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A ims
The Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) is a survey started in 1984 that can be placed under
the heading of population and income statistic. The SOEP is very similar to the well
known Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) for the United States of America but
the questionnaire of the SOEP is broader. The SOEP data amplifies official statistics,
both regarding additional variables that arise as well as the longitudinal character of
the data, i.e. the repeated surveying of the same respondents. This kind of data is
highly conducive to describing and analyzing changes such as those triggered by the
developments in the GDR. Thus the SOEP was expanded already in June 1990 to
include the territory of the GDR, respectively East Germany ("Neue Bundeslaender").

].]

Well-Beins and Micro-Econamic Approach
For researching structural transformation and the ensuing change on the macro-level of
economy and society the empirical analysis of micro-units has stepped into the
foreground since the 1970s. After initially analyzing extensive cross-sectional data sets
of private households and individuals it didn't take long to realize that - just as in the
traditional time series analysis of aggregate data - micro units need to be temporally
followed in order to test empirically hypotheses about transformation processes within a
society.
With the SOEP, panel data should be supplied for two theoretical approaches: the
choice of the economic variables on micro-economic and micro-econometric
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approaches, by which the former can be placed under human capital theories in the
deepest sense, and the latter concern theoretical approaches to labor market
segmentation and poverty research. The sociological (and some for political science)
variables are determined by the ideas of social indicator movement.
Along with the longitudinal aspect and the theory induced selection of variables, the
SOEP with its household-based survey design incorporates yet another major advance
in sociological as well as micro-economic science. By interviewing every adult person
in the household central information from the "household" primary network is made
available. In particular more recent theoretically innovative approaches of family
economics as well as all the literature on network analyses stress the necessity for
household data bases of this sort.
The opening of the inner-German borders and the merger of the GDR with the FRG
were naturally a challenge for a wide-ranging household sample. A repeated survey is
' of course ideally suited to an empirical recording of upheaval in the GDR and its
repercussions in the FRG.
1.2

Program of Questionnaire
Both the analytical design and the survey of the SOEP are therefore complex in a
number of ways: This can be said for the organization of the variable selection in a
finely-meshed economic and sociological approach; the placement of the individual
perspective in a household context; the representative cross-sectional and longitudinal
analyses as well as the overproportional inclusion of a separate migrant worker sample.
Purely cohort-oriented surveys (such as the NLS in the USA) work from a narrower
theoretical basis.
The analytical possibilities extend through the following eight topics^:
-

Demography and Population

- Labor Market and Unemployment
- Income, Taxation and Social Security
-

Housing

-

Health

- Education and Training
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The documentation for »1! questionnaire» fills at present three volume». Even a conden sed outline would be impossible
the space of one book. See therefore the SOEP "User's Manual".
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- Economic Output of Private Households
- Basic Orientation and Values.
In the majority of the topics in the SOEP information on objective living conditions as
well as subjective perceptions are gathered. In addition to the thematic mashing,
another exceptional feature of the SOEP is the mashing of very disparate time
references. For many indicators the time reference of the SOEP questions ranges over
the respective period in which the survey was taken to deep in the past. Thus, for
example, information - particularly concerning economic conditions - is also gathered
by retrospective questioning (e.g. about the previous year's income). Questions about
one's well-being, among others, also have a prospective character (e.g. "How content do
you think you'll be in five year's time?"). Such questions, together with the purely
time-related factual and employment questions, make up the standard survey program
for investigating stability and intra-individual change of respondents. In addition to
this standard part of the longitudinal indicators there are wave-specific questions
themes of the questionnaire.

Overview l shows the focal questioning points ("topical moduls") for the first ten years
of the survey.
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Overview 1: Topical moduls of the Socio-Economic Panel
Year
1984

Working Life History

1985

Marital and Family History

1986

Social Origins, Occupational Starts, Residential
Environment

1987

Social Security, Early Retirement, Need to be Cared
For and Care of Children

1988

Balance of Assets

1989

Continued Education and Qualification

1990

Time Expenditure and Preferences

1991

Family and Financial Support

1992

Social Services and Social Security (repeated from
Wave 4)

