* Percentage agreeing (scores 5–7 on a scale of 1–7 in which 
1 [= not at all important] and [7 = very important]).
Sequence of items sorted cumulatively in accordance with the level of agreement.
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pective of whether they have children or not, young women

in the new federal states in the east are very focussed on

earning a living. This reflects the high employment rate of

women in the new federal states; even though this has

reduced in comparison with GDR society in which almost all

women were integrated in the employment market in line

with the socialist ideology of full time employment, it is still

considerably above the employment rate of women in the

west of Germany. However, despite the high level of work

orientation of women in the east of Germany, responsibility

for housework is not regarded equally by both sexes. Even 

in the new federal states, although not to same extent as in

the old states, we still see perceptions of life based on the

traditional view of roles.

Social and political involvement

Membership of and working with organisations, clubs and

associations offers adolescents and young adults opportu-

nities for putting their interests into practice, as well as for

communication, development of their identity and social

integration. If we take a broad spectrum of clubs and

associations, the proportion of people who are members of 

at least one of the organisations quoted gives an overall

impression of the progress of membership.2 In 2003 57% 

of the 16 to 29-year-olds were members of at least one club 

or association, and 51% of all the interviewees were active 

in at least one club or association (see Gaiser/De Rijke
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Fig. 2

Importance of aspects of work and employment by gender and age groups* (in %)

Having a secure job

A good working
environment

Interesting work

Being able to work
independently

A job which allows
sufficient time 
for the family 

High income

Good promotion
prospects

A job which involves
helping others

Undertaking supervisory
and management duties

Having plenty 
of free time

Female

Male

Source: DJI youth survey 2003
* Agreement with scores 5 and 6 on a scale of 1 (= not at all important) to 6 (= very important).
Questions for 12 to 15-year-olds: ëWhat will your future working life involve? How important will the following aspects be?’
Question for the 16 to 29-year-olds: ‘Various aspects of working life are listed here. How important do you personally consider these features?’
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2 The DJI youth survey asked interviewees about their membership of and

level of activity in the following clubs, associations and organisations:

sports clubs, local history and citizens’ groups, church/religious clubs and

associations, youth and student associations, other social groups, trade

unions, staff associations, political parties, action groups, welfare

organisations, other clubs/associations.
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2006). More than half of the 16 to 29-year-olds are thus

involved in at least one club and, apart from a slight decline

in 1997, this has been a consistent finding since the begin-

ning of the 1990s. However, the proportion of adolescents

and young adults who are active at any one time in a particu-

lar club or association is less than 10%, except for sports

clubs where the figure is 33% (2003).

The findings also show regional and gender-based varia-

tions in the involvement of young people in traditional

organisations and clubs. The membership and activity rate –

based on involvement in at least one club or association – is

about 20% lower in the new federal states than in the old

ones. This difference between east and west in terms of in-

volvement in clubs and associations has been virtually

constant since the beginning of the 1990s. Likewise, the

lower level of involvement of girls and young women in

clubs and associations compared with their male contempo-

raries has also not changed: the corresponding membership

and activity figures for girls and young women are approxi-

mately 12 to 16 percent lower than for their male counter-

parts. As an example let us take sports clubs, which are by

far the most significant organisations for young people. In

2003 29% of girls and young women were members of a

sports club (26% were active); on the other hand 42% of

boys and young men were members (39% were active). The

structures and procedures of traditional clubs and organi-

sations apparently still support processes of segregation of

the sexes, which means that women are less represented in

the public domain.

Sympathy for new social movements such as environ-

mental groups, peace initiatives and human rights groups,

etc. is still very high in adolescents and young adults in both

the old and new federal states. Over four fifths of the inter-

viewees gave positive assessments of environmental groups,

peace initiatives and human rights groups, while over two

thirds were in favour of Third World initiatives and self-help

groups. Actual participation, as expressed by either getting

involved in the organisation or by going to meetings, is

considerably lower than the sympathy assessments. Approxi-

mately a fifth of the 16 to 29-year-olds are actively involved

in at least one of the groups listed, with the young women

having slightly higher participation rates than the young

men. The more action-oriented and less formalised struc-

tures of the more informal groups apparently provide girls

and young women with more opportunity to get involved.

Juvenile phase – 
harmonisation and difference 
between the sexes

In recent decades there has been a tendency towards harmo-

nisation between the sexes, particularly in terms of partici-

pation in general and vocational education. After completing

their education and training, young women therefore now

have much better opportunities of earning a living than

earlier generations of women. However, actually getting into

the employment market is not the same for men and

women: young women and men are still often channelled

into gender-oriented areas of work, which for women means

poor working conditions; there are still inequalities in

payment between women and men.

For many young parents, starting their own family often

means a far-reaching process of reverting to a traditional

view of roles, leading to unequal sharing of tasks between

the mother and father. Also, due to the insufficient availa-

bility of public child care, mothers often stop work or reduce

their hours. Interruptions to their employment, part-time

working and the gender-based segregation of the job market

means that their employment opportunities are not just

limited for a short time.

Overall, a considerable social change can be detected in

the concepts of life and the perceptions of the roles of young

women and men, based on more equality and justice for the

sexes. However, up to now such modern concepts of life

have failed predominantly because of the inability to create

appropriate conditions for bringing family and work together

on a day-to-day basis in such a way as to enable modern

perceptions of life to be realised.

This social transformation, which is comparatively well

advanced in terms of the equality of the sexes in education,

has still to happen in other social areas such as the world 

of work and reconciling family and employment. There are

also still structures in place which make it difficult for girls

and young women to take part in the area of more tradi-

tional clubs and associations. In social and political activities

in informal groups, on the other hand, such gender-based

hierarchical structures now hardly exist.

Martina Gille
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The Shell Youth Study is not a specialist sociological publication about youth in the
strictest sense, but its authors know it to be an extensive and, in certain areas,
penetrating investigation of the current mood of young people in Germany. Some of
their central findings are presented below. As well as giving a summary of general
development trends, the question of value orientations of young people is addressed.

The Shell Youth Study for 2006 now presents, for the 15th

time, a comprehensive survey of the situation of young

people in Germany. In doing so it not only takes advantage

of a remarkable tradition going back 50 years but is also

distinguished, in particular, by the fact that it does not treat

youth as an isolated object to be surveyed. With its wide

acceptance in quite varied areas of politics, economics and

culture, it contributes to serious discussion of the role of

young people in the society in which they live – and thus by

necessity to discussion of the society itself.

Youth 2006 – increasing pessimism?

The gap between a relatively optimistic view of one’s

personal future and a relatively pessimistic view of

society’s future is narrowing: as before, the largest group

of young people (50%) have a confident view of their own

future; 42% view it with mixed feelings and only 8% are

gloomy about their prospects. However, in 2002 the

proportion of those who had a confident view of their

future was 56%. The reduction from 56 to 50% does not

appear very dramatic, but it should be taken into account

that, in comparison to 45% in 2002, 53% now see the

future of society as likely to be gloomy. This development

in part reflects the fears which young people express: there

is definitely increased fear of not being able to find appro-

priate employment aor of losing one’s job – an increase

from 55% who were concerned about this in 2002 to 69%

in 2006.

Overall, therefore, there is a definite trend: young

people are increasingly insecure. Even with a pragmatic

and positive attitude, there is increasingly less scope for

them to have a view of their future prospects which is

isolated from their view of the future of society in general.

Despite all their efforts, young people today can scarcely

expect to have predictable careers, but rather see them-

selves confronted by uncertain employment choices which

require that they have high levels of self-organisation.

However: ‘A generation under pressure’ is not the same as

an ‘unstable generation’. The young people of Germany

are still prepared to map out their own future in line with

the underlying conditions and to organise themselves on

the basis of these underlying conditions. The guiding

principle is not ‘getting out’, but ‘advancement’, this de-

spite increasingly adverse conditions.

No ‘war of the generations’ ...

The ‘war of the generations’ has been called off. It is true 

that young people are increasingly concerned about their

own pension provision, but they are recognising more and

more that they have to pay more attention to it themselves.

However, envy of the older generations and an associated

conflict about distribution do not follow. The generation of

‘old’ old people is regarded in particular as the one which

is entitled to harvest the fruits of their labour and for a

long time has been seen by young people as an underused

reservoir for passing on experience. Despite demographic

changes and the fact that young people perceive this as

very problematical, there is no evidence of any resultant

antagonism between the generations – although it is true

that this could change if the young people realise that

political decisions and developments in society are increa-

singly being carried out at their expense.

... but a ‘war of the sexes’?

In an environment characterised by challenges, which

young people face with a good deal of willingness to

perform and even pragmatism, a gap between the sexes is

starting to emerge: girls find it easier to get on; they have

more success at school and less often retreat to material-

istic values or a mood of resignation.

The 15th Shell Youth Study confirms and reinforces our

conclusion that we will increasingly have to deal with the

difficulties of young males. These trends in relation to

youth and in particular to the education system cannot and

should not hide the fact that gender-based separation in the

transition to working life and the difficulties of reconciling

work and family, especially for women, both still exist.

However, it seems utterly wrong to allow the continuing

problems in relation to the inequality of opportunities for

women in working life to blind us to the increasing

A pragmatic generation under pressure.
Results of the 15th Shell Youth Study
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dilemma that young males are coping ever more poorly

with the requirements of the modern world.

Family is ‘in’

The strong family orientation found in the last Shell Youth

Study has not only been maintained, but has even streng-

thened slightly. Purely in terms of quantity, the significance

of the family can be seen from the fact that almost three

quarters of young people from 18 to 21 years of age still live

with their parents. However, the strong family orientation

of young people is not simply a reflection of dependency

relationships in material matters. Rather, the private family

environment provides the support which young people need

when faced with challenges and a future working life which

is increasingly difficult to plan. A measure of the high value

placed on families is that approximately 90% of the young

people state that they at least get on with their parents and

71% of the interviewees would bring up their own children

in exactly the same way or in a similar way to how their

parents brought them up.

On the one hand we have observed this very strong

family orientation of young people and the fact that 69% of

girls and 57% of boys want to have children of their own.

On the other hand we have the fact that the proportion of

those who wish to have children of their own has fallen in

recent years from 67% to 62%, as well as the reality that the

number of young adults in Germany who are sacrificing the

fulfilment of their desire for children and their own family

is growing. It is now no longer news that the non-realisa-

tion of the primary emotional desire for children can be due

to the perception of unfavourable general social conditions

and that young women in particular are confronted by

manifold difficulties when starting a family. They are faced

with starting a family, education/training, becoming inte-

grated in employment and a relationship all in a relatively

short time – the ‘rush hour’ of life.

Youth and education

In the area of education the Shell Youth Study initially con-

firmed the results which are sufficiently well known from

other studies, particularly the connection between social

background and educational opportunities. The general ten-

dency of seeing poorer personal prospects for the future,

which has already been addressed, is demonstrated especial-

ly by the question as to the extent to which the young

people are confident of being able to fulfil their work-related

aspirations. There is a significant reduction here, particu-

larly amongst the girls. Compared with a proportion of 67%

in 2002, in 2006 only 61% are ‘very sure’ or ‘quite sure’ 

of being able to fulfil their wishes in terms of employment.

If we examine the fall in optimism about fulfilling work-

related aspirations in terms of social strata and education,

or the type of school attended, two things become clear:

whereas at the mid-level there has been a relatively small

reduction, at the lower level the reduction, from 56 to 49%,

has been quite noticeable while at the higher level it has

been very pronounced, from 80 to 71%. This is very clearly

a reflection of the uncertainty of job prospects, which cur-

rently affects different sections of society in quite different

ways. We can see this most typically by observing the situ-

ation with regard to the education/vocational training of

young people. Whereas the percentage of secondary general

and grammar school pupils and of students who are very

sure or quite sure that they will fulfil their work-related

aspirations is down 3 to 4 percentage points on 2002 (for

intermediate school pupils the figure has remained the

same), for those in vocational training this confidence has

reduced from 79% in 2002 to only 66% in 2006. The lack

of certainty of finding a suitable job after completing

vocational training is thus increasing considerably.

Values

The young people retain their pragmatism in terms of value

orientations. They draw together those values which appear

to them to promise the most in providing them with a

successful lifestyle. To this end they do not simply rely on

widespread value systems. The noticeable adoption of

traditional or ‘conservative’ values into young people’s

individual ‘value cocktails’ does not necessarily indicate the

return of a conservative ‘world view’. The combination of

values of young people is and remains an individual matter

orientated towards a successful lifestyle, naturally filtered

through the relevant socialisation levels and bearing the

hallmarks of these. However, it can certainly be seen here

that there is still a strong orientation towards family, friend-

ship/a relationship and security. The most highly developed

value orientations are (in order): ‘friendship’, ‘a relation-

ship’, ‘family life’ and ‘personal responsibility’. Also notable

is the very high value placed on the so-called secondary

virtues such as ‘diligence’ or ‘respect for law and order’. Of

the 24 value orientations included in the survey, ‘belief in

God’, ‘pride in our history’, ‘interest in politics’, ‘tradition’

and ‘conformity’ occupy the last five places.

This again demonstrates emphatically that there is a

slight increase in so-called ‘conservative’ values in today’s

young people, with the value orientations directed towards

the family and a relationship in particular being definitely

more pronounced in the young females than the young

males, but it would be missing the point if we were to take

the value orientations of the young people to mean that

conservatism is the new spirit of the age.

With regard to the value orientations, the main differ-

ence between the sexes is that girls and young women are

still, or are increasingly oriented towards their own lifestyle

and are less interested in competition than boys and young

men. This is an important finding which must also be seen,

in particular, in association with the advancement of girls 

in education. The fact that young women cannot carry their

educational advantage over the young men into the world 

of work on a one-to-one basis is due to a great extent to this

difference in values in a world of employment where the

rules of competition tend to be ‘hard’. Women wishing to

get into traditionally male areas or positions are at a particu-

lar disadvantage. If we want women to be able to work in

these areas, special support is needed.
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Youth and religion

In examining the values of young people, the 15th Shell

Youth Study asked about the religiousness of the young

people. Overall about half of the young people can be

classified as religious, with 30% believing in the existence

of a personal God and a further 19% in the existence of a

celestial power. 23% of the young people ‘do not really

know what they believe in’ and 28% say that they do not

believe either in the existence of a personal God or the

existence of a celestial power. In contrast to the population

as a whole, there is a markedly smaller proportion of young

believers who are ‘alienated from the church’ and a notice-

ably higher proportion of people who are unsure about

their beliefs.

