
4 Other Indicators and Analyses from the ifo Business Survey

4.13 Supplementary Questions in the ifo Business Survey
KATRIN DEMMELHUBER, STEFAN SAUER, KLAUS WOHLRABE14

4.13.1 Introduction

In addition to the ifo Business Survey’s monthly, quarterly, bi-annual, or annual questions,
its supplementary questions further increase the potential for economic research. These
questions are either collected on a one-time basis or at irregular intervals, and typically relate
to current economic topics or company-specific information that is of interest for ongoing
research projects.

In recent years, supplementary questions have become a larger part of the ifo Business Survey,
with the motivation of obtaining an ad hoc picture of the impact of certain economic policy
or global economic developments on German companies and their reactions to them (e.g.,
the Covid-19 pandemic or the war in Ukraine). Another aim is to collect company-specific
data for research projects: Since the ifo Business Survey is a panel survey, the answers to
these questions can also be linked to other survey variables. In addition, they can serve as
control groups or variables in statistical or econometric analyses. Supplementary questions
both provide information on the current survey period and offer the possibility of ex post
evaluations.

4.13.2 Question Development

Supplementary questions are designed in collaboration between the ifo survey team and
researchers participating in the projects which the data is collected for. When drafting these
questions, certain restrictions must be considered, such as the space available on the paper
questionnaire that is still used by a non-negligible proportion of participants. This restriction
does not apply to online participation in the ifo Business Survey. Although an exclusively
online survey is possible, the relevant sub-panel might be less representative than the entire
panel of all survey participants. In addition, it should be ensured that the frequency and scope
of supplementary questions remain within bounds to not unnecessarily increase the time
required to answer the questionnaires.

4.13.3 Topics

Tables 4.10-4.14 provide an overview of the various topics and contents of the supplementary
questions asked in the ifo Business Survey from January 2009 to May 2022. In addition, the
tables contain the survey date for each question, the economic sector in which it was asked,

14 This section is a summary of Demmelhuber et al. (2023).
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and references to selected results. The exact wording of all the supplementary questions as
well as further results and applications can be found in Demmelhuber et al. (2022).

The list of supplementary questions is divided into different topic blocks. Most frequently,
“current economic policy questions” (Table 4.10) are asked to assess the consequences of po-
litical decisions or other important (geopolitical) events for the German economy. “Company
or respondent-specific questions” (Table 4.11) can be used for research projects that require
specific information about the responding company or the respondent. As this information
can also be cross-checked with other variables of the survey or used as control variables, some
additional questions were asked specifically with the purpose of creating group or control
variables (e.g., family businesses versus other businesses). “Other research questions” cover
a wide range of topics. Table 4.12 provides an overview of the questions collected since 2009.

After March 2020, the Covid-19 crisis overshadowed the global as well as the German economy.
For this reason, several additional questions were included in the monthly survey. These
questions focused on the short- and long-term economic effects of the pandemic on compa-
nies and include topics such as short-time work, working from home, government pandemic
aid programs, or internal company problem areas during the crisis (Table 4.13). With a similar
aim, several further supplementary questions were added after the start of the war in Ukraine
(Table 4.14).

4.13.4 Summary

The broad spectrum of questions in the ifo Business Survey offers great potential for economic
research and analysis. The supplementary questions are especially suitable for analyzing
topics not covered by the standard questions as well as current developments in the German
economy. The results can serve as input for various research projects. In addition, the sup-
plementary questions can also be used to introduce new survey methods, such as randomly
dividing the panel into different groups and asking them slightly different questions. This
enables the analysis of the influence of the wording or the order of the answer categories.
The microdata of the supplementary questions can be accessed by researchers at the EBDC
together with all other microdata of the ifo Business Survey.
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