1993

Labor Market

The questions in the SOEP are standardized and "closed", meaning that the response
possibilities are clearly limited. There are, however, a series of "open questions", the
answers io which are noted in uncoded text in the questionnaire. The SOEP thus gives
general opportunity to do a certain amount of "qualitative social research", since in the
course of time a wide range of uncoded text information on all household members is
contained in the data base. For data protection reasons, however, this information is
not distributed to external data users (cf. section 6.3 below).
In the SOEP Study it is also standard procedure that the occupation and the economic
sector are transcribed in uncoded text and is recorded later. This procedure proved
extraordinarily useful in avoiding classification problems with the survey in the GDR
(cf. Geiss and Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik 1991). Since for the old GDR economy and the
transitional processes there are no comparable and reliable international classification
schemes, registering the respondents' information in uncoded text allows for any sort of
re-coding according to new classification schemes.
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Representativeness in longitudinal and cross-sectional analyses
In general, when we speak of the representativeness of a random sample we don't mean
a perfect microcosmos of the entire target population. What is merely meant is that for
each question a variety of representative terms and standards should be usefully
formulated because, in the practice, a perfect sample in the sense of a "microcosmos" is
not to found3.
Roughly speaking, a sample survey can serve two purposes: Either its aim is
description, i.e. the target population with all its aggregates and distributions is
depicted as acurate as possible4, which is important if the results are to affect political
decision-making. Or - and this is paramount in the sciences - with the aid of a random
sample, theories about causal hypotheses can be tested. Although it may seem
surprising at first, the standards for achieving representativeness are lower for testing
theories than they are for purely descriptive purposes.
An initial problem with representativeness is isolating (by definition) the relevant
target population. Most random samples in the Federal Republic of Germany are not
designed to represent the total population because foreigners and the institutionalized
population aren't surveyed. This was attempted in the SOEP, although admittedly
difficulties of a practical nature in surveying and contacting have shown that the
institutional population can not be adequately represented. A subsample was designed
for the most important foreign group, the Southern Europeans from the former
guestworker-recruiting countries.
The SOEP target population is therefore a broader one than in other German surveys,
although the SOEP hasn't succeeded in portraying the entire residential population
either. Special problems dealing with immigration will be discussed in a later chapter
shortly. Extending the relevant target population to include the territory of the GDR
posed no technical problems for the sample. Operations in this area will be discussed in
the following section.
Usually, when one speaks of representative problems after the target population has
been established, this is either a matter of the structure of the intended target
population being reflected correctly in the sample or, with disproportionately-designed
samples, whether an appropriate procedure for "correcting" the sample can be found.
To be kept in mind with panel surveys is the third stage of representativeness: whether
as a result of repeated surveying the sample members will begin to demonstrate
behavioral changes (the "panel effect").

s
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Cf. on thii »ubject the three-part synopsis by Kuskal and Mosteller (1979).
Strictly speaking, "good" it meant here in regard to specific research questions. The valuation will differ for each
problem and question.
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Considering the thematic content of the SOEP surveys and the fact that the
interviewing takes place only once a year, serious panel effects are not to be reckoned
with. To be sure, problems could crop up if "target households" refuse to particpate. In
Sections 4.1 and 5 this will be gone into more concretely. For now we'll just let the
general comment stand.
1.4

Description of Contents
In Section 2 which follows, the surveying and the field work for the 1st wave of the
SOEP will be described. Panel-related problems are not touched upon here, but the
lst-wave surveying was crucial to the later representativeness of the longitudinal
section. In Section 3 we begin with panel-related material. First the so-called follow-up
concept, which of course is of central importance for a longitudinal survey, will be
presented. In addition the "panel-specific" construction of the survey instruments will
be discussed and documented. In Section 4 the development of the SOEP samples to
date will be dealt with, and in Section 5 necessary evaluations and projections of the
sample results will be gone into. In Section 6 processing the data, which is far more
complicated than with simple cross-sectional surveys, will be discussed and illustrated.

2

Surveying and Field Work in the 1st H'ave
In this section the random samples, the surveying and the field work in the 1st SOEP
wave will be clearly defined. In the old Federal Repubic of Germany the panel began
in 1984 with samples A and B (for Germans and foreigners respectively). In June 1990,
with sample C (Germans in the GDR), it was expanded to include the territory of what
was still the GDR at that date.
The surveying is carried out by "Infratest Social Research" (Munich). Infratest is
responsible for the field work, for collecting and processing the data and for
documenting the survey before the anonymous micro-data are turned over to the Panel
Project Group.