There are now three large distinct cultures of religious-

ness in Germany: a ‘religion light’ in the west, a ‘non-belie-

ving east’ and the ‘religion of migrants’. Of the young

people in the west of Germany without a recent migratory

background, 28% claim to be very or quite religious; 47%

are slightly religious and 25% not at all religious. Of the

young people in the east of Germany, however, 72% say

that they are not religious at all, only 10% are very or quite

religious and 18% are slightly religious; of the young

people with a recent migratory background, on the other

hand, 54% say that they are very or quite religious, a

further 28% are slightly religious and 18% are not religious

at all.

Against this background, the relationship to the church

is astonishing; 69% see it as a good thing that there is a

church, and even amongst non-believing young people this

figure is 47%. However, a total proportion of 68%, and as

many as 60% of the believers who are close to the church

state that the church must change if it wants to have a

future; 65% say that the church does not provide any

answers to the questions which concern them personally.

This appears to be the key point. The church as an insti-

tution can fundamentally count on goodwill, but the

majority of young people do not feel that they are well

served by taking their problems and questions to the

churches. The church is valued by the young people as a

social institution; but when it comes to a value system for

determining actions and to practical morality, it has little

influence.

Coming back finally to values, this also means that

deciding on one’s own value system is now essentially 

a secular matter. This is particularly evident in the fact that

the value profiles of believers who are close to the church

and of non-believers generally tend not to be substantially

different. Believers just accentuate certain values. What is

decisive in the end is the finding that there is no evidence

for the fear that distancing from religion leads to a decline

in values. In people who are detached from religion, family

and friends take over the function of supporting values

which religion and the church can no longer provide.

Youth 200x

Young people in Germany continue to be a pragmatic

generation faced by the challenge of finding security and

support in what they perceive to be a difficult environment,

particularly in terms of personal relationships. With un-

certain job prospects, the young people’s view of the future

is noticeably less optimistic than a few years ago. Never-

theless, despite the widely known problem areas in the

education system which are demonstrated again here, and

which threaten to overwhelm some of the young people,

this is not an ‘unstable generation’ which is likely to

choose getting out rather than advancement. This may be

satisfactory for the time being, but it should not put our

minds at rest. Young people and their prospects should

remain a central concern of politics and society, particular-

ly in view of the major problems which demographic

changes carry with them.

Mathias Albert
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In a representative health study for Baden-Württemberg, 14 to 16-year-olds and their
parents were asked about their life situation and behaviour, risks, psychological state
and problems. One subject area was concerned with physical characteristics and the
self-image of adolescents. In addition to giving information about their weight, height
and body mass index (BMI), the young people were asked questions about their self-
image, attempts at dieting and self-harming behaviour. The subjective and objective
body-related data are being correlated with each other and with social demographic 
and behavioural variables.

Adolescents and their perception
of their bodies

From the beginning of puberty the expectations of most

young people in terms of their appearance and attractiveness

play an important role. Throughout puberty young people are

highly sensitive to standardised ideas about appearance and

behaviour, particularly in the media and in groups of the

same age, and especially look towards corresponding role

models. In the ‘Sex Education and Family Planning FORUM

1/2006’, the BZgA reported in various articles in its own

‘body’ subject area on the attitudes and behaviour of young

people in relation to fashion and problems with regard to

their own bodies. As well as the empirical results of the

BZgA’s own study on self-image, body concept, body aware-

ness and personal hygiene, the issue dealt with the findings

of studies and articles on the significance of tattoos, piercings

and lifestyle medicine, the effect of the media on the self-

image of young people, gender specific aspects of physical

experience and the risk, prevention and methods of treatment

of eating disorders. This study on the life situation and be-

haviour of young people deals in part with similar questions

and contents and therefore provides a good opportunity for

comparing the findings. It confirms, complements and

broadens the results of the above-mentioned study.

Background to the study of young people’s health
in the Rhine Neckar District

Research goal

The aim of the study was to record current epidemiological

data regarding the life situation, living environment, be-

haviour typical of age and the cares and problems of young

people.

Method

From September 2004 to January 2005 a survey was carried

out of all year 9 pupils in every special school, secondary

general school, intermediate school and grammar school in

Heidelberg and the Rhine Neckar District. The survey was

carried out in whole classes by trained student auxiliaries. In

addition, questionnaires were distributed via the young

people to their parents, collected in sealed return envelopes

via the schools and passed on to the Rhine Neckar District

Health Authority. All the surveys were carried out anony-

mously and voluntarily. Whereas the results of the survey 

of the pupils are based on their self-assessments and their

own information, the data provided by the parents are to 

be seen as third party assessments of the young people, with

the corresponding advantages and disadvantages. The

parents’ data predominantly represent the estimation and

assessment of the young people and their living environment

from the point of view of their mothers, since 90% of the

parent questionnaires were filled in by mothers.

Sample

Out of a statistical population of N = 6,842 pupils, utilisable

and largely complete survey data were received from a total of

N = 5,832 (85%) young people and N = 3,413 (50%) parents.

Normal weight is the standard 
for young people

In terms of bodily features, the height and weight of parti-

cipants were recorded and the body mass index (BMI) was

calculated from these. The BMI correlates the height and

weight and is used to determine whether a person is over-

weight, normal weight or underweight (relative to their

height). It is used internationally as an objective assessment

criterion for the total mass of fat in the body. In the sample

for the investigation, the boys have an average height of 175

cm and an average weight of 65 kg, approximately 9 cm taller

and 8 kg heavier than the girls of the same age. For both

sexes the results are within the normal BMI distributions

without any notable shifts towards overweight or under-

weight. The majority (78%) of the young people are of nor-

mal weight. Of the girls, 11% are underweight and 11%

overweight. The boys tend more towards being overweight

(13%) and less to being underweight (9%).

Girls often feel that they are ‘too fat’ 

and resort to diets

Although the boys fulfil the criteria slightly more often for

being overweight, the girls’ self-assessment of their body is

far less favourable since half of all the girls (47%), compared

with only 22% of the boys feel that they are too fat (see 

table 2). In addition, more than half of the girls already have



13BZgA FORUM 3–2007

YOUTH

experience of dieting, one in four of them (25%) more than

once (see table 3).

In the distribution by BMI categories (underweight,

normal weight, overweight), there was a definite tendency

amongst the girls towards ‘feeling too fat’. Almost all of the

overweight girls (87%) would like to be slimmer, but many

girls of normal weight (45%) feel that they are too fat and

sense a discrepancy between their actual and desired body

concept. Of the objectively underweight girls, only 23% feel

that they are too thin, the majority (62%) feel that they are

about right and 15% even feel that they are too fat.

So for most of those who are underweight, their condition

is acceptable, or even desirable. A body concept disorder

(feeling too fat even though actually being underweight) and

an associated tendency towards a diminished appetite or

anorexia is exhibited by 15% of the underweight girls, or 1.6%

of all the girls surveyed. This tendency to feel too fat is con-

siderably less pronounced in the boys. Most of the boys are

happy with their weight, only those who are overweight

would mostly like to be thinner. A tendency towards a

diminished appetite or anorexia is only observed in 4% of 

the underweight boys, or 0.3% of all the boys surveyed 

(see table 4).

Dietary behaviour is determined more by the subjective

self-image than the objective weight, particularly in the girls.

Most of the pupils who feel that they are too fat (70%) have

already tried diets. In the group of young people who feel 

that their weight is about right, this figure is 22%; of those

who feel that they are too thin, only 5%. The more dis-

satisfied the young people are with their body concept in

terms of ‘feeling too fat’, the more they have tried dieting.

The correlation between actual weight (BMI) and dietary

behaviour is closer in boys than in girls. For boys, dieting is

found predominantly in the overweight group (59%), and

rarely in the normal weight group (18%) or the underweight

group (4%). About two thirds of the overweight boys feel that

they are too fat and try dieting. For the girls the picture is

definitely more contradictory. It is true that almost all the

overweight girls feel that they are too fat and have therefore

been on diets, but half of the girls of normal weight (54%)

and even 21% of the underweight girls have also been on

diets to lose weight. Many girls are subject to a pronounced

and excessive pursuit of slimness which often causes even

girls of normal weight to be dissatisfied with their self-image

and to make attempts to lose weight (see table 5).

Satisfaction with appearance depends 
on the subjective body concept

Probably also as a result of the frequently experienced feeling

of not being slim enough and not conforming to the current

ideal of beauty, the girls’ satisfaction with their appearance 

is far lower than that of the boys. Only 24% of the girls,

compared with 45% of the boys, are satisfied with their own

appearance (see table 6).

Satisfaction with one’s appearance depends more on the

subjectively experienced body concept than on the actual

weight. There are close correlations between the perceived

body concept and satisfaction with one’s appearance for both

sexes, but more so for the girls. Young people who consider

their weight to be about right are most likely to be happy with

their own appearance. The relatively small group who feel

that they are too thin are rather more unhappy with their

appearance. The group of those who feel that they are too fat

are the least happy with their appearance. The actual weight

(BMI) does not have a close correlation with satisfaction with

one’s appearance. Classification by BMI categories

Table 1

Overview of height and weight data

Body-related data* 

male female

M SD M SD

Height in cm 174,9 (8,0) 165,9 (6,2)

Weight in kg 64,8 (12,8) 56,8 (10,2)

BMI (kg/m2) 21,1 (3,7) 20,6 (3,4)

Weight groups**

male female

N = 2,728 N = 2,657

Underweight 8,9 10,7

Normal weight 78,1 78,5

Overweight 13,0 10,8

100% 100%

* M = mean value, SD = standard deviation
** Weight distribution by BMI: < 17.5 = underweight
17.5–24.5 = normal weight, > 24.5 = overweight
The BMI is calculated using the formula:
BMI = weight (kg)/height (m) squared (kg/m2)

Table 2

Body concept, self-assessment

Do you feel ...? N=5,523

male female

too thin 9,5 4,3

about right 68,2 48,2

too fat 22,3 47,5

100% 100%

Table 3

Experience of dieting

N=5,484

male female

no 78,0 45,9

once 15,6 29,2

more than once 6,4 24,9

100% 100%

Have you ever gone 
on a diet to lose weight?
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(underweight, normal weight, overweight) shows that young

people who are underweight or normal weight are appro-

ximately equally happy with their own appearance. Only the

overweight group are definitely unhappy. Satisfaction with

one’s appearance and body concept represent two different

aspects of the bodily self-image which are associated but are

evidently also affected by other factors.

Risk of being overweight – 
protective factor of body-related 
self-confidence

Generally there are only weak correlations between weight

(BMI) and social relationships or problems. The overweight

tend to be more frequent victims of teasing and bullying 

by fellow pupils. There appears to be a definite correlation

between weight and type of school, with higher levels of

excess weight at lower schooling levels. There are more over-

weight young people at special schools (28%) and secondary

general schools (18%), whereas they are quite rarely found in

intermediate schools (13%) and very rarely in grammar

schools (5%). While there are only weak connections between

BMI and social problems, significant correlations can be

established between satisfaction with one’s own appearance

and social variables. Satisfaction with one’s own appearance

includes aspects of one’s physical image and also self-

acceptance. Satisfaction with one’s external physical image is

associated with better relationships with people of the same

age and fewer social problems. Pupils who are happy with

their own appearance state that they get on better with their

fellow pupils and are only rarely tormented or teased by their

fellow pupils. In addition, they report fewer social problems

in the problem questionnaire for young people (Youth Self

Report YSR/German Child Behavior Check-list 1998 study

group).

Self-harm – fad or alarm signal?

While suicidal thoughts and suicide attempts occur in almost

all cultures as reactions to severe conflicts, stress, illnesses

and disappointments and appear understandable or at least

comprehensible to many people, self-harming behaviour is

Table 4

Body concept and BMI

Body concept BMI

Underweight Normal weight Overweight

BMI < 17,5 BMI 17,5–24,5 BMI > 24,5

Boys (N = 2,691) N = 239 N = 2,101 N = 351

too thin 31,8 8,3 0,9

about right 64,4 75,0 29,6

too fat 3,8 16,7 69,5

100% 100% 100%

Girls (N = 2,630) N = 279 N = 2,068 N = 283

too thin 22,9 2,5 0

about right 61,7 52,3 13,4

too fat 15,4 45,2 86,6

100% 100% 100%

Table 5

BMI and Diet

Diet (Weight) BMI

Underweight Normal weight Overweight

BMI < 17,5 BMI 17,5–24,5 BMI > 24,5

Boys (N = 2,673) N = 238 N = 2,087 N = 348

no 96,2 82,0 41,4

once 2,1 13,7 36,2

more than once 1,7 4,3 22,4

100% 100% 100%

Girls (N = 2,612) N = 280 N = 2,053 N = 279

no 78,9 46,4 16,1

once 12,9 30,8 34,4

more than once 8,2 22,8 49,5

100% 100% 100%
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more likely to produce astonishment and incomprehension

in outsiders. In modern western societies in particular, in

which appearance and physical ideals are often excessively

emphasised, and health and well-being are highly esteemed,

to many people it is beyond belief that young people delibe-

rately cause themselves pain by cutting or scratching them-

selves, burning their skin with cigarettes and so on. Since the

middle of the 1980s self-harming behaviour has been

increasingly investigated in specialist medical psychiatric

literature, and in the last ten years comprehensive empirical

studies have also been carried out. Current surveys of the

significance and importance of self-harming behaviour have

been produced by Brunner/Resch (2002), Petermann/
Winkel (2005) and Skegg (2005). Unlike suicidal actions,

self-harm does not involve any suicidal intent. The behaviour

is normally aimed at reducing tension and regulating the

build-up of negative feelings. It is precisely the clearly visible

self-inflicted injuries, sometimes with deep cuts and scar

formations on arms and legs which show an interactive com-

ponent and demand reactions with the environment.

