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Abstract 
 
The monthly ifo Business Survey is the basis for numerous economic indicators, such as the ifo 
Business Climate Index Germany. Moreover, the anonymized micro data can be used for a wide 
range of research projects. In order to obtain robust results, the panel of survey participants must 
be large enough and as representative as possible for the German economy. This article describes 
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1 Introduction

In the ifo Business Survey, thousands of firms are surveyed every month on their current

business situation, their expectations and plans for the upcoming months, and on other eco-

nomic variables. The responses are used for the calculation of numerous economic indicators,

such as the ifo Business Climate Index Germany, as well as for a wide variety of research

projects.1 Leading indicators, like the ifo business climate, play an important role in forecast-

ing macroeconomic variables for Germany such as industrial production or Gross Domestic

Product.2

The aim of the survey is to ensure that the results can be used to draw the most reliable

and robust conclusions possible about developments in the German economy. This applies

to both the analyses at the aggregate level with the business cycle indicators and to scientific

evaluations at the level of the anonymized micro data. For this reason, the panel of survey

participants must meet various requirements, to provide a picture as good as possible of

the business landscape in Germany. Surveys covering all companies would be desirable on

the one hand, but are not practical and feasible on the other. Moreover, participation in

the ifo surveys is voluntary. Therefore, the ifo Business Survey is based on a sample of

active companies in Germany. The sample size must be of a certain size to provide solid

and robust results. In this context, it is important to cover both all important economic

sectors (professional representation) and a sufficiently large number of companies (company

representation). Furthermore, so-called selection effects must be avoided, which would lead

to systematic distortions of the results. Therefore, it is important to ensure that the regional

composition of the participants as well as the distribution of the companies by size and

economic sector roughly reflect the composition of all German companies. Generally, the

sample should reflect all essential properties of the population of all German companies.

1An overview of various research papers using ifo micro data is provided by Demmelhuber et al. (2022)
2An early overview of the predictive power of the ifo indicators can be found in Abberger and Wohlrabe

(2006). Lehmann (2020) provides a comprehensive current overview.
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2 Panel size and representativeness by sectors and

branches

The ifo business climate builds upon a historical grown panel of firms. The survey originally

started in manufacturing sector in December 1949, followed by retailing (1950), wholesaling

(1951), and construction (1956). The survey in the service sector was established in 2001 and

the first results were published in 2005. As in many panels there is attrition.3 The replace-

ment and the acquisition of firms is implemented using a stratified sample using databases

like Orbis. The strata are defined along size classes, regions (states) and industries.

The aim of the panel design is to be able to obtain meaningful results and to draw

accurate conclusions not only for the overall economy but also for various economic sectors.

Table 1 provides an overview of the average monthly number of participants in 2021 for all

economic sectors covered by the ifo Business Survey.4 It also shows how many employees

the participating companies have, compared to all companies in Germany. For example,

the survey panel covers around 15% of employees in manufacturing and construction. For

manufacturing of motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts more than 50% of the workforce

is covered in the sample of surveyed companies. The figures for retail and wholesale trade

are at 9% and 10% respectively. In the service sector, the ifo surveys cover 4.5% of the

workforce. This somewhat lower number can be explained by the high share of solo self-

employed persons and micro-enterprises, which have not been a focus of the ifo surveys so

far. Within the service sector, the information and communication sector has the highest

coverage of the workforce, at 17%.

The high number of participants in many sectors allows the calculation of results even

for more deeply subdivided industries.5 Overall, the ifo Business Survey strongly focuses

3For determinants of non-response in the ifo survey see Seiler (2014).
4Strictly speaking, it is the number of questionnaires received and not the number of companies that is

shown here. In the construction sector, there are many companies that fill out several questionnaires per
month because they cover different construction sectors at the same time. This is also true for some large
companies in manufacturing, if they cover different branches.

5Moreover, the ifo Institute calculates cross-industry indices that are not covered by official statistics.
Examples are the digital industry (Pols et al. 2019) or the event industry (Sauer and Wohlrabe 2021).
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on industries that are particularly cyclical and thus provide accurate signals for general

economic developments. This is especially true for the manufacturing sector. By contrast,

other sectors, such as agriculture, public services, finance or healthcare, are hardly or not

at all covered by the surveys. They are characterized less by cyclical than by structural

developments. However, especially in crisis situations, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, also

for less cyclical economic sectors information from surveys can be very valuable. For this

reason, the ifo Institute aims to further increase the number of participants in areas that

have not been so well covered to date. Furthermore, there are plans to include additional

sectors that have not been part of the survey until now.

Table 2 shows the distribution of companies in the ifo survey by industry in relation to the

distribution of all companies in Germany, the number of employees, and gross value added

(GVA) for 2021.6 The distribution is partly very close to the official figures. For example, in

manufacturing the number of firms is over-represented in the ifo survey, but also relatively

close to the values of the GVA and the number of employees. In the trade sector this is to

some extent reversed. The number of companies is relatively well represented by the survey.

Looking at the GVA, a slight under-representation appears.