2.1

Target Population and Respondents
The target population to be represented by the SOEP is defined firstly as the German
residential population of the FRG in 1984 including (West) Berlin, secondly as the
German residential population in the GDR in June 1990. In the FRG, in addition to
German persons in private households, households of selected foreign groups were
included in the study.
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Respondents are all household members who are 16 years of age and over; information
on the younger household members is obtained from the "chief respondent" (head of
household). By means of these "proxy information", analyses for children (e.g. on their
educational history) are also possible. This information can be linked to the personal
information obtained later when the children have reached respondent age. Since all
adult persons in a household are to be interviewed, the telephone interview as a
surveying method is eliminated, although in the case of an interviewer change the
telephone plays an important part as a contact medium between respondent household
and interviewer/survey institute.
For technical reasons the original FRG sample in 1984 was carried out separately for
two populations:
Sample A "Germans in the FRG" covers persons in private households with head who
is not Turkish, Greek, Yugoslavian, Spanish or Italian.
Sample B "Immigrant Sample" covers persons in private households with a Turkish,
Greek, Yugoslavian, Spanish or Italian head.
Inmates of institutions in the true sense of the word (hospitals/sanatorien; rest homes;
military installations) were not included in the first sample; later, however, persons
from the initial households were included who had taken up residence temporarily or
permanently in institutions of this kind (cf. Section 3.1 below) and who were still
capable of taking part in the survey.
Sample C "Germans in the GDR" covers persons in private households where the
household heaJ (chief wage-earner in the household) is a GDR citizen. This meant that
ca. 1.7% of the residential population in the GDR in June 1990 was excluded from the
sample as foreigners. Because they are predominantly institutionalized residents, and
institutional households aren't included in the survey, they would have already been
excluded when the target population was established.
The size of the samples was pragmatically determined. For method-related reasons, it is
optimal for the sample to be as big as possible; however, available financial means are
notoriously tight.
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2.1.1

Sample A "Germans in the FRG"
Sample A was intended to encompass a net amount of 4,500 households; in the end the
completed net sample contained 4,554 households. The ADM master tape from 1982^
served as a basis for collecting sample A. 584 sample points were randomly selected
from it by means of a multi-stage stratified sampling procedure. The interviewer
selected the households within thé selected constituency according to the random-route
procedure. Working from a given start address the interviewer had to write down 84
addresses. Every seventh household was a "target household" and thus to be recruited
for the survey.

2.1. 2

Sample B "Immigrants in the FRG"
Strictly speaking, sample B consists in turn of five autonomous samples for the five
numerically largest foreign nationality groups living as immigrants in the FRG in 1984.
To facilitate detailed evaluations, the projected net case number for the five
nationalities (the Southern European recruiting countries for so called guestworkers)
was set higher than it would be in proportion to the percentage of the population they
constitute (disproportionate approach). In setting the case numbers for the nationalities
- a total of 1,400 foreign households were to be surveyed - the anticipated
mobility/re-migration rates were taken into account.
For surveying population B, a random selection, separately for each nationality, was
first made of counties and metropolitan areas. Using the immigrant registration records
there, the respondents were then selected according to random procedure. The
household of the respondent selected in this manner then came into the sample,
provided that the household head had the same citizenship as the elected respondent.
In a number of counties and metropolitan areas - particularly in Baden-Wiirttemberg it wasn't possible to draw from the immigrant registration lists; the alternative solution
here was to randomly select counties and then use the local residents' registration lists.
The number of sample points was set at 80 for the (strongly overly-represented) Turks
and 40 for each of the remaining nationalities. 20 addresses per point were then drawn
from the registers, some of which were used as reserve addresses.
The number of addresses used per sample point in the immigrant sample shows a
stronger mean variation than in sample A, the reason being the substantially higher
proportion of quality-neutral attrition caused chiefly by false or no-Ionger-current
addresses, in which case a reserve address was to be used.
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ADM it the "Arbeitsgemeinschaft Deutscher Marktforichungsinstitute" (Working Group of the German Marketing
Research Institutes); cf. on this and on t he ADM maste r sample, Kirschner (19B4) and Schnell (1991).
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2.1.3

Sample C "Germans in the GDR"
Although in the Spring of J 990 German unification was already in sight, it made sense
to set the size of the East-sample C in such a way that independent analyses for the
GDR respectively the new "Bundeslaender" would be possible. Therefore, compared to
sample A, a greater sampling rate was chosen and a goal of at least 2,000 households
was striven for; 2,179 were ultimately surveyed.
Because access was granted to addresses from the central residents' file of the GDR, a
different - and better - sample method than in samples A and B was possible. Serving
as a basis for the selection was the master sample (issue date: March 14, 1990) issued
for the GDR by our survey institute Infratest. This is, in contrast to the ADM master
sample in the old FRG

a random selection of private addresses drawn from the central

residents' data base (cf. Pietzke 1991).
To design sample C of SOEP the Infratest master sample was used in the following
ways:

6

The ADM grou p fint brought out a drawing volume for the new Bundeslaender using the election districts
after the first national election in both Germanys in Dec. 1990,

& buis
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First a household-proportional allocation was calculated for 360 sample points which
followed the stratification of the master sample according to county and community size.
For each stratum the sample points which corresponded to this household-proportional
allocation were then taken from the master sample by systematic random selection.
Finally, for each of the available addresses for these sample points a person 16 years of
age or older was selected as a "start address". In order to produce a representative
household sample (and to spare costs and

travelling time by lumping together the

respondent addresses) the random-route method was chosen. Commencing with this start
address, each interviewer was to list the households on a formally described and dearly
defined random route, whereby the start address itself was not to be surveyed.
Ten private households were to be listed and recruited for panel participation7 unless it
turned out while making contact that one of the listed addresses didn't belong to the
target population (or that the residence was vacant). In that case up to two substitute
addresses could be listed and contacted. Every third household was a "target household"
Q
and thus to be recruited for the survey .
Insiders from the GDR social research organizations raised objections against taking
addresses out of the central register, claiming that often at these addresses other people
lived there than the ones who were registered there. Although this assertion is difficult
to prove or disprove, in view of the housing shortage in the GDR it is plausible and
probable. The quality of the SOEP, however, is in no way affected by this because the
address sample was merely used to ensure a random and representative regional
distribution of the respondent households only. Whether or not the residence is vacant
and who may live there is in fact irrelevant for the random-route method.
2.2

Gross Amount of Addresses and Oualitv-SeulraI Attrition in the 1st Wave

2.2.1

Samples A and B
According to the sample plan the original gross approach in sample A encompassed
7,008 addresses. Of the 1,168 reserve addresses included therein, 158 were not used
because in each respective sample point a maximum response rate (9 or 10 households
with completed interviews) had already been attained or seemed to be within reach.
But in the sample points with weak response rates the sample was boosted with 1,129
addresses. So altogether 7,979 addresses were used.

7
B

A »eparate, preliminary address collection was not possible due to lack of time.
This three-address interval is rout inely used in the r andom-route procedure by th e ADM institutes. With the Weit
«amples A a nd B a wider i nterval was constructed (7 households; cf. Section 3.1.1 ibid) in or der to attain a higher degree
of in dependence for the households. This proved impossible in t he GDR because the interviewers were unfamiliar with
the random-route procedure to begin with, so it made no sense to burden them additionally with more distance to
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In order to maintain the mathematical sample gross, households that don't belong to the
target population "Private Households Excluding the Separately-Interviewed Households
in Sample B" must be subtracted from the total amount of start addresses. These
addresses are defined as "quality-neutral drop-outs" and the result as "edited gross
amount".
As Table 1 shows (left block), there was 5.8% quality-neutral attrition in sample A.
The edited gross amount encompassed 7,519 addresses. The quality-neutral attrition is a
result of the address procedure, namely the interviewer's notation of house numbers
along the pre-determined route. With some addresses it doesn't become clear until
contact is made at a later date that the household doesn't belong in the target
population (because the household members are in sample B). This was the case in 2.8%
of the addresses on the lists. With other addresses it was discovered upon closer
inspection that they were business addresses (0.5%) or vacant dwellings (1.9%). And
then 1.0% were either false addresses or couldn't be found.
Sample B (the immigrant sample) gives us a completely different picture because here
addresses supplied by the registration offices were worked with. The extent of the
quality-neutral attrition due to false or no-longer-current addresses is very much
greater here than in sample A. The average rate of attrition for the five immigrant
samples is 22% of the utilized addresses.

Table 1; Gross and Net Samples in the 1st Wave of the SOEP

Sample

Cases

Adresses
Used
Quality-neutral
drop-outs '
Edited gross amount
total

7979

C

B

A

.

•

%

Cases

%

Cases

-

2659

-

3616

460

579

%

5022)

7519

100

2080

100

3144

] 00

2403

32

452

22

496

16

243

3

148

7

184

6

319

4

65

3

255

8

Total number of
drop-outs

2965

39

665

32

935

30

Households queried
- before editing
- after editing^

4554
4528

61
60

1415
1393

68
67

2179

70

Attrition due to
- refusai
- failure to contact
household
- other
reasons

1)

Cases with false adresses, uninhabited house/apartment, not a private household or wrong
nationality of household head.