In this investigation, both the pupils themselves and their

parents were asked about intentional self-inflicted injuries to

the young people (in the form of scratching, cutting, burning,

etc.). Correlations with other variables such as social charac-

teristics, leisure time and behaviour in relation to the media,

success at school, substance misuse and other problems were

analysed in detail. Intentional self-harming is reported by

10% of the boys and 20% of the girls. For most of those

affected these are individual events (one to three times in a

year). Self-harming occurring more than three times a year is

reported by 2% of the boys and 6% of the girls. Self-harming

behaviour is massively underestimated by the parents or not

noticed at all (see table 7).

Self-inflicted injuries and suicide attempts often occur

together as forms of self-harming behaviour. Thus, only 3%

of young people who don’t self-harm report suicide attempts,

26% of those who occasionally self-harm do so, while 55% 

of young people who repeatedly self-harm report suicide

attempts. Young people who self-harm also have consider-

ably increased consumption of cigarettes, alcohol and other

drugs. Amongst young people who repeatedly self-harm,

there are many who smoke daily (51%) and regularly

consume alcohol (43%) or other drugs (16%), while the

consumption of addictive drugs by young people who do not

self-harm is considerably less (12% smoke daily, 12% drink

alcohol every week and 2.5% consume other drugs every

week). With the increasing troubles and problems of the

young people, the frequency of the self-harming also

increases. Of the young people who report many troubles

and problems, 40% demonstrate self-harming behaviour

compared with 7% of the young people without troubles and

problems. The total in the YSR problem questionnaire for

young people who harm themselves more than three times 

a year is on average (M = 66.5) almost twice as high as for

young people who don’t self-harm (M = 34.8). Young people

with self-inflicted injuries more often come from fragmen-

ted families, attend secondary general or special schools and

have more often repeated a class. Self-harming is thus

associated with problems, stress, other forms of risky behav-

iour and an unsatisfactory life situation.

Discussion and conclusions

A particular problem which young people have is the esti-

mation and acceptance of their own body and its propor-

tions. Subjective feelings about one’s body in terms of body

weight can be clearly distinguished from the objective

weight status. One’s own, as well as the social assessment of

physical image, may thus be strongly influenced by stereo-

typical idealisations in the media. One’s own attractiveness

and appea-rance also assumes great importance in terms of

the expectation or completion of one’s first sexual experien-

ces. In this estimation process, many young people – par-

ticularly girls – appear to be a long way from the reality.

About a quarter (22%) of the boys and about half of the girls

surveyed feel that they are too fat – even those who are of

normal weight or underweight. In many girls this leads to

dissatisfaction with their own body and its proportions if it

does not fit in with the increasingly extreme ideals of

slimness in our society, and is often associated with a wish

to lose weight.

About 20% of the boys and half of the girls try to counter

the perceived stigma of not complying with the current ideal

of beauty by means of dieting, and already have experience 

of diets, about 25% of the girls having experience of more

Table 6

Satisfaction with one’s appearance

N=5,505

male female

no 7,0 13,8

Fairly 47,6 62,1

Yes 45,4 24,1

100% 100%

Are you satisfied with
your appearance?

Table 7

Intentional self-harming

Information from the young people (N=5,522) the parents (N=3,258)

male female male female

Never 89,9 80,1 98,2 94,9

1–3 times per year 8,0 14,0 1,7 4,2

more than 1–3 times per year 2,1 5,9 0,1 0,9

100% 100% 100% 100%
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than one. By comparing the data on self-perception of body

weight with the measured weight status, risk groups can be

identified in which there is a danger of eating disorders

developing or already being present. Underweight individu-

als who report experience of diets or feel that they are too fat

represent a group which is most probably already suffering

from an eating disorder. In the ‘Body’ issue of the BZgA

FORUM, Schemer (2006) reports on the influence of the

media on self-image and describes a definite discrepancy

between ideals of beauty as communicated by underweight

female models and the actually much higher average weight

of healthy women. In her article on psychogenic eating dis-

orders, Baeck (2006) also points to the current ideal of

beauty and strong pressure to perform as being central risk

factors. Young people between the ages of 14 and 16, with

their intensive search for identity and role models, appear to

be particularly susceptible to media influences. So it would

appear to be no coincidence that anorexia most often starts

at the age of 14 or 15 while at the same time young people in

particular are avidly watching certain TV broadcasts about

stars, models and fashion, such as ‘Germany’s next Super-

model’. Schemer considers the imparting of media compe-

tence to be more helpful than the call for political regulation,

but the death of the severely underweight Brazilian super-

model Ana Carolina Reston in November 2006 has also led

to massive reaction from the media world, including calls 

to ban extremely thin girls from the catwalk. Also, on 

5 August 2007, under the title ‘Death on the catwalk’, ARD

broadcast a critical report on the life and death of ‘stick-thin

models’, which can make a contribution to the debate 

about morbid ideals of beauty.

Manipulation of one’s own body by diets, body art in 

the form of piercings or tattoos, as well as by cosmetic sur-

gery, appears to be fashionable behaviour and the expression

of increased striving for beauty and youth in the modern

performance and media world (Hinz et al. 2006). Not least,

not being able to live up to the pressure, ideals and require-

ments leads 10% of the boys and 20% of the girls to an

autoaggressive approach to their own body in the form of

intentional self-harm. Self-harming behaviour is often

triggered by stressful events (Resch 1998, 2001). These

include perceived failure, disappointments and losses, social

isolation or pressure situations – which tie in particularly

with the bad family relationships and problems with perfor-

mance at school (especially having to repeat classes) found in

this study. It is true that particularly extreme forms of

piercings and tattoos also tend to be associated with risky

patterns of behaviour and problems such as substance mis-

use, aggressive behaviour, emotional problems, eating

disorders or problems with social behaviour, although the

relevant findings are inconsistent (Roberts et al. 2004, Preti
et al. 2006, Stirn 2006). Unlike piercing and tattoos, self-

harming behaviour should be seen less as a fad, but rather as

a clinically significant symptom or as a valve for reducing

tension and a desperate call for help by young people under

stress (Schneider 2004, Brunner et al. 2007).

The results of the study demonstrate quite vividly that

risky behaviour is often not limited to a single behaviour

pattern, but includes several dimensions. Young people who

exhibit a certain behaviour which risks their health often

also demonstrate other health-damaging behaviour patterns

or multiple-risk behaviour. This may encourage even people

without pedagogical experience to take a closer look in their

day-to-day education, and open the way to discussing the

problem areas associated with risk to the young people

concerned.

The type and extent of behavioural characteristics in

young people require us to constantly challenge and modify

our understanding of normality and variance from the

standard. The results allow an interpretation, according to

which some of the young generation, while being subject to

increased requirements, feel the need to draw attention to

themselves while also adopting behaviour patterns which

mimic adults and their world, thus reacting to environments

which open up a multitude of possible actions and patterns

of life, but which are less reliable and are subject to rapid

change. This involves opportunities and the freedom for 

self-fulfilment, but also increased risks of failure and a loss

of certainty. Thus, ‘problematic’ behaviour patterns can at

the same time be interpreted as ‘attempts to adapt’ to

ambient life conditions. Such behaviour patterns – which 

in many cases are borderline harmful – quite often lead to

helplessness and excessive burdens on the part of the sociali-

sation authorities concerned. More than ever, social institu-

tions are required to examine the foundations of their

standards-based action and for their part to create ‘suitable’

health-promoting environments which are appropriate for

young people and look to the future (Trojan/Legewie 2001).

Johann Haffner, Jeanette Roos, Rainer Steen, 

Martin Klett, Franz Resch
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In general language, the term puberty refers to the develop-

ment phase which culminates in the attaining of sexual

maturity. It starts with an enormous growth spurt and the

development of internal and external sexual characteristics,

and ends with the first menstrual period (menarche) or the

first ejaculation (spermarche). This is followed by so-called

adolescence as the developmental section, with further

development of the characteristics of sexual maturity until

the end of the period of growth in height. Although these

hormonal physical changes occur in a sequence conforming

to natural law, investigations have shown that the times when

girls and boys start and finish puberty vary culturally, indi-

vidually and historically. For the historical changes in

developmental acceleration over more than one generation,

the term ‘secular acceleration’ has become established.

Developmental acceleration 
(secular acceleration)

A number of investigations have demonstrated that children

and adolescents are now taller and weigh more than young

people of the same age 100 years ago, and that they go

through puberty earlier. The most significant factors in this

accelerated development compared with previous generations

are taken to be the higher protein content of food and

improved health care in the industrial countries. As a result

of these influences, the average age of the first menstrual

period (menarche) has fallen by about two years in the last

century and settled and stabilised during the 1970s and

1980s at around 12.5 to 13 years. Investigations in european

countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands, Sweden and

Hungary confirm this trend. Reference is also made to the

influence of social factors and ethnic differences (Danker-
Hopfe 1986; Lindgren 1996; Hauspie et al. 1997; Jaeger
1998; Bodzsar 2000; De Munich et al. 2001; Fredriks et

al. 2003; Juul et al. 2006).

1 This article was first published in 2007 by Springer Verlag in volume 50 

of the Bundesgesundheitsblatt and appears here in a modified version.

2 Health Survey of Children and Adolescents, carried out by the Robert Koch

Institute, Berlin

A number of individual investigations into the age at

menarche have also been carried out in Germany and have

shown no further advancement of the age at menarche

during the 1980s and 1990s. Thus both Ostersehlt/
Danker-Hopfe (1991) and Richter (1989) reported an age 

at menarche of about 13 years for girls from Bremen and

Görlitz respectively. For boys it is more difficult to estimate 

a trend as there are only a few comparable studies of the

development of maturity in boys (Reissig 1985; Richter /
Wenske 1985; Richter 1989). Likewise, the results of the

representative maturity study of approximately 18,000

children and adolescents aged 8 to 16 (Greil/Kahl 2005)

carried out in the now new federal states in the east in 1985

do not show any significantly earlier commencement of

maturity. For girls, an average age of 10.9 years was calcu-

lated for breast development (B2) and 12.7 years for the

menarche, while for boys an average age of 11.1 years was

calculated for genital development (G2) and 13.8 years for the

spermarche. On the other hand, the results of the BZgA

study carried out in 1994 by Kluge (1998) of physical and

sexual development between 1981 and 1994 (survey of 14 to

17-year-old girls and boys) in the old federal states in the west

indicated a further advancement of the age at menarche from 

13.5 to 12.2 years and of the spermarche age from 14.2 to 12.5

years. In addition, the percentage of girls who say that they

had their first menstrual period at 11 to 12 years has increased

further, according to the results of the latest study carried out

by the Federal Centre for Health Education in 2005 (Bundes-
zentrale für gesundheitliche Aufklärung 2006). This

then leads to the question of to what extent this trend will

continue in Germany and what results have been obtained in

the KiGGS study on the development of maturity.

Recording of maturity in the KiGGS study –
nationwide and representative

The Health Survey of Children and Adolescents (KiGGS) 

was carried out by the Robert Koch Institute from May 2003

to May 2006. The aim of this nationwide questionnaire and

investigation based survey was to obtain comprehensive

nationwide representative data for the first time on the health

of children and adolescents aged from 0 to 17 years. A total 

This article deals with the changes in physical and sexual maturity in children and
adolescents over the last hundred years and the current results of the nationwide
KiGGS study on the development of maturity2. In the context of the current discussion
regarding the ever earlier development of maturity in girls and boys, these results do
not show any dramatic advancement of the development of maturity.

Puberty in transition – where is the trend leading?
The development of sexual maturity 
in children and adolescents in Germany1
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3 PH1: no hair growth (prepubertal), PH2: little, slightly curly hair at the 

root of the penis/along the labia majora, PH3: darker, curly hair over the

symphysis, PH4: thicker hair, triangular shape, PH5: very thick hair, 

PH6: further spread over the inside of the upper thighs and up to the

navel: this stage depends on the individual type of hair growth and is not

reached by everyone, even as an adult.

4 A validation study for self-estimation is currently being carried out.

Fig. 1

Commencement of menstrual periods (no; yes, irregular; yes, regular) in 10 to 17-year-old girls by age in %
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of 17,641 children and adolescents (8,656 girls and 8,985

boys) from 167 towns and communities representative of the

Federal Republic of Germany took part. The participation rate

was 66.6%. The purpose of recording maturity characteris-

tics in the KiGGS was to be able to provide current and

representative information on the development of maturity

and, in association with this, to clarify the correlations

between the maturity status on the one hand and social and

health parameters from other investigation and questionnaire

parts of the survey on the other (Kahl et al. 2007).

Sample and method

The doctors working in the field teams asked all the 10 to 

17-year-old girls (n = 3,803) and boys (n = 4,028) whether they

had already had their first menstrual period (menarche) 

or if their voice had already broken (heterophonia). This

status quo method is regarded as more precise than retro-

spectively asking about the age of the menarche or when the

voice broke. As a secondary sexual characteristic, details of

pubic hair growth (pubes, pubic hair PH) were collected by

means of self-estimates based on the Tanner drawings

(Tanner/ Whitehouse 1976)3 (n = 3,739 girls and n = 3,932

boys), since in the pre-test many children had refused a

medical inspection of their body and this proved to be parti-

cularly problematic for foreign girls.4

Body height and weight were measured with standardised

procedures and the body mass index (BMI) in kg/m2 was

calculated from them. For classification of the BMI, the

individual BMI was set against the age and gender specific

reference values according to Kromeyer-Hauschild et al.

(2001). The statistical assessment was carried out on the

basis of weighted data with the statistical program SAS, and

included the calculation of frequencies, as well as the calcu-

lation of the average age for the menarche, heterophonia and

the stages of pubic hair development via a logit model.