6The percentage distribution of companies differs somewhat from that in Table 1 because it is the number
of companies counted here, rather than the number of responses.
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Table 2: Distribution of the survey participants compared to the population in Germany

ifo Business Survey Distribution of German firms by
Count Count Employees Value Added

Manufacturing 32.6 8.2 26.2 34.5
Electricity, water, waste management 0.9 3.2 2.2 4.7
Construction 11.9 14.6 8.4 6.9
Trade 26.9 22.3 20.9 17.6
Transportation and storage 3.5 4.1 7.5 6.1
Accommodation and food service activities 3.6 9.2 8.0 2.8
Information and Communication 5.1 4.9 4.8 7.2
Real estate 1.2 6.2 1.8 3.8
Professional, scientific and technical activities 11.0 18.9 8.8 9.1
Administrative and support service activities 3.2 8.4 11.3 7.3

Note: Monthly averages for the year 2021.
Sources: ifo Business Survey, Federal Statistical Office

3 Coverage by firm size

Table 3 shows the shares of respondents in the panel of the ifo Business Surveys by company

size compared to all German companies.7 The distribution in the ifo Panel is between the

actual distribution in the overall population and the weighted distributions according to

the number of employees and gross value added, so that even without weighting a very

good picture of the German economy emerges. This is a very good compromise, since an

enormous number of small companies would be needed for an exact representation of the

size class distribution. In compiling the panel, the focus was more on achieving the greatest

possible coverage of gross value added and workforce in the overall economy, as well as in

the various sectors of the economy. Since gross value added tends to increase with company

size, the focus is usually more on large and medium-sized companies. As a result, solo self-

employed persons and micro-enterprises account for a smaller share in the panel of the ifo

Business Survey than in the overall economy. They are generally not considered a driving

force for overall economic developments. However, to provide even more in-depth results for

7The official figures are provided by the Federal Statistical Office in the statistics for small and medium-
sized enterprises (code 48121). The data here is limited to the manufacturing, energy, water and waste
disposal sectors, as well as construction, trade, accommodation and food services, and business-related service
providers.

6



this group in the future, which can be of great interest especially in times of crisis, the ifo

Institute is currently systematically expanding the number of participants to include micro-

enterprises and solo self-employed (Sauer and Wohlrabe 2022). In conclusion, however, it can

be emphasized that at the sector level sufficient numbers of survey participants are already

available for all company size classes.

Table 3: Distribution of the ifo Business Survey panel by industry and size

small medium large

Manufacturing 12.7 12.2 7.8
Electricity, water, waste management 0.5 0.3 0.1
Construction 6.4 4.5 1.0
Trade 18.5 6.5 1.9
Transportation and storage 1.8 1.2 0.6
Accommodation and food service activities 2.5 1.0 0.1
Information and Communication 3.3 1.5 0.4
Real estate 0.8 0.3 0.1
Professional, scientific and technical activities 8.3 2.2 0.4
Administrative and support service activities 1.8 1.0 0.4
Total 56.6 30.8 12.6

Distribution of German firms by
Count 96.8 2.6 0.6
Employees 39.7 16.6 43.7
Value Added 26.4 15.7 58.0

Notes: Definition of size classes: small = 1-49 employees, medium = 50-249 employees, large = 250+
employees, shares in %. Monthly averages for the year 2021.
Sources: ifo Business Survey, Federal Statistical Office

7



4 Regional representation across states

A further essential characteristic of the panel is the regional distribution of the participating

companies. To obtain a picture of the entire German economy, it is also important that

all regions are sufficiently represented in the sample. Table 4 shows the average monthly

number of participants in 2021 for all 16 German federal states. It illustrates that the

regional distribution of companies in the panel is relatively close to the distribution of all

companies within Germany. German states with a high share of Germany’s gross domestic

product, such as Bavaria, North Rhine-Westphalia and Baden-Württemberg, are also most

strongly represented in the business surveys.

A sufficiently large number of participants in all sectors even makes it possible to calculate

business cycle indicators at the federal state level (see Lehmann et al. 2019 and Lehmann

et al. 2022). Thus, monthly results are calculated for the states of Baden-Württemberg,

Bavaria, Hesse, Lower Saxony, North Rhine-Westphalia and Saxony.

8
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5 Who fills out the questionnaire?

It is also fundamentally important for the quality of the survey results which person(s) of the

participating companies fill out the questionnaire. They should have a good overview of all

relevant areas in the company for providing competent answers to questions concerning topics

such as production, employee developments, or pricing policy. As a result, it is important

to the ifo Institute that the questionnaires are answered by people who are at the top of

the companies’ hierarchy and therefore have all the information they need to answer the

questions anytime.

With the help of a supplementary question in the Business Survey, it was possible to

determine that the questionnaires in the monthly ifo Business Survey are predominantly an-

swered by people who hold management positions within the participating companies. Over

80 percent of the people responding to the questionnaires are owners, CEOs, authorized rep-

resentatives, or members of the executive board (Sauer and Wohlrabe 2019). Consequently,

all requirements for achieving adequate results are also fulfilled from this perspective.

6 Outlook

In summary, it applies that there are various criteria for the representativeness of a panel for

business surveys. Compiling the panel of the ifo Business Survey, all criteria was carefully

taken into consideration. Therefore, the criteria for good representativeness are met at all

important levels both for the calculation of business cycle indicators and for economic analyses

at the level of anonymized micro data.

Nevertheless, the ifo Institute is striving for a continuous expansion of the panel and

its participants. On one hand the panel will be increased in the economic sectors already

covered and on the other hand further sectors that are not yet covered shall be added. In

addition, the expansion of the panel with solo self-employed persons and micro-enterprises

should enable here even more in-depth analyses in the future.
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