2)

Also included here are 29 total drop-outs from sample points (i.e. from 290 addresses) which
were not dealt with at all during the field period.

3)

Errors of falsifications that first came to light during the 2nd-wave field work and data
checking.

The next question to arise concerns the sample response rate. In sample A, 4,554
addresses could be taken into the net sample after concluding all of the field phases
and the processing work. With an edited gross amount of 7,519 addresses this means for
the time being a sample response rate of 60.6%.
Better results were shown with the foreign households from sample B. The response
rates ranged from 64.7% for the Italians to 70.0% for the Turks.
In sample A refusal was the main cause of attrition. Because of the long field period
the share of non-contacted households could be reduced to 3.2% (a percentage not
attained in normal cross-sectional surveys). The other grounds for attrition were
provided by households that couldn't be surveyed due to linguistic difficulties (0.2%);
the foreigners in question didn't belong to any of the five nationalities from sample B
and therefore "rode along" with sample A. Lastly there is the 0.8% of the addresses for
which no survey information exists. As a rule these are reserve addresses which the
interviewer didn't realize were supposed to be contacted.
The refusal rates for the foreign households from sample B are visibly lower than for
the German households. However, the share of non-contacted households is higher.
The quality of a sample (cross-sectional representativeness) is measured by the
conformity of characteristic distribution in the realized sample (net sample) with the
characteristic distribution in the target population. The distribution in the target
population is estimated using external statistics, posing of course the problem that they
on their part could be biased again (particularly the income and consumer samples).
Beyond that, the possibility was used for the SOEP of undertaking an "internal
validation", which results from comparing basis information on households for which it
wasn't possible to conduct complete interviews with information on households willing
to participate.
The internal validation is a matter of whether those households and persons who were
willing to participate in the survey systematically distinguish themselves from those
who were not prepared to participate. The practical difficulty with this type of
validation is that structural characteristics of households which aren't prepared to
participate in a survey are normally unknown. Because of the significance of the
sample validation for the SOEP, however, the attempt was made here to gather as much
information on the drop-outs as possible. This is a difficult enough undertaking, one
that is - rightfully so - hindered further

by strict observence of data privacy laws.

This information is available for 31% of the drop-outs in sample A. In sample B this
area of the analysis had to be omitted due to lack of information.

Table 2: Internal Validation of the SOEP Samples A and B
Sample B
SOEP
Attrition

Sample A
SOEP
Attrition
Total number of cases
Size of household
Basis (case number)
1
2
3
4

person
persons
persons
or more persons

Sex of household's head^^
Basis (case number)
male
female
Age of household's head

I)

under 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 - 69
70 - 79
80 or older
Vocational status ^
of household's head '
Basis (case number)
Blue-collar worker
White-collar worker
Civil servant
Self-employed
Trainee
Has never been employed
Status-^roup rating
lowesthighest '

1)
2)
3)
4)

4 554

2 906

1 415

652

4 554
%
26
32
19
24

728
%
30
36
16
18

415
%
15
17
20
48

261
%
15
18
26
42

4 554
%
76
24

799
%
67
33

415
%
92
8

269
%
91
9

4 554
%
14
18
22
17
13
12
4

523
%
9
12
18
17
17
20
7

415
%
12
29
34
22
3
0
0

213
%
9
28
34
23
6

494
39
36
11
11
1
4

894
33
38
10
13
1
6

25
15

23
11

Household head/respondent.
For unemployed: last position applies.
Unskilled worker, low-ranking office worker.
Highly-qualified managerial employee, high-level
employed person with 10 or more employees.

official,

self-employed

person,

self-

Table 3: External validation of the SOEP samples A and B as well as C
A

B

C

Dev.1)

Sample

Dev.1)

Sample

Dev.1)