The results show no dramatic advancement 
of the development of maturity

First menstrual period (menarche)

The KiGGS results on the development of maturity (fig. 1)

show a very small proportion of 10-year-old girls with

menstrual periods (2.2%), then there is a steep increase in

the number of girls with menstrual periods from the age 

of 11 to 14 from 10.3% to 90.7%. The end of the development

is essentially reached at the age of 15 (98.2%). It is also a

significant finding that half of the 11 to 13-year-olds with

menstrual periods say that they are irregular, but this propor-

tion reduces to 13.2% for the 17-year-olds. The mean age at

menarche, that is the age by which half of the girls have had

a menstrual period, is 12.8 years (in the east 12.8 years, in 

the west 12.9 years).

With regard to the question of whether the beginning 

of puberty is advancing still further, a comparison of the age

at menarche obtained in the KiGGS with other study results

produces varying information about the trend. For the new

federal states in the east, there is no further reduction in the

age at menarche if we compare the result of 12.8 years with

the age at menarche of 12.7 years obtained in 1985 in the

study of maturity in the east already mentioned. For the west,

the 12.9 years established actually represents an increase 

in the age at menarche compared with the 12.2 years found
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in a study of the age at menarche carried out by the BZgA 

in 1994 (Kluge 1998). However, it should be noted that in

the BZgA study the age when the first menstrual period

occurred was asked retrospectively and the information could

therefore be less precise than in the current KiGGS study, 

in which the status quo was surveyed and the girl’s precise

age by the day was entered in the calculation.

Change of voice (heterophonia)

In boys the change of voice is a relatively late maturity cha-

racteristic which normally starts a few months before the first

ejaculation (spermarche). The KiGGS results are shown in

figure 2. At the age of twelve, 20.2% of the boys exhibit

changes in the pitch of their voice. At the age of 14 almost

half (47.3%) have reached a variable pitch and 31.2% a deep

pitch, with this proportion rising to 94.4% by the age of 17.

In 5.5% of the boys the change in their voice is not yet com-

plete at the age of 18. The median value for stage 1 of the

change (variable pitch) is 13.5 years and for stage 2 (deep

voice) 15.1 years for the boys. The period from the beginning

of the change (variable pitch) until the deep pitch is firmly

established is about 1.5 years.

Assessment of the trend in the development of maturity

in boys is complicated by the fact that in the KiGGS study it

is not the spermarche age, but the age at the change of voice

which is recorded. The information from the study of ma-

turity in the east in 1985, giving the spermarche age as 13.8

years, differs significantly from the result of 12.7 years

obtained ten years later in the BZgA study in 1994, while

Schaefer et al. (1990) obtained an average age for the

spermarche of 14.1 years using the objective method of

evidence of sperm in the urine of 10 to 17-year-old German

boys. Thus, the varying results of the individual studies do

not provide any conclusive evidence of the extent to which

the progress of puberty in boys has changed.

Development of pubic hair growth (pubes)

Table 1 shows the average age at which girls and boys reach

the individual development stages for pubic hair growth.

Using a mean age, the data show almost simultaneous

commencement of growth in both sexes (PH2) at 10.8 years

for girls and 10.9 years for boys, although the mean age for

the appearance of the first pubic hairs in boys seems to be

too low. This is probably due to mistakes in the self-assess-

ment since particularly younger children may take fine body

hair to be pubic hair (Schmitz et al. 2004). There is then a

definite advance in development by the girls who reach each

of the puberty stages PH3 to PH5 around a year earlier than

the boys. Only data from the study of maturity in the east are

available for comparison and they show a higher mean age

for girls and boys at all levels of pubic hair growth in com-

parison with the KiGGS results. In this study the estimate of

the characteristic was carried out by doctors. It thus remains

unclear whether development is really starting earlier or

whether the self-assessment by the children has led to an

overestimate of the development and thus to an under-

estimate of the mean age.

Advance in development by the girls

The quicker development of pubic hair growth of the girls

compared with the boys is seen clearly in the different

sections of the developmental stages in terms of age (fig. 3).

Even at the age of ten, girls have a higher proportion of PH3

and PH4 pubic hair than 10-year-old boys.

At the age of 12 all the developmental stages of pubic hair

growth are represented, both for the girls and the boys, which

emphasises the great variance in the development of maturity

at this age. Almost half of the 12-year-old girls are at stages

PH4 and PH5/6, while stage PH2 is predominant in the

boys. However, at the age of 16, 90% of the boys are at stages

PH5/6, compared with three quarters of the girls.

Fig. 2

Change of voice (no; pitch varies; voice deep) in 10 to 17-year-olds by age in %
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Table 1

Mean age in years (median according to 
logit analysis) for the stages of pubic hair growth 
(pubic hair, PH)

PH2 PH3 PH4 PH5

Boys 10,8 11,7 12,3 13,4 

Girls 10,9 12,6 13,4 14,1 

Maturity characteristics
Mean age (years)

Source: Kahl/Schaffrat Rosario/Schlaud 2007

Fig. 3

Stages of pubic hair growth in girls and boys in selected age groups
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Pubescent children are taller and weigh more
than other children of the same age

Girls and boys with an early menarche or early change of

voice are taller and weigh more than their contemporaries

who have not yet reached this developmental stage (fig. 4, 

fig. 5). This difference is most noticeable in terms of the

weight of girls. Here, even in the older girls, there is a cor-

relation between the body weight and the occurrence of

menstrual periods. This is also shown in the illustration 

of the correlations between the age at menarche and the body

mass index BMI (table 2). Overweight and obese girls have 

a mean age at menarche of 12.2 and 12.1 years respectively.

In underweight children, on the other hand, the mean age at

menarche is later at 14.2 years, or 14.9 years for severely

underweight girls. That is an overall difference of 2.8 years.

This difference also applies to the median age for the various

stages of pubic hair growth. Girls with a higher BMI begin

and end their development earlier. For the boys, the differ-

ence in terms of the mean age of the stages of pubic hair

growth in relation to the BMI is less pronounced, but also

statistically significant. The difference between the mean

voice change age of obese and severely underweight boys is

0.7 years. Overall, it appears that boys and girls who are

below the normal weight experience delayed developmental

progress compared with normal weight children and that 

this delay is more pronounced than the acceleration experi-

enced by the overweight children.

For a long time it has been known that nutritional status

and pubertal development are closely linked. Thus, a lack 

of fatty mass often results in late onset of puberty or non-

commencement of menstrual periods, as is known, for

example, from investigations of competitive athletes. This

then raises the possibility that a certain ‘critical’ body weight

or a certain amount of body fat may be decisive in the onset

of puberty.

As shown above, according to the KiGGS data, there is

also a significant correlation between an early menarche,

early development of pubic hair growth and a high BMI in

girls, whereas such a correlation is less clear in boys. In the

discussion about higher BMI values and their significance 

in terms of the beginning of maturity, other factors, particu-

larly the body constitution (build) appear to play a role. 

Greil (2007) has shown that girls with a stocky build 

(pyknomorphous) mature earlier on average than slim girls

(leptomorphic), whereas for boys there is no evidence of any

pronounced differences in the rate of maturity dependent 

on their build.
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The fact that early pubescent children are taller and weigh

more than their contemporaries must be taken into account

especially when assessing physical development. If norms for

the age are used as a basis, the determining factor is the bio-

logical age (that is the existing maturity status), rather than

the calendar age.

Social and ethnic differences 
only relevant to girls

There are no differences in development of maturity between

the east and west of Germany. However, there is evidence 

of significant differences in the age at menarche dependent

on social status (12.7, 12.9 and 13.0 years in girls from

families with low, middle and high social status respectively).

In our view, the current earlier age at menarche in girls from

families with a lower social status compared with girls from

families with a high social status may be due to catching up

and adjustment in the physical development, as previously

girls from the upper social level had an earlier menarche. The

extent to which the increasing obesity of girls from families

with a lower social status is also significant here requires

further investigation. In boys there are no correlations

between the change of voice and their social status.

Assessment by migration status indicates a significantly

earlier age at menarche in girls with a migratory background

compared with German girls (12.5 against 12.9 years). In

terms of country of origin there is little difference in the age

at menarche between girls of Turkish origin (12.5 years),

Russian-German girls (12.4 years) and girls from other coun-

tries of origin (12.5 years). In boys there are no differences in

the mean age of voice change based on a migratory back-

ground.

Differences in the age at menarche between German and

foreign girls are also shown by the school leaving examina-

tions in Berlin. In the period from 1980 to 1995 there was 

a slight advance of the age at menarche in German girls from

12.8 to 12.6 years and in foreign girls from 12.7 to 12.5 years

(Kiss 1997). Investigations in the Netherlands (Fredriks
et al. 2003) also report that the age at menarche of second

and third generation Turkish girls is lower than that of

indigenous Dutch girls (12.8 years compared with 13.3 years).

Fig. 4

Height in cm (median) and weight in kg (median) 
of girls before and after occurrence of the menarche
(first menstrual period) in comparison with average
development
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Fig. 5

Height in cm (median) and weight in kg (median) 
of boys before and after the change in the voice 
in comparison with average development
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Conclusion

A trend of ever earlier commencement of development of

maturity cannot be demonstrated by the nationwide repre-

sentative KiGGS data, particularly since it is difficult to make

any comparisons with earlier data owing to differing samples

and recording methods. While, in terms of the sexual behav-

iour of girls and boys, there has been a convergence between

the sexes in the last 30 years, the girls are still further

advanced in terms of the physical development of maturity.

The earlier maturity of girls with a migratory background and

girls from families with a lower social status must be taken

into account in practical sex education work. Likewise, the

results showing a higher body mass index at the start of

menstrual periods underline the need to address the physical

changes in puberty in girls’ sex education and to emphasise

normal development, especially against the background of 

a media-fuelled ideal of slimness which is very far from the

reality.

Heidrun Kahl, Angelika Schaffrath Rosario

BMI <P3 BMI P3–<P10 BMI P10–P90 BMI >P90–P97 BMI >P97 p

Girls
PH2 11,2 11,7 10,8 10,1 10,4 p<0,0001

PH5 15,5 14,6 13,5 13,0 12,6 p<0,0001

Menarche 14,9 14,2 12,9 12,2 12,1 p<0,0001

Boys
PH2 11,2 11,4 10,9 11,0 10,2 p=0,022

PH5 15,0 14,9 14,1 14,0 14,1 P=0,016

Heterophonia 15,7 15,5 15,1 15,1 15,0 P=0,026
(stage 2)

Table 2

Mean age in years (median according to logit analysis) for stages PH2 and PH5 of pubic hair growth, 
the menarche (first menstrual period) and heterophonia (stage 2 voice change = voice deep) 
according to body mass index (BMI)

Body mass index BMI*

Source: Kahl et al. 2007
* P3, P10, P90, P97: age and gender specific percentiles according to Kromeyer-Hauschild et al. 2001

Severely
underweight Underweight Normal weight Overweight Obese
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FORUM: The influence of hormones in the brain during

the puberty phase leads to extensive changes. An article in

the DIE ZEIT newspaper1 in which you were quoted talks

about the ‘brain in an exceptional situation’. Would you like

to describe these processes for us?

Schulte-Markwort: During puberty, in the transition 

from a child’s to an adult’s brain, conversion processes take

place which are expressed in the form of changing or newly

developing neuronal networks. These newly structured

networks are a reflection of changing mental capabilities

during adolescence. We are now able to record what has long

been described by developmental psychology in cognitive 

and moral development during adolescence. Basically, what

takes place are connection processes between basal brain

structures and the prefrontal cortex as well as conversions/

reinforcements of the limbic system, which is important, 

for example, for assessments in terms of moral development.

FORUM: To what extent is this ‘conversion’ of the brain

responsible for typically pubertal behaviour?

Schulte-Markwort: These ‘conversions’ are an expression

of the development during puberty and therefore also an

expression of pubertal behaviour, which is characterised by

extreme changes and inconsistencies.

FORUM: Parents often get excited about the behaviour of

their pubescent children and feel provoked by it. Are we

getting angry about something which is to a great extent

outside the sphere of intentional action?

Schulte-Markwort: It should definitely not always be

assumed that the changeable behaviour of pubescent

children, and particularly their changeable perception,

represent attempts at deliberate provocation of adults. The

skill is being able to find out again and again in each

individual case when pubescent children do not want to do

something and when they cannot do it. In cases of doubt 

it should be assumed that they are trying, but they are not 

yet sufficiently able to control their behaviour.

FORUM: Why do many adolescents look for borderline

experiences, why do they tend towards risky behaviour? Does

brain research provide any answers?

Schulte-Markwort: Feedback processes between the

prefrontal cortex and deeper regions of the brain are,

amongst other things, responsible for controlling thought

processes and the appropriate estimation of dangers.

However, this undoubtedly only partially explains the

phenomenon of borderline experiences. Another factor is 

that borderline experiences are necessary to some extent 

in psychological development and particularly in formulating

an identity.

FORUM: How much influence do parents or teachers

have on responsible, moral behaviour in adolescents?

Schulte-Markwort: The influence of teaching staff on

adolescent development should not be underestimated! 

That is why it is so important that teachers strive to achieve 

a lasting good relationship with the young people who are

entrusted to them.

FORUM: What are your particular interests and research

areas in terms of psychological and physical development

during adolescence?

Schulte-Markwort: My personal specialist research areas

are imaging research, that is research into the changes in the

brain from childhood to adulthood, the investigation and

treatment of depression in childhood and adolescence and

the recording of frequencies and treatment possibilities for

psychological and psychosomatic abnormalities in childhood

and adolescence.

1 DIE ZEIT No. 42 published on 12 October 2006. A detailed account of

neurobiological findings and their relevance in controlling emotions is

provided by the article ‘Jugend, Körper, Emotion. Eine Schnittmenge aus

neurobiologischer Sicht’ by Anne-Katharina Wietasch in: Diskurs

Kindheits- und Jugendforschung issue 2-2007, pp. 123–137 (ed.).