3,9
2,8
1,3
4,0
11,2
26,8
8,8

-0,6
-0,6
-0,1
-0,2
0,0
-0,5
-0,3

3,2
2,8
1,1
1,2
5,7
28,5
13,6

-0,6
-0,3
0,0
-0,7
-0,6
-2,7
2,6

-

-

7,5
15,5
18,3

+0,3
+0,9
+1,2

4,2
26,9
12,8

+0,1
+4,2
-1,9

-

-

-

-

-

•
-

11,7
16,2
18,5
16,7
30,3
6,7

+0,1
+0,3
+0,3
+0,4
+0,1
-1,1

12,0

+1,5

2,8

-0,2

-

14,0

+0,2

13,7

-0,3

10,1

-0,2

7,7

+0,4

16,1

+0,3

17,5

+2,4

-32,4
15,4
-

-1,6
-0,2
-

38,1
20,1
-

-

-

63,9

Sample-

Persons
Bundesland
(West) Berlin
Hamburg
Bremen
Schleswig-Holstein
Lower Saxony
North Rhine-Westphalia
Hesse
Rhineland-Palatine/
Saarland
Baden-Württemberg
Bavaria
MecklenburgWest Pomerania
Brandenburg
Saxony-Anhalt
Thuringia
Saxony
(East) Berlin
District population
less than 5.000
inhabitants
5.000 to
less than 20.000
20.000 to
less than 100.000
100.000 to
less than 500.000
500.000 or more
- central districts
- outlying districts
less than 2.000
2.000 to
less than 10.000
10.000 to
less than 50.000
50.000 to
less than 100.000
100.000 or more

_
—

—

-3,0
+0,6
-

•
26,6

_
—
+2,2

-

-

17,2

-2,3

-

-

-

23,9

+0,4

-1,5

75,7

0,0

5,8
26,5

-1,2
+0,8

Table 3 continued :
Sex
male
female

47,8
52,2

-1,5
+1,5

47,5
52,5

+0,5
-0,5

Age group
16-19 years old
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70 years and more

9,0
19,6
16,6
19,6
14,9
10,4
10,0

+0,5
+3,3
+1,6
+1,6
+0,2
1,1
-4,1

7,2
20,8
23,8
17,4
16,0
9,0
5,7

+1,0
+0,7
+4,7
+2,2
-0,4
-2,8
-5,5

1) Deviation of the non-weighted sample from the official population statistics in percentage
points.
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In regard to the regional distribution characteristics and the household structure,
sample A reflects the familiar shortcomings of survey research. The population in the
conurbations - and here particularly in the central zones - is more difficult to recruit
for survey participation than the population in the medium and small-sized towns and
communities. Elderly persons are under-represented due to difficulties in interviewing.
In comparing with the population statistics, however, it should be pointed out that
those data also contain institutionalized residents who are not included in the SOEP
sample.
The case number of drop-outs for who information is available on the occupational
status of the household head is with N = 894 quite small. The first result which comes
to the fore is that the share of blue-collar workers among the drop-outs is not as large
as in the realized sample. The white-collar workers and self-employed persons are, in
contrast, slightly over-proportionately represented among the drop-outs; with the civil
servants no deviation is noticeable. This result is oddly inconsistent with the current
theory that survey research is "middle-class biased" and it speaks for the quality of
surveys which are carefully designed, and carried out.
The validation for sample B is far more difficult. Whereas for the German residential
population relatively reliable and diversified distribution information is available from
official sources, available structural data on the immigrant residential population is
scanty. Thus possiblities for an external sample validation using official data are
practically non-existent, making the internal validation that much more important (cf.
Table 2).
In regard to the socio-demographic structure of the sample - household sizes as well as
the age and sex of the household head - the result is extremely satisfactory. In regard
to the regional distribution, the drop-out structure shows the same result as for sample
A, namely intensified attrition in the core zones of the conurbations.
2.2.2

Sample C
As shown in Table 1 (right block), with sample C in the GDR a response rate of 70%
of the "edited gross addresses" was attained. This is a field result that is practically
impossible to achieve with similar studies in the FRG. Not even in 1984 in the 1st
wave of the SOEP in the FRG could similar results be achieved, despite great effort
and month-long field work. The response rate at that time was noticeably lower with
60.6% of the German and 68.0% of the foreign households (left block m Table 1).
From an edited gross sample with 3,114 GDR household addresses it was possible with
a field duration of a bit more than one month to successfully recruit a total of 2,179