Professor Michael Schulte-Markwort, Director of the Department of Child and
Adolescent Psychosomatics at Hamburg-Eppendorf University Hospital, answers
questions about special features involved in the maturing of the brain during puberty
which are significant in terms of behaviour during puberty and the development of
morals during adolescence.

The brain in development.
The relevance of the maturing of the brain
to behaviour in adolescence



27BZgA FORUM 3–2007

YOUTH

FORUM: Could you give us an example which illustrates

your work?

Schulte-Markwort: Most modern antidepressants are not

licensed for use in people under 18, but there are severe

forms of depression that have to be treated with drugs. I am

therefore involved in studies to determine which modern

antidepressant psychoactive drugs are appropriate and safe.

The questions were put by Heike Lauer

Prof. Dr. med. Michael Schulte-Markwort
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of Child and Adolescent Psychosomatics 

at Hamburg-Eppendorf University
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The female body and exposure to it are perceived in the

public domain – at school and in youth work – as an expres-

sion of various beliefs about gender roles and cultural values.

The refusal of some girls of the Muslim or Baptist/Menno-

nite faith to take part in coeducational sports or swimming

lessons and class trips, the (sometimes vigorous) objections

to the forms of sex education used in schools, and also the

wearing of a headscarf by Muslim schoolgirls are all seen as

conflict-ridden. It is therefore not by chance that the body

awareness and sexuality of girls and young women with a

migratory background has subliminally found its way into the

public awareness of the majority society and become asso-

ciated with ideas of ‘difficult’ integration – the accepted

standards of the majority society appear to have been chal-

lenged by other cultural forms of body expression.

Furthermore, in scarcely any other area are there such

clear perceptions, particularly in relation to young women

with a Muslim background, as described here by Aktas
(2000, p. 157): ‘In terms of the sexual politics of migrants,

particularly those with a Moslem background, there is clearly

a view by the general public which is quite typical: patriar-

chal, misogynistic family structures, sexual taboos, arranged

marriages, ‘sold brides’, for which the offer of virginity is

absolutely essential, and morality based purely on satisfying

male requirements. These are some of the most common

stereotypes portrayed to the majority society.’ In the end it is

the headscarf which seems to symbolise all of these charac-

teristics. However, in scarcely any other area is there so little

empirical investigation or scientifically-based literature

available.

Attitudes to sexuality

While many assumptions are made about the influence 

of family and ethnic community on the attitudes to sexuality

of girls and young women with a migratory background,

hardly anything is known about the actual ideas of young

migrants on this subject apart from the everyday theories of

the correlation between a rigid sexual standard and religion

(often seen exclusively in the context of Islam)2. Another

reason for the lack of empirical studies up to now is because

questions about sexuality are considered particularly difficult.

Von Salisch (1990) also confirms that access to Turkish

girls to ask them about sexuality was problematical. She

attributes this to the fact that young females of Turkish

origin are hardly able to gain any experience in the sexual

area since they are kept away from contact with males of their

own age. This is because their family honour is at stake if

they are no longer virgins when they are married. If they

nevertheless have had experience with sexuality and a

relationship, because of the strict prohibition they are hardly

ever prepared to provide any information about it (Von
Salisch 1990, p. 15).

From her activity as a sexual educationalist with pro

familia, Aktas (2000, p. 159) describes how the subject of

‘virginity’, or more accurately ‘the hymen’ is the one about

which young females from Turkish and Arab cultures most

often require advice (see also Renz 2000, p. 180, ibid 2002,

p. 27). In group discussions the girls are interested in the

biological aspects, particularly how it can be injured and

(especially in one-to-one discussions) about how a ruptured

hymen can be ‘repaired’, how much this would cost and

whether the man could notice it. Virginity is a concern in the

girls’ day-to-day lives as an important female attribute and a

sign of respectable moral conduct and, according to Aktas
(2000, p. 159) and Renz (2000, p. 180), they see themselves

confronted by a value which, on the one hand, they naturally

accept, but the obligatory nature of which is increasingly

challenged by their lifestyle. According to an estimate by

Aktas (2000, p. 160) 70% of the girls marry without any

premarital sexual intercourse, 10% have had their hymen

ı Much of this article is a revised extract from Boos-Nünning/

Karakasoglu 2004.

2 In earlier representative surveys by the Federal Centre for Health Educa-

tion, migrant adolescents were not surveyed (BZgA 1998; 2001); 

a special assessment of the ‘Youth sexuality 2006’ study is in preparation.

Even a secondary analytical assessment of available, more recent

investigations of the lifestyle of young women and young men in Germany,

which in many areas presents comparative data on migrant adolescents,

does not offer any comparative data on health, self-image and sexuality in

relation to this specific investigation group (Cornelissen et al. 2002).

Neither the Shell Youth Study (Deutsche Shell 2000) nor the DJI survey

of foreign residents (Weidacher 2000) contain any questions on these

subjects of sexuality and sex education.

In an extensive study, the authors asked 950 young women of Greek, Italian, Serbian,
Bosnian and Turkish origin about their attitudes to and knowledge of sexuality and
the persons, institutions and media involved with their sex education. At the end of
the article there are recommendations for an intercultural focus to sex education.

Sexual standards and experience 
of sex education among young women 
with a migratory background1
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surgically restored and 20% go into marriage without being

virgins, amongst them many young women who have only

had premarital sexual intercourse with their future husband.

In order to establish whether there are any differences

regarding the standard of maintaining virginity which are

specific to origins, our investigation  asked about the

significance of virginity to the girls, in the form of general

agreement with the statement ‘There is nothing wrong with

sleeping together before marriage’. A sexual relationship

before or without marriage is accepted by a majority of the

girls (58%). However, the differences based on national

origin are significant. It is true that in all of the groups there

is a proportion of girls who consider it acceptable that part-

ners have sexual intercourse before marriage, as well as a

proportion who do not find it acceptable. But acceptance or

rejection of this model varies a great deal depending on the

origin of the group, as table 1 shows.

The vast majority of girls (approximately three quarters)

with a Greek background and from resettlement families 

do not hold to the standard of virginity for women, nor do 

the majority of girls (approximately 60%) with Italian or

Yugoslavian background, although in these groups – unlike

the first groups – there is a considerable proportion

(approximately 25%) who accept the standard. This would

indicate that acceptance of premarital virginity is not an

attitude which is limited to Muslims, since the Italians

surveyed exclusively belong to Christian denominations.

However, the majority of girls with a Turkish background

(59%), as expected, maintain their belief in virginity until

marriage. Nevertheless, even in this group there is a signifi-

cant minority of 22% who reject the standard by agreeing

that premarital sexual intercourse is acceptable.

There are distinct differences in attitudes to virginity

within the Muslims group. Thus, a significantly higher pro-

portion of Bosnian Muslims (45%) agree with premarital

sexual intercourse than Turkish Muslims, only 21% of whom

agree. In this area of sexual morality considerably over half 

of the interviewees of Turkish origin tend towards main-

taining traditional standards. We therefore cannot speak of 

a uniform Islamic sexual morality.

In relation to Turkish Muslims, Marburger (1999, p. 28)

offers an explanation for their adherence to the virginity

standard. She sees it as compliance with the parents' wishes,

derived from the Islamic traditions which ‘in the face of the

widespread devaluation and discrimination offered a

reference point for maintaining one’s own self-worth and

provided security of orientation. This also applies to the

standards concerned with sexual behaviour. Set against the

sexual morality of the German community which is widely

considered to be licentious, self-indulgent and debauched,

the orientations brought with them achieved an even stronger

relevance in terms of guiding their actions, particularly with

respect to their own children. They should not surrender

their lives to “immorality”. They are expected to demonstrate

attitudes and behaviour which will not bring discredit to

themselves or their families in the eyes of members of their

own ethnic community (...)’. In the same context she refers 

to the fact that such traditional behavioural standards are also

demonstrated to some extent by resettled persons from the

CIS states with a strong evangelical link (e.g. to the Menno-

nites), which gained in significance as a characteristic identi-

fying the group through the shared experience of persecu-

tion, deportation and extreme discrimination. They too are

somewhat irritated by the all-pervasive presentation of

sexuality in the media (placards, magazines, television, etc.),

the open seeking of partners and approaching of people of

almost any age, public expressions of affection and closeness

(holding hands, walking arm in arm, kissing, etc.), osten-

tatious physicality in games and sports – to name just a few

examples of ‘normal everyday’ sexuality (ibid.).

The concept which covers sexual abstinence before

marriage, but also certain forms of covering by clothing, is

that of ‘honour’. In traditional beliefs, not only in Islam,

women are the bearers of family honour. Their behaviour 

3 The survey was carried out from November 2001 to March 2002 and

comprised a total of 950 girls and unmarried young women aged from 15

to 21 of Greek, Italian, former Yugoslavian (predominantly Serbian and

Bosnian) and Turkish origin, as well as resettled persons from countries of

the former Soviet Union. The survey regions were Frankfurt, Mannheim,

Berlin, Völklingen, Dresden, Chemnitz and the Ruhr conurbation

including the cities of Duisburg and Essen and the districts of Unna and

Recklinghausen. The sample of four migrant groups of non-German origin

was compiled with 75% random sampling from registers of inhabitants and

25% via the snowball system. With this combination it was intended to

ensure that persons of German nationality from the origins quoted were

also represented in the sample. The resettled persons were exclusively

compiled via the snowball method. The survey was conducted by means 

of personal interviews using a standardised questionnaire and with free

choice of language. If requested, the girls were interviewed in their

language of origin by specially trained bilingual interviewers. The study

was supported by the Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen

und Jugend [Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women

and Youth] (see Boos-Nünning/Karakasoglu 2006).

Table 1

Opinion on the statement ‘There is nothing wrong with sleeping together before marriage’ (in %)

Migratory background

Resettlers Greek Italian Yugoslawian Turkish Total

200 182 183 172 213 950

Strongly agree/agree 72 80 60 62 22 58 (552)

Partially agree 13 12 15 14 19 15 (141)

Disagree/strongly disagree 15 8 25 24 59 27 (257)

Mean value 2 1,7 2,4 2,3 3,6 2,4

x2 = 184.79    p = .00
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in public sets the tone for how the whole family is viewed in

the society. The most important aspect is demure behaviour

towards men and avoidance of a ‘provocative appearance’.

The male members of the family are protectors of the

honour, obliged to keep watch over the maintenance of

honourable behaviour by the female family members. In this

concept a girl’s honour is bound up with sexual abstinence

before marriage. Virginity is not prized for its own sake, but

is an expression of an attitude to sexuality that is reflective 

of the attitude of these women towards society. Accepting or

not accepting virginity means much more than a high or low

valuation of the fact that the hymen is still in place. Accep-

tance of the virginity standard rather paints a picture of a

woman who holds her parents and in-laws in high regard and

respects and observes the values and standards of the ethnic

community: deference to one’s elders and modesty are im-

portant elements of this concept of honour. Thus, traditional

parents often consider children moving out of the parents’

house, if this is not due to marriage or education in an area

far away, as a refusal to maintain the traditional values and

standards.

In fact, according to our data, there is a close correlation

between the acceptance of virginity and the willingness to live

with a partner after leaving the parents’ house and only later

to get married (r = .50; p = .00). The greater the willingness 

to live with a partner without getting married, the less

virginity is accepted. The correlation established here also

applies to Turkish Muslim girls (r = .36; p = .00).

For the group of girls and young women as a whole, it is

true that agreement with the virginity standard is associated

with the level of education (r = –.17 p = .00). The higher the

level of education, the more agreement there is with the

statement ‘There is nothing wrong with sleeping together

before marriage’. The correlation is also dependent on the

age of the interviewee (r = –.10 p = .00). The older the

interviewee, the less significant she considers the virginity

standard.

It should also be mentioned here that for the vast majority

of the young women, fulfilment of their sexuality plays an

important role in any relationship; this also applies to those

who keep to the virginity standard (see Boos-Nünning/
Karakasoglu 2006, p. 286).

Experiences with sex education

Since the publication of the papers by Heidarpur-Ghazwini
(1986)4 and Marburger (1987), the question of sex educa-

tion in relation to migrant families has also been discussed in

specialist literature. The way in which the subject of sexuality

is dealt with varies a great deal in families with a migratory

background, depending on the origin of the group. In an

investigation of 108 children with a migratory background,

Lajios and Kiotsuokis (1984) found that 62% of the Italians,

41% of the Yugoslavians, 33% of the Greeks, but only 8% 

of the Turkish children talk to their parents about sexuality.

Later investigations and practice reports also find that in

Muslim families questions of sexuality are not brought up at

all, or only rarely, between parents and children (see Hei-
darpur-Ghazwini 1986, Von Salisch 1990, p. 18; Yetimo-
glu-Renz 2001, p. 25). According to Aktas (2000, p. 161), 

in traditional Turkish families it is unusual for children to be

given any information by their parents. For girls, this

function must be carried out by an elder sister or younger

aunt. Since education within the family is very inadequate,

media (youth magazines) and school sex education are

gaining in importance for this group: 'Most questions are

concerned with menstruation and menstrual symptoms,

contraception, unwanted pregnancy and termination of

pregnancy. As mentioned above, these are subjects for all

women. But what is noticeable in comparison with German

girls is their tendency to have noticeably less knowledge

about biological correlations and functions, as well as a lack

of familiarity with their own body and its reactions. In my

opinion the former is due to poorer access to sources of

information, together with their own shyness about making

active enquiries. The second phenomenon should be seen

against the background of general exposure to nakedness and

physicality of female children and adolescents.’ Aktas (2000,

p. 162).

In the investigation by Heidarpur-Ghazwini (1990),

30% of the girls spoke just to their mother, 5% with both

parents and none with just the father. The mother speaks to

the daughter about physical changes during puberty. Parents,

who were also included in the survey, mention their inability,

the fact that they did not have any sex education themselves

and their fear of losing authority as reasons for avoiding

discussions about sexuality; the adolescents for their part

mention shame as a reason for not talking to their parents

about these subjects (Heidarpur-Ghazwini (1990, p. 133).