18

households9. A total of 4,453 persons 16 years or older were queried at these
households.
A special problem, about which similar reports were to be heard from other survey
institutes active in the GDR in 1990, was the total attrition of sample points. Total
attrition means that the addresses of a sample point don't get processed at all because
for one reason or another the interviewer responsible for these addresses could not or
would not carry out this assignment, and a replacement was unavailable or could not be
deployed in time (it could even be that the field organization was not alerted in time to
the fact that the addresses remained uncontacted).
In the SOEP basis survey 29 out of 360 sample points were total drop-outs. These,
however, are distributed randomly throughout the entire GDR and thus have no
noticeable effect on the sample. The neutrality of these drop-outs is also verified by
the regional validation of the sample.
The total attrition is, on the one hand, a consequence of the inadequate
telecommunication facilities in East Germany, and secondly an indication of the
problems involved in setting up or restructuring an interview staff. Oure Survey
institute Infratest had opted for taking over an already existing interviewer network
from the former GDR and reorganizing it to meet with the new standards. Thus, we
made an analysis of possible interviewer effects in the survey data. As in West
Germany, these proved to be inconsequential; there is, in particular, no effect of the
entry-date of interviewers into the staff (cf. Riebschlaeger and Wagner 1991).
The conpleted sample was examined immediately after the survey was taken with - as
long as comparative statistics were available - official statistical data from the former
GDR (cf. Table 3; right block).
Regionally there is practically no sample deviation in the distribution among the
Länder.
Although in the community-size classes there are some deviations from the target
population in the completed sample, they don't show the general underrepresentation of metropolitan population as is normally observed in the West. It is
noticeable, however, that the persons/households in Berlin were slightly underrepresented.
In the distribution of sexes there are no recognizable deviations worth mentioning.
9

Three percent of the households didn't get fully su rveyed until the fir»t week of Ju ly. Since the interview date is
recorded in the data set, it's possible to determine during the evaluation process whether the data was collected before
or after the currency union (July 1).

As in sample A, the elderly age groups - especially the 70-years-and-older group
- are clearly under-represented in the net sample. The comparative figures from
the population statistics, however, are somewhat biased because the institutional
residents - who are not surveyed in the SOEP - couldn't be edited out.
Nevertheless: the age structure bias in the SOEP is a consequence of an underrepresentation of one-person households. Their exact representation, though, is
difficult to establish due to a lack of appropriate basis data from official sources.
A validation of the socio-economic structures is even more difficult, since the data
basis of the official GDR statistics in this field is even scantier (cf. Wagner and
Schupp 1991); cf. Pischner (1991) concerning projections.
2.3

The Interviewer Sample
A scientific panel survey such as the SOEP provides the opportunity of designing an
"interviewer panel" as an additional sample. In order to examine potential interviewer
effects (cf. Hoag 1981) a number of interviewer characteristics are supplied by the
survey institute along with the actual survey data. In the SOEP this interviewer
information can be applied without time limitations and can be linked to the surveyed
households. Thus an additional data record that can be used for important methodical
analyses is made available (cf. on this subject Rendtel 1990, Riebschlaeger and Wagner
1991).
The inteviewer sample for samples A and B from 1984 encompasses 631 persons.
Sample C was carried out in 1990 by 308 interviewers.

i

Panel-Related Construction of Survey Instruments and How to Ensure Continued
Respondent Participation
For a panel survey the concept of following the sample members and ensuring their
continued participation are the central parameters of the study. The procedure
developed for this purpose will be explained in following, whereby it will also be seen
that due to learning effects at several points in the course of time there have been
procedural changes made.

3.2

The Follow-uv Concept
For a serial survey which includes all household members the criterion for following
persons must be set so as to maintain the representativeness of the selected target
population. When one disregards immigration with self-establishment of a household, it
is possible with the right follow-up concept to reflect the natural population dynamic
of the target population in the panel sample. It is necessary first of all that young
household members maturing into respondent age (meaning completion of their 16th
year) also get interviewed; secondly, persons who leave an "initial household" must be
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followed according to a specific pattern. This means that persons who moved in while
the panel was in progress and moved out again afterwords don't necessarily have to be
followed for the sake of cross-sectional representativeness. However, children who have
moved directly from a foreign country into a household (since they, in a manner of
speaking, virtually belong to the target population of the 1st wave) must be followed,
as well as children who move into initial households while the panel is in progress (cf.
on this subject Galler 1986). This concept of following initial persons was first chosen
for the SOEP.
For longitudinal analyses, especially of demographic events, it is more practical to
follow not only the initial persons but all persons who have ever come in contact with
the SOEP. This procedure increases the number of events which are of particular
research interest. But this leads potentially to a snowball-like growth effect in the
sample because, hypothetically, with enough mobility and a correspondingly lengthy
panel duration the entire target population will take root in the sample in the end.
However, this is only theoretically the case, because in practice the respondents'
successive refusal to participate leads to a reduction in the sample instead. As was to be
expected, little willingness to participate is shown by persons who move into an
established panel household. Following non-initial persons will therefore create no
problems of size in the sample. Only the number of analyzable cases sinks less quickly
than with a straight initial-person concept. Since 1990 (West-wave 7) all non-initial
persons have been followed because of the special attraction of following new persons,
since these persons generally constitute unusually mobile groups, which are interesting
for event-oriented analyses'®.
In cross-sectional evaluations the weights for households wit^ non-initial persons are
somewhat lower than, for instance, other households (cf. also Section 5

). The

simplified follow-up rules do not affect the validity of the initial person concept for
longitudinal studies in the least. Here, as opposed to cross sections, only the initial
persons have á positive longitudinal-projection factor.
Another major problem with the new follow-up concept is presented by the
immigrants who establish new households in the FRG. Because of the fact that at the
beginning of the 80s the immigration of migrant workers or their family members was
the only factor that played a major role, the decision was made in the conceptual stages
of the SOEP not to do a successive surveying of immigrant households. Even with the
pioneering American study PSID no immigrants were surveyed in the course of 25
waves despite the high rate of immigration to the USA. This can be justified in that
10

Beckettti et al. (1989) alto recommend this for the PSID «ample. In adhering to the original SOEP concept it came to
light anyway that the eoneept of following initial per«oni wat too complicated for the actual field w ork, i.e. person« were
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the primary concern is longitudinal analysis, in which immigrants - by definition don't play such a big role1 *.
The dramatic increase in the immigration rate in the old Federal Republic of Germany
since 1988 (Eastern-Bloc citizens of German descent, Germans from the GDR and
seekers of political asylum) meanwhile necessitates a supplementing of the panel sample
if information on the residential population is to be continued to be given because this
immigrant population became very important quantitatively (according to our estimates,
this population now in 1991 constitutes 3% of the private households in the FRG).

3.2.2

Re-Survevins of Longitudinal Characteristics with Insufficient Information
In the SOEP a distinction is made between "final" and "temporary" drop-outs. A drop
out is considered final in the case that a household/person can no longer be found
despite intensive effort to do so or if a final refusal is given to further participation in
the survey. In all other cases the attrition is assessed at first as "temporary". This means
that in the succeeding wave a renewed attempt will be made to contact the household
and to persuade them to participate further in the survey. If this in turn isn't
successful the "temporary" becomes a "final" drop-out - this household will no longer
be included in the following panel waves. If, however, the household can be remotivated to take part, a gap in the data caused by the attrition in the preceding wave
will remain.

11

also interviewed who shouldn't have been accord ing to the rule« of th e initial-person concept. Moreover, the expanded
concept greatly simplifie» the weighting procedure, lince the sampling probabilities are now easier to calculate.
It must be admitted that the neglect of immi grants by a panel study with the poverty problem a* a focal point of its
research i* argumentative^ not at all easy to justify. In 1990 an - externally funded - immigrant sample of so-called
Hispanics will be included in th e PSID for the first time. The second, equally important immigrant population, the
Asiatics, are still missing in the PSID.

Table 4:

Temporary Attrition - Utiiizable Cross-Sectional Data Records from Samples A and
B with "Gaps"

Persons

Households

Wave 2

202

91

Wave 3

176

79

Wave 4

83

33

Wave 5

126

55

Wave 6

147

66

23

In addition to these household-related gaps, other individual-person gaps appear when
a household couldn't be completely surveyed in one wave but in the following waves
all household members are interviewed. There were, for example, 123 households with
incomplete interviews in the 2nd West-wave, 53 of which participated fully in the
succeeding 3rd wave. Accordingly, there are 250 persons to be reckoned with who have
gap-ridden event histories. Although this case number is small in relation to the whole
sample, it should be taken into consideration that the gaps in each wave appear
repeatedly for other households or persons. A procedure was therefore developed
whereby át least the most important longitudinal characteristics for the missing year are
able to be reconstructed.
In the 3rd year of SOEP the decision was made to try to close these gaps. The results
were unexpectedly good. Of 192 persons from 134 households to be queried,
longitudinal information could be reconstructed for 176 of them. In the majority of
cases this was done by telephone. Owing to the good results the decision was then made
to reconstruct the gaps in wave 2 as well. The long period of time between the
confirmation of the gaps in wave 2 (summer 1986) and the reconstruction (Autumn
1987) proved to be a handicap; not more than roughly 75% of the persons concerned
could be included in the field work because a relatively high number