Salman even states (1999, p. 7) that the lack of readiness and

ability to speak about sexuality has led to conflicts between

Turkish parents and their children. Mih (1999) also finds

that for Turkish girls, mothers play or played a subordinate

role as a person of trust or source of information for

imparting knowledge about the female body. She attributes

this phenomenon to ‘shame and respect of the younger

people for their elders’. In Mih’s investigation, only one out

of 60 Turkish women had talked to their own mother about

the occurrence of menstruation, 74% of the women surveyed

had had no sex education discussion at all and for 23% the

persons with whom they had their discussion were other

women.

However, there seems to be a development here in which

differences are appearing between the migrant generation

brought up in Germany and those brought up in the country

of origin with regard to knowledge about sexuality and the

sources of such knowledge. According to an investigation of

the knowledge of women with a Turkish migratory

background about health and female bodily processes, the

young women of the second migrant generation were

considerably better informed (with 47% of patients with little

knowledge) than the first migrant generation and the wives

who had migrated through marriages (77%), but were clearly

less well informed than German women (of whom 15% had

little knowledge) (Borde 2000, p. 171).

In our survey the question of who has contributed to the

adolescents knowing something about love and sexuality

takes up a relatively large amount of space. The results are

4 This is one of the few pertinent empirical investigations of this subject. Of

the 90 people surveyed by Heidarpur-Ghazwinis (1986), 40 were

adolescents (half girls and half boys). He states that in traditional society

there is no sex education in the form of discussion between children and

their parents or anyone else who is responsible for their education. But

even then 30% of the girls (of n = 20) stated that they could speak openly

with their mother about sexuality, pregnancy and birth, 5% with both

parents (1986, p. 192).
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considered below, broken down by the communicating

agencies of ‘family’, ‘friends’, ‘institutional advice’ and ‘the

media’.

According to our data, families, and in particular mothers

and where available elder sisters contribute more information

about love and sexuality than could be presumed from

previous investigations and statements about dealing with sex

education in Muslim and evangelical migrant families. The

father plays a minor role – he was mentioned by only 25 of

the interviewees – and where there is an elder brother he was

mentioned by only 18 persons as someone who provides

information about love and sexuality. A differentiated assess-

ment shows differences based on nationality. Mothers of girls

of Greek and Italian background play a considerably greater

role than those of girls originating from the former Yugo-

slavia and girls from resettlement families. In the group com-

parison, mothers have the least significance in this question

for girls of Turkish origin. For all origin groups the elder

sister, if there is one, is the most important person for pass-

ing on information above love and sexuality. She is con-

siderably less important for the girls from resettlement fami-

lies than for the other groups. For all of the national origin

groups, the aunt plays only a subordinate role.

Table 2 shows how significant a part is played by the

female friend or, to a lesser extent, the boyfriend or partner

in imparting knowledge about love and sexuality. Where

available, the boyfriend is more important than the mother 

as a provider of knowledge about love and sexuality. With the

exception of girls and young women of Greek migratory

background, the female friend is the most important refer-

ence person in these questions, even more so than the elder

sister.

Unlike for German 14 to 17-year-old girls, teachers play 

a considerable role, at least for those girls and young women

who have attended school in Germany: about a third of the

girls with an Italian, former Yugoslavian or Turkish back-

ground state that they have learnt much or very much from

them. With regard to the girls from resettlement families,

where only 15% state this, it must be borne in mind that

some of them only entered the German education system at 

a late stage. But even amongst the girls and young women of

this migrant group who have attended German schools,

teachers do not play a major role in imparting knowledge

about love and sexuality.

The gynaecologist is not important for the majority. For

girls and young women with a Turkish background, they play

a particularly minor role (only 11% ‘very much’ or ‘much’; 

in the other groups between 16 and 21%).

With regard to information about love and sexuality

obtained via the media, we first see that the media are more

important in this regard than family or institutions, but less

important than the female friend/boyfriend. In addition,

there are considerable differences between the various origin

groups of the girls and young women with a migratory

background, as shown in table 4.

There is a close correlation between the information pro-

vided by youth magazines, educational brochures and tele-

vision (r = .42 to .54; p = .00). This means that girls who have

access to one medium also choose the others. If we look

particularly at educational brochures and youth magazines,

we see that these – often combined with other media in-

formation providers – are significant to over half of the girls,

although less in the case of interviewees with an Italian

background.

For an intercultural focus 
to sex education

The dynamic aspect of cultures, which can change, adapt or

even develop separately in interaction and intercommuni-

cation with others, represents a particular challenge for

intercultural upbringing and education. It must be ensured

that processes of intercultural understanding are always

supported and forward-looking concepts and stimuli are

provided, because for the children and young adults growing

up today, at least in the western states, and particularly in 

the cities, a multiethnic society is part of everyday life.

Against this background it is important first to look into

how to deal with cultural and religious diversity in society,

school and youth work. To this end, the level of attitudes 

is registered. Secondly, it is important to obtain information

about differences between the indigenous population and

migrants and the reasons for these. In addition to the cultural

(and therefore also religious) aspects, social, economic and

political factors should also be considered. In doing so we

must not forget to examine what connects different people

(which can often be surprising), the lack of confirmation of

everyday theories about cultural differences and the effect of

factors not related to culture. Empirical investigations provide

findings in both areas which are relevant in practice.

In our investigation the example of attitudes to the

question of virginity shows that there are definite differences

here depending on national origin. However, these cannot be

attributed across the board to the specific religious affiliation

of the origin groups. This is demonstrated by the intrareli-

gious comparison of Bosnian and Turkish Muslims. Further-

more, there are significant minorities within the non-Muslim

groups of interviewees who argue for the virginity standard.

Thus the polarisation viewpoint – here a secular school or

Table 2

Much/very much information about love and sexuality provided by boyfriend/female friend (in %)

Migratory background

N = 950 Resettlers Greek Italian Yugoslavian Turkish Total

Friends
Boyfriend/partner 31 34 28 26 23 28 (267)

Female friend 44 43 43 49 55 47 (447)

Boyfriend or female friend 56 57 53 57 62 57 (540)
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society, there Muslim schoolchildren – does not stand up.

This points to the need for differentiated analysis and avoid-

ance of generalised conclusions, particularly about ‘Muslim

girls’. In addition, the comments regarding the importance of

fulfilled sexuality to a good relationship showed that agree-

ment with the virginity dogma is not necessarily tied in with

a basic attitude which denies sexuality.

Further analysis of the data with the help of the variables

of ‘social level’ and ‘level of education’ demonstrated that

some of the differences found also included non-cultural

factors. Educationalists should look into these differentiations

which are also having an effect in other areas of life.

Amongst other things, they can be used to challenge the

perceptions which people have in their heads about the

multiethnic make-up of youth today.

Such results can also offer a valuable contribution in the

remodelling of sex education. The attitudes to sexuality show

that it is necessary to broach the subject of the norm of

practising sexual intercourse only within marriage. It should

be considered, along with many other attitudes, in order that

multiethnic adolescents are also considered in sex education.

Ursula Boos-Nünning/Yasemin Karakasoglu

Table 3

Much/very much information about love and sexuality provided by institutions (in %)

Migratory background

N = 950 Resettlers Greek Italian Yugoslawian Turkish Total

Institutional advice
Teacher 15 25 30 30 32 26 (250)

Gynaecologist 20 17 16 21 11 17 (159)

At least one institution 31 35 40 44 39 38 (356)

Table 4

Much/very much information about love and sexuality provided by media (in %)

Migratory background

N = 950 Resettlers Greek Italian Yugoslawian Turkish Total

Media
Educational brochures 25 21 21 26 21 23 (216)

Youth magazines 36 35 27 41 30 34 (320)

Television 38 22 21 35 27 29 (271)

At least one medium * 53 45 38 52 44 46 (438)

* This included mentions of the Internat
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The author describes coming-out as homosexual or bisexual as a social phenomenon
which only exists because our society continues to disapprove and make a taboo of
homosexuality and bisexuality. He explains why puberty and coming-out do not happen
at the same time and formulates requirements for sex education.

Coming-out and puberty – 
two simultaneous processes?

Since so much changes during pubertal development in

adolescents, starting with the hormonal balance, the body,

the mind and sexuality, it is inevitable that the individual’s

sexual orientation1 should also become clear during this

period.

In discovering their own sexuality and needs, adolescents

usually orient themselves heterosexually, sometimes homo-

sexually or bisexually2. This orientation does not initially 

have to take place consciously: adolescents proceed from the

conventional so-called ‘norm’, that is heterosexual orienta-

tion, then, as they develop, some of them (approximately 

5 to 10% according to various investigations) become aware

of a homosexual (same sex) or bisexual (both sexes)

orientation. This means that their sexual needs are not

exclusively related to the opposite sex. The process of

becoming ‘self-aware’ is also referred to as ‘coming out’.

What do we currently know about 
coming out?

Within living memory there has been all kinds of specu-

lation about the reasons for homosexual or bisexual orienta-

tion. Up to now there has not been any definite proof for 

any of the many theories of where homosexuality or bisexu-

ality comes from. It would be pointless to go into these

speculations in detail. It is probable that several factors, from

genetic predisposition to environmental influences, play a

role in sexual development.

Similarly unclear is the level of knowledge on the

question of when exactly coming out, that is the realisation

of one’s own sexual orientation, occurs. Many studies record

the attitudes of adolescents to homosexuality and bisexuality,

but hardly any study of adolescents (not even the BZgA’s

surveys or the Shell Study) has tried to establish what the

adolescents consider their own sexual orientation to be. 

At least the BZgA study of youth sexuality (BZgA 2006) asks

about ‘close physical contact’ with the same sex, but at the

same time speculates that adolescents would most probably

not give any information about their sexual orientation. 

It would however be quite possible to use an anonymous

survey, for example via the Internet, to ask about sexual

orientation. There is no point in looking for questions about

the coming out of adolescents in the studies. In many of the

studies on sex education and youth sexuality, it is not even

established to what extent adolescents get information about

homosexuality and bisexuality from their parents, their

school or youth and recreation clubs.

One of the most detailed surveys in German-speaking

countries, ‘Sie liebt sie. Er liebt ihn. Eine Studie zur psycho-

sozialen Situation junger Lesben, Schwuler und Bisexueller

in Berlin’ [She loves her. He loves him. A study of the

psychosocial situation of young lesbians, gays and bisexuals

in Berlin]3 cannot claim to be empirically valid since it only

includes adolescents who have openly admitted their

homosexuality or bisexuality. But it does show what the

process of coming out can be like for adolescents.4

In this article I shall mainly refer to experiences from 

my professional work as a psychologist in a low-threshold

gay information centre and youth welfare organisation 

with a ‘coming out’ counselling service.

1 The term ‘orientation’ suggests a freely made decision, and this is not the

case with sexual orientation. However, I use this term because the

alternative expression ‘sexual identity’ again suggests an unambiguity

which does not apply to the essence of human sexuality.

2 Since the term ‘transgender’ is generally understood to refer to a lifestyle

rather than a sexual orientation (no gender role specified), I will refer in

this text to heterosexual, lesbian, gay and bisexual adolescents.

Consideration here of the gender roles and their realisation would go

beyond the bounds of this article.

3 Senatsverwaltung für Schule, Jugend und Sport, Fachbereich für gleich-

geschlechtige Lebensweisen [Senate department for education, youth and

sport, same-sex lifestyles division] in cooperation with the Gewerkschaft

Erziehung und Wissenschaft (GEW) Landesverband Berlin [Berlin regional

association of the Union for Education and Science (GEW)] (ed.), Berlin,

1999 (http://www.berlin.de/lb/ads/gglw/index.html).

4 Amongst the studies there is one creditable exception. The dissertation 

by Meike Watzlawik, of Carolo Wilhelmina Technical University in

Brunswick, entitled ‘Jugendliche erleben sexuelle Orientierungen – Eine

Internetbefragung zur sexuellen Identitätsentwicklung bei amerikanischen

und deutschsprachigen Jugendlichen im Alter von 12 bis 16 Jahren’

[‘Adolescents experience sexual orientations – an Internet survey of the

development of sexual identity in American and German-speaking

adolescents aged 12 to 16’] can be found on the Internet (2003). This

dissertation shows to what extent coming out can be associated with

negative emotions.
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Coming out – a social phenomenon

In recent years numerous articles have suggested that

coming out is now no longer so ‘difficult’ as it used to be for

adolescents, since homosexuality and bisexuality are dis-

cussed more often in society. This assertion is contradictory.

If coming out were so easy for young lesbian, gay and

bisexual people, then it would no longer exist.

Coming out is a social phenomenon. A distinction is

drawn between internal and external coming out. The con-

cept of ‘coming out’ in relation to sexual orientation describes

the stage of becoming aware of one’s own sexual orientation

(internal coming out) and then going public, that is infor-

ming others of one’s sexual orientation (external coming out).

This is only necessary because our society still disapproves

and makes a taboo of homosexuality and bisexuality. It is true

that the emergence of HIV and AIDS means that sexual

practices, including sexual orientations, had to be and still

have to be discussed more openly in the context of preven-

tion, but this has only partially improved tolerance and

acceptance of homosexuals and bisexuals.

Internal and external coming out does not follow any

generalised rules or development times, but is a very subjec-

tive process. The personal historicity (‘What have I learnt and

experienced so far about “sexual orientation”?’), subjective

emotionality (which cannot be separated from the historicity

and affects my willingness to ‘out’ myself) and the social and

sociocultural conditions (which again affect the historicity

and emotionality) all play a large part.

Thus, homosexual or bisexual coming out can occur at

any age from puberty onwards. In particular, the time of

internal coming out cannot be determined more precisely.

The results of a spontaneous survey which I carried out for

this article among a group of gay adolescents (14 to 19-year-

olds) and the gay recreational group (20 to 29-year-olds) at

my place of work showed that the time of coming out varied

a great deal for the 15 people asked. One of them knew at the

age of 11 that he was gay, but waited for some years before

coming out externally, while another was outed by his fellow

pupils and this delayed his coming out, apparently including

his internal coming out, by three to four years. Another

participant knew about his homosexual orientation during

puberty and then lived it out, since, as he says, his parents

did not have any difficulties with it. Most of the participants

said that they had an internal coming out at the earliest

towards the end of puberty, but this did not mean that they

lived out their sexual orientation. Most of them failed to do so

because they did not know how or where they could meet

homosexuals of the same age, and they did not dare to come

out to their friends or in school because they feared

discrimination; after all, the most common insult in the

schoolyard is still ‘gay sod’.

This survey is anything but representative. I only asked

male adolescents and young men who are living out their

homosexuality relatively openly (even though in many cases

their parents do not know that they are with us in the youth

group), who have found their way into a gay youth group 

and who were prepared to talk to me about their coming out.

In my activity in a low-threshold gay information centre 

in Berlin (Mann-O-Meter), I provide coming out counselling

to 14-year-old and 60-year-old clients. Only one statement

links them all: that they mostly ‘suspected’ in their early

years, around the time of puberty, that they were homosexual

or bisexual, but for various reasons they had not followed

their sexual orientation. Then, at some time, they ‘felt’ that

they were not living out their sensations appropriately.

Many homosexuals and bisexuals also report that during

their internal coming out they were often aware in retrospect

that they had experienced a homosexual or bisexual orienta-

tion earlier, that sexual attraction came from the same sex or

that their sexual fantasies were centred on their own sex. But

at that time they could not become conscious of this emo-

tional condition and could not live it out.

According to the ‘study of the psychosocial situation of

young lesbians, gays and bisexuals in Berlin’ (see footnote 3)

the internal coming out of many of the interviewees is

around the time of puberty. What I consider significant in

examining the figures is that the interviewees were obtained

via information centres and self-help organisations; in other

words they had already found their way into a homosexual or

bisexual environment. We should therefore proceed from the

assumption, as other answers show, that these are young

people who are self-assured in dealing with their own sexual

orientation and that the number of those who cope with their

coming out later is not recorded.

Facts on homosexual orientation

Up to now there has been no study which can provide

information about how pubertal adolescents deal with their

sexual orientations, to what extent they are aware of their

orientation and, in particular, to what extent and by what

means they have been informed about various sexual

orientations. Certainly a number of surveys have asked about

the attitude of adolescents to homosexuality and bisexuality,

but they do not provide any conclusions regarding how well

informed the young people are. Rather, they demonstrate that

many preconceptions in relation to homosexual orientations

still persist (including in adults).

We can conclude:

• homosexual orientations5 are not psychopathological

disturbances;

• homosexual orientations are not conscious decisions.

Coming out is only a process of becoming aware.

• homosexual orientations are not reversible

• homosexual orientations can become evident during

puberty

• people cannot be persuaded or induced into a homosexual

orientation

• the time of coming out (both internal and external) is

influenced by external factors

• internal coming out is experienced by many as a second

puberty (conflict with one’s own sexual needs and fantasies,

one’s own sexual role, discovery of new sexual possibilities,

feeling of living out one’s ‘own’ sexuality, etc.).

In my view these findings give rise to the question of why 

a great deal of energy is expended on investigating the

reasons for homosexuality and bisexuality, but hardly any 

on providing information about sexual orientations. This

would most probably make it easier for adolescents and
5 Since bisexual orientation contains the homosexual aspect, I have not 

listed it here separately.
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children to come out and enable them to have a self-confi-

dent attitude to their own sexual orientation.

Consequences for sex education

All sexual orientations must be considered and discussed 

in studies, educational presentations and brochures, on

websites, in information centres and in school lessons.

Addressing the issue of homosexuality and bisexuality must

go beyond stating ‘This exists too and there is nothing to it!’

Pubertal adolescents can find a great deal of pornographic

material on the Internet or via their mobile phone, but

hardly any information about the practices of various sexu-

alities. But if these practices are not articulated frequently,

further fears about one’s own sexual orientation can

emerge. Above all, pubertal adolescents should be given

comprehensive information such as the addresses of infor-

mation centres, so that they can deal with their possible

homosexual or bisexual orientation without any preconcep-

tions. At the same time, acceptance and tolerance by society

as a whole can be promoted by educational presentations

from external projects in schools and in lessons, because

even educationalists and head teachers still avoid providing

information about all sexual lifestyles (in Berlin as much as

in other cities and regions). And when there are enough

meeting places available for homosexual and bisexual ado-

lescents so that they do not constantly have to justify their

sexual orientation or explain themselves, then it is possible

that puberty and coming out will more often occur at the

same time. Or it may even be that the social phenomenon

of internal and external coming out will not longer exist.
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Jährigen und ihren Eltern. [Youth sexuality: representative repeat survey 

of 14 to 17-year-olds and their parents.] Cologne

Deutsche Aids-Hilfe (DAH) (ed.): Coming-out – Interviews mit Jungs

und jungen Männern, die ihr Schwulsein entdecken. Berlin

Kleyböcker, H. (2007) Vielfalt fördern – wie lsbt-freundlich sind Jugend-
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in Lichtenberg von Berlin. Berlin: Alice-Salomon-Fachhochschule
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BROCHURES

Current media and 
materials list

The new, 23rd edition of the order list

with all available media and materials

of the BZgA Department Sex Educa-

tion, Prevention and Family Planning

has been published. The first part is

subdivided by target groups. Each

medium is represented with a colour

picture, with a brief description and

contains details of the area covered, the

format, cost and order number. In the

subsequent sections, the series of

specialist brochures, the FORUM Sex

Education and Family Planning series,

evaluations, films and materials from

associated areas are also introduced in

detail.

Address for orders:

BZgA

D-51101 Cologne

order@bzga.de

www.bzga.de

Fax: +49 (0)2 21 8 99 22 57

Order no. 13010000

Julia and Peter – 
a new, easy-to-understand
educational series

The three-part series of brochures ‘Julia

and Peter’ from the Hesse pro familia

regional association is designed for

young people with learning disabilities

and basically consists of pictures with

one or two very simple sentences on

each page.

‘Julia is a woman, Peter is a man’ –

this first volume deals with gender

identity and the comparison of male

and female physical characteristics. It is

intended particularly for people who are

still coming to terms with their mascu-

linity or femininity and are not (yet)

able to function sexually in a purposeful

manner.

‘Julia and Peter discover their

desires’ goes into the experience of

tenderness and desire, alone and with

others. Homoerotic feelings are also

covered, as is saying no to unwanted

physical contact.

‘Julia and Peter become a couple’

broadly deals with relationships and

sexuality within a relationship. It covers

unrealistic expectations, shared re-

creational activities, arguments and fun

in the relationship, jealousy, eroticism,

sexual intercourse, contraception and

homosexuality.

The brochures are distributed free 

of charge as part of Hesse’s sex

education presentation and advisory

service. However, they can also be

obtained via the Hesse pro familia

regional association at 1.50 ¤ per copy.

Address for orders:

lv.hessen@profamilia.de

Telephone +49 (0)69 94 94 88 85

Schwangerschaftsabbrüche 
in Deutschland 2006 
[Terminations of pregnancy 
in Germany 2006]

In a leaflet the Federal Statistical Office

gives the results of the statistics on

terminations of pregnancy for 2006.

The scale, structure and development

over the last five years are clearly

arranged, partially in tabular form and

in graphics. Current publications on

this subject are available on the Internet

under the key word ‘Schwangerschafts-

abbrüche’ [terminations of pregnancy].

Contact:

Statistisches Bundesamt

Informationsservice

D-65180 Wiesbaden

www.destatis.de

What are we entitled to? 
Children get to know their rights

Children and adolescents want to take

an active role in decision-making: 63%

of 9 to 14-year-olds in North Rhine-

Westphalia would like to be involved in

decisions in their communities. How-

ever, only 36% of them know who to

approach if they want changes. This is a

finding of the state-wide study LBS-

Kinderbarometer [children’s barometer]

NRW in which every year more than

2,300 children are asked about their

opinions, wishes and attitudes (see also

LBS-Kinderbarometer Deutschland, 

p. 39).

The free brochure ‘Kinder haben

Rechte’ [‘Children have rights’] for

educationalists contains exercises and

actions for years 4 to 7. With its help

pupils can be provided with a greater

awareness of the UN children’s rights

as ratified by Germany in 1992.

Through role-play situations, the

children learn to consider other

people’s opinions, to work towards a

joint solution and how they can take

part in decision-making in school

meetings. Possible projects suited to

everyday life at school are also

suggested. The brochure is available 

to download from the Internet.

Address for orders:

Brigitte Niemer

Telephone +49 (0)2 51 4 12 53 60

Fax +49 (0)2 51 4 12 52 22

brigitte.niemer@lbswest.de

www.lbswest/junge-familie

At a glance: 
addresses for social work with
girls in North Rhine-Westphalia

The “Adressen für die Mädchenarbeit

in NRW“ [Addresses for social work

with girls in NRW] has been published

for the first time. With this brochure

the Landesarbeitsgemeinschaft

Mädchenarbeit in NRW e.V [NRW

Study Group for social work with girls]

provides a comprehensive overview of

the multiplicity of social work with boys

and girls in NRW. In addition to the

addresses of the single-sex and

coeducational establishments of the

youth welfare service, the brochure
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contains information for the first time

on over 60 centres for social work with

girls in NRW.

Address for orders:

Landesarbeitsgemeinschaft

Mädchenarbeit in NRW e.V

Robertstraße 5 a

D-42107 Wuppertal

Telephone +49 (0)2 02 7 59 50 46

lag@maedchenarbeit-nrw.de

www.maedchenarbeit-nrw.de

Liebe(r) selbstbestimmt

‘Liebe(r) selbstbestimmt’ [rather self-

determined] is a book about love, sexu-

ality and childbearing for people with

disabilities’ (subtitle), published by

AWO Bundesverband e.V. in collabo-

ration with ‘Mensch zuerst – Netzwerk

People First Deutschland e.V.’.

From 2005 to 2007 the ‘Liebe(r)

selbstbestimmt’ project developed and

tested the practicability of specialist

materials – particularly a code of

practice for psychosocial counselling

and sex education work for girls with a

disability – for the sphere of sex edu-

cation, family planning and pregnancy

counselling.

This project, in which the sexuality

of persons with a disability was dis-

cussed in detail, has led to the develop-

ment of this booklet ‘in simple

language’ for the target group of ‘people

with learning disabilities’ which deals

with central issues of sexuality with

simple texts, sparse illustrations and

large print. It can also be downloaded

from the Internet.

Address for orders:

AWO Bundesverband e.V.

Postfach 410163

D-53023 Bonn

Telephone +49 (0)2 28 6 68 50

Fax +49 (0)2 28 6 68 52 09

Verlag@awobu.awo.org

www.awo.org/pub/frauen/schwanger/

lieb_selbst/view

MAGAZINES

Diskurs Kindheits- und
Jugendforschung

Issue 2/2007 of the magazine ‘Diskurs

Kindheits- und Jugendforschung’

[Discourse on child and youth research]

is mainly concerned with ‘the body’.

Four scientific articles are devoted to

this subject: In the first article interes-

ting new results of neurobiological

research on the maturing of the brain

are presented and considered in

relation to typical pubertal behaviour

such as going beyond boundaries and

looking for sensations and risks.

The second article deals with aesthe-

tic and shocking presentations of young

bodies on the Internet. The author gives

detailed accounts of self-harming

behaviour and its significance for the

young persons concerned.

The third article provides a socio-

logical interpretation of eating disorders

in adolescence, representing obesity

and bulimia as different reactions to a

massive social change and the pressure

to perform and adapt which is associa-

ted with it.

The last article in this publication

looks at presentations of bodies, which

vary considerably according to the

sociocultural situation, looking for a

partner and the specific locations used

for this such as clubs and discotheques.

The single issue costs 16.50 Euro

plus postage and packing.

Available from:

Budrich Verlag

Stauffenbergstraße 7

D-51379 Leverkusen

Telephone +49 (0) 21 71 34 45 94

Fax +49 (0) 21 71 34 46 95

info@budrich-verlag.de

www.budrich-verlag.de

Betrifft Mädchen: Casting. 
Being seen or being sent to the
slaughter?

Casting shows are much loved by many

girls and young women. In fact these

competitions provide important –

though daunting experience for young

people. In the latest issue of the maga-

zine ‘Betrifft Mädchen’ [‘For Girls’]

(3/2007) the authors explore the

question of what is so fascinating about

these shows to girls. The issue features

articles which look into girls’ (unsatis-

fied) aspirations and the recipe for

success of casting shows, reports on

practice projects which satisfy the

desire for competition and the wish to

be seen, but – unlike the shows – create

fair conditions and, under the heading

‘How we see it’, gives a lively and

realistic estimation of the girls them-

selves.

The publisher is the Landesarbeits-

gemeinschaft (LAG) Mädchenarbeit in

NRW e.V. (lag@maedchenarbeit-

nrw.de, www.maedchenarbeit-nrw.de).

Address for orders:

Juventa Verlag

Frau Steinmetz

Telephone +49 (0) 62 01 90 20 25

steinmetz@juventa.de

www.juventa.de

EVALUATIONS

Evaluation of health care 
websites

In order to make its knowledge and

experience of quality assurance of

Internet sites in the public health sector

available to other institutions, the BZgA

commissioned an expert report which

was published in August 2007. It ex-

plores the question: ‘How must meth-

ods and criteria for checking results be

framed so that they can be transferred

to the Internet, and how can it then be

checked whether the websites reach

their target audience and the desired

effects are achieved?’

The basic principles of web presence

and the evaluation and quality assu-

rance are presented and then, using

concrete examples such as ‘familien-

planing.de/schwanger-info.de’ and

‘loveline.de’ from the BZgA, individual

practical quality assurance measures are

described.

The appendix contains check lists

which provide support in relation to our

own projects, recommendations of

literature and links, and a glossary.

The 90-page report is available free of

charge.

Address for orders:

BZgA

D-51101 Cologne

order@bzga.de

www.bzga.de

Fax +49 (0)2 21 8 99 22 57

Order no. 13290007

STUDIES

Contraceptive behaviour 
of adults

In August 2007 the BZgA published

the results of a representative survey of

20 to 44-year-old women and men on

the subject of contraceptive behaviour.

The 37-page brochure deals with the

following subjects: knowledge about

contraception, sources of information,

responsibility for contraception, use of
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contraceptives and methods of contra-

ception, reasons for choosing the

methods used, duration of use, subjec-

tive knowledge, recommendation of the

method of contraception used, attitude

to long-cycle contraception, acceptance

of a hormonal contraceptive for the

man, awareness and use of the ‘morn-

ing after pill’, demand for information,

preferred sources of information and

knowledge about BZgA media on the

subject of family planning. The results

are based on telephone interviews with

1,501 persons.

The brochure is available free of

charge.

Address for orders:

BZgA

D-51101 Cologne

order@bzga.de

www.bzga.de

Fax: +49 (0)221 8 99 22 57

Order no. 13317100

LBS-Kinderbarometer
Deutschland 
[LBS children’s barometer
Germany] 2007

A representative study with approxi-

mately 6,200 children from seven

federal states (Baden-Württemberg,

Bavaria, Bremen, Hesse, Lower Saxony,

North Rhine-Westphalia and Saxony)

provides comprehensive insights into

the subjective environments of 9 to 

14-year-olds in Germany. Amongst

other things the boys and girls were

asked about their well-being, sport,

their eating habits and their opinions

on children’s rights. Overall, according

to their own statements, children of this

age group in Germany suffer most

frequently from headaches (33%),

followed by allergies (28%), abdominal

pain (22%) and hay fever (12%).

‘Headache and abdominal pain are the

classical expression in children of

stress,’ explained Ursula von der Leyen,

the federal minister for family affairs,

presenting the study results at the end

of September. The greatest current fear,

which was expressed by 31% of the 9 to

14-year-olds, was the fear of failure at

school, an alarming result, which was

also confirmed by the following

INFOTHEQUE article.

Contact:

www.bmfsfj.de/Aktuelles

Youth under pressure

In a performance society, a high in-

come, a successful career and material

goods are the predominant values, and

there now appears to be a good deal of

agreement about this. ‘But material

values and the performance society

make demands, indeed they ask too

much of a whole generation. Our latest

investigations show that 60% of 11 to

29-year-olds feel that they are subjected

to extreme, almost unbearable pressure

at school, in training and at work’, ac-

cording to the author of the publication

‘Jugend unter Druck’ [‘Youth under

pressure’], Bernhard Heinzlmaier. The

Chairman of the Board of the Austrian

Institute for Research into Youth

Culture and managing director of the

market research company tfactory has

recorded his findings on the attitudes

and behaviour of adolescents in a 19-

page article, based on research projects,

and paints a worrying picture: almost

50% of 11 to 14-year-olds and over a

third of 15 to 19-year-olds state that

school and training are no longer any

fun because of the great pressure, and

even their leisure time often appears to

be associated with stress. The family,

traditionally the place for regeneration,

is losing this function: approximately

45% of the young people feel that they

are put under pressure by their parents

to reach targets at work, in their studies

or training.

What is falling by the wayside, ac-

cording to Heinzlmaier, is community

involvement. These are ideal projects

which repay the effort put in: neither 

at home nor in school are young people

being familiarised with the need for

and the meaning of sociopolitical

engagement.

The detailed report, which also

includes proposals for change under the

heading ‘Post-traditional idealism’, is

available free of charge.

Address for orders:

tfactory Markt- und

Meinungsforschung

Albert-Schweitzer-Ring 14

D-22045 Hamburg

Telephone +49 (0) 40 37 50 35 33

timescout@tfactory.com

www.tfactory.com

KiGGS state module
Schleswig-Holstein

The study of the health of children and

adolescents (KiGGS) by the Robert

Koch Institute (RKI) uses surveys and

medical examinations, including

laboratory findings, to produce a unique

pool of information on child health 

(see the article by Kahl/Schaffrath

Rosario in this FORUM). The results 

of the KiGGS module for Schleswig-

Holstein have now been published.

Thus, for the first time in Germany,

there is a representative study which

correlates the health and well-being of

adolescents in a federal state with

country-wide data. The state module

was financed by and carried out on

behalf of the Schleswig-Holstein Minis-

try of Social Affairs, Health, Family,

Youth and Senior Citizens.

The data from the KiGGS state

module are supplemented by official

statistics and data from school entry

examinations. The publication ‘Gesund-

heit von Kindern und Jugendlichen in

Schleswig-Holstein’ [‘Health of children

and adolescents in Schleswig-Holstein’]

has appeared in the RKI series ‘Beiträge

zur Gesundheitsberichterstattung des

Bundes’ [Contributions to federal health

reporting’]. It can be ordered free of

charge or accessed via the Internet.

Address for orders:

Robert Koch-Institut

Seestraße 10

D-13353 Berlin

Fax: +49 (0) 30 1 87 54 35 13

gbe@rki.de

kahl@rki.de

WEBSITES

The BZgA’s Internet channel
’Forschung’ [‘Research’]

The BZgA’s research projects on the

subject of sex education and family

planning can now be accessed online.

The content is aimed predominantly at

scientists, together with students,

journalists and politicians with an

interest. In addition to basic informa-

tion such as ‘project characteristics’ 

and abstracts, selected results from

individual projects are shown in the

form of text and graphics. Lists of

references and links, as well as

information on the experts, complete

the content, which is continually

updated and extended.

Contact:

www.forschung.sexualerklärung.de
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Formal question about
‘Jugendliche in Deutschland’
[‘Adolescents in Germany’]

There are 289 pages in the federal

government’s reply to a question by the

political parties of Bündnis 90/The

Greens with the title ‘Jugendliche in

Deutschland’ [‘Adolescents in Germa-

ny’] on 23 March 2007.

‘Youth policy must (...) take into

account that young people today have to

face more varied and different social

requirements than in the past. (It must)

... provide space for individual accom-

plishments and ensure equality of

opportunity’, according to the question,

which covers many relevant areas of

young people’s lives.

In terms of matters relating to sex

education and family planning, the

items listed include measures by the

federal government to improve the

compatibility of adolescent parenthood

and education, the situation with regard

to implementation of gender main-

streaming in the youth welfare service,

awareness of discrimination by society

against homosexual adolescents and

measures to improve their life situation,

as well as that of adolescent gay and

lesbian migrants. A further question

concerns the assessment of the level of

knowledge and the consequence of

young people’s behaviour in the

prevention of unwanted pregnancies.

The document can be viewed and

printed by entering the file reference

4818 at the web address below.

Contact:

www.dip.bundestag.de/parfors/parfors.

htm

Pro familia website 
on youth and puberty

Pro familia has put a large amount of

information and help for the target

group of adolescents on a well arranged

website. Under the main headings 

‘The First Time’, ‘Puberty’, ‘Rights and

Sexuality’, ‘Gay and Lesbian’, ‘Love-

sickness’, ‘Contraception’ and ‘The

Morning After Pill’ adolescents can find

explanatory texts, further information

and links, as well as references to local

information centres and the provision

of individual counselling on the

Internet.

Contact:

www.profamilia.de/topic/F_uer_Jugend

liche

www.komm-auf-tour.de

BZgA studies have shown that the

poorer job prospects of poorly educated

adolescents also have an affect on their

life planning. Socially disadvantaged

young women tend to take more risks

of unplanned pregnancies and are likely

to have difficulty in establishing equal

relationships. Together with informa-

tion on contraception, the development

of future prospects is the most effective

contribution to the prevention of un-

wanted pregnancies. This involves the

development of healthy self-confidence

and trust in one’s own strengths.

The unique website ‘komm auf 

Tour – meine Stärken, meine Zukunft’

[‘Take a tour - my strengths, my

future’], which is available in this con-

text throughout the country, deals with

the personal conflict regarding edu-

cation and life paths at an early stage

with gender-based adaptations. By

taking a tour of experiences, year 7 and

year 8 pupils at secondary general and

comprehensive schools discover their

strengths and interests, are provided

with aids to orientation and decision-

making for the forthcoming work place-

ment, as well as information about

practical employment possibilities. Age

appropriate subjects relating to their

private lives, such as friendship, sexu-

ality and contraception are also inclu-

ded. Parties involved locally in career

orientation and life planning ensure

that the project continues to dovetail

with related regional school and out-of-

school activities. Associated presenta-

tions involve parents and teachers. The

BZgA offers the federal states joint

implementation of the project.

The website includes a project

description, background information,

tour dates for the project (which is

carried out jointly with the NRW

regional management of the Federal

Employment Agency), contact addresses

and results of the current associated

evaluation.

Contact:

www.komm-auf-tour.de

www.schule.loveline.de

www.loveline.de is the BZgA youth

page and the most comprehensive

Internet portal with serious information

for adolescents on the subject of love,

relationships, sexuality and contra-

ception. In parallel to this the BZgA

now offers teaching staff wide-ranging

information for interdisciplinary 

sex education on the website

www.schule.loveline.de. Well prepared

materials and motivational teaching

resources can be printed out and

downloaded free of charge.

Background information includes

results of scientific investigations,

evaluations, and sex education projects

and measures which are of interest 

to teaching staff. The categories are sex

education, youth sexuality, girls, 

boys, pregnancy, homosexuality and

contraception. A newsletter provides

information on new subjects on

www.schule.loveline.de and gives notice

of BZgA events and activities. Plans

also include a project exchange which

will enable teaching staff to present

their own projects and teaching plans,

as well as a forum area as a commu-

nication platform. Here colleagues will

be able to exchange experience and 

hold professional discussions.

All teaching staff can register free 

of charge and will then receive a perso-

nal password. On registration they 

will receive a free familiarisation pack

together with selected materials from

the BZgA.

Contact:

www.schule.loveline.de

www.loveline.de

SAFE: Sexual and reproductive
health of young people in europe

In FORUM 2/2006 we reported in

detail on the international SAFE project

which aims to produce an overall

picture of patterns and trends in the

sexual and reproductive health of young

people. In addition, new activities

should provide better access to this

population group and the health policy

in individual countries should be

improved.

Meanwhile a 64-page brochure has

appeared with the title ‘A guide for

developing policies on the sexual and

reproductive health and rights of young

people in europe'. It deals with five

policy areas: information; education,

communication; health services; access

to contraceptives; sexually transmitted

diseases, HIV and AIDS as well as

unwanted pregnancies and safe termi-

nation of pregnancy.

The project has also produced an

approximately 200-page report (‘Sex

and young people in europe. A research

report of the Sexual Awareness for

europe Partnership’) which is intended
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for responsible persons in politics and

administration and contains numerous

examples of good practice. Eleven 

‘state profiles’ provide information

about their own local SAFE projects in

the context of national factors such as

religion and the socioeconomic situ-

ation. One chapter is devoted in detail

to condom use in connection with 

the aspects quoted. Both publications

are available on the Internet.

Contact:

www.ysafe.net/SAFE/

ADVICE

Everything under control?

Under this title the Arbeiterwohlfahrt

(AWO), Kreisverband Wesel e.V.

[Workers welfare, Wesel district asso-

ciation] offers intercultural sex

education for male adolescents with 

a migratory background. The themes

for sex education presentations for boys

include ‘Becoming an adult in the

cultures – love/relationship/sexuality’,

‘What you always wanted to know about

migrant sexuality, but were afraid to

ask’, ‘Differences in dealing with sexu-

ality, for example in Islam and other

religions’ and ‘Differences in Islamic

and school concepts of sex education’.

Contact:

AWO Kreisverband Wesel

Rachid Akouaouach

Kaiserring 12–14

D-46483 Wesel

Telephone +49 (0)2 81 3 38 95 12

Fax (02 81) 3 38 95 62

fbw@awo-kv-wesel.de

www.awo-kv-wesel.de

TRAINING

Further training courses

The Institut für Sexualpädagogik (isp)

[Institute for sex education] is again

offering in-service training. Training as

a sex educator is aimed at people in

full-time or voluntary work in educa-

tion, mentoring, counselling or care

work who wish to qualify for everyday

dealings with sexuality in their insti-

tutions. It comprises eight three or

four-day seminars and will take place in

a conference room in Schwerte from

February 2008 to April 2009.

In cooperation with the Evangelische

Fachhochschule Freiburg (Protestant

University of Freiburg), the isp is

offering training as a sex educator

aimed specifically at people working in

the disability sector. It comprises seven

seminars within a calendar year, with

220 hours of tuition, and starts in Bad

Gandersheim in April 2008.

Contact:

Institut für Sexualpädagogik e.V.

Dortmund

Huckarder Straße 12

D-44147 Dortmund

Telephone +49 (0)2 31 14 44 22

info@isp-dortmund.de

www.isp-dortmund.de

PROJECTS

‘geilezeit’ in Dortmund

One year ago, together with the

institute for sex education, the youth

welfare office in Dortmund started a

campaign intended to last many years

on the subject of love, friendship and

sexuality which is aimed at enabling

adolescents aged 12 to 16 to have self-

determined and responsible contact

with sexuality and to help them to avoid

risky situations.

Through comprehensive further

training key personnel in municipal

youth work qualified to work as sex

educators in the institutions, the

schools and the town centre. In ad-

dition to the day-to-day sexuality-based

youth work, themed readings in the

city’s bookshops, youth film days in

cooperation with the BZgA and the

Dortmund sex education group, events

nights and information stands at dis-

trict parties, further important activities

were organised in conjunction with the

‘geilezeit’ campaign.

At the beginning of 2008 an Inter-

net site will go online which will be

jointly administered by young people

themselves. In addition, thanks to

project promotion by the state youth

welfare office, a first group of pupils

from secondary general schools will be

trained as peer educators.

Also next year, the BZgA exhibition

‘Liebesleben’ [‘Love life’] will be

showing in Dortmund.

The campaign is constantly docu-

mented and media such as flyers and

posters are available.

Contact:

rborggraefe@stadtdo.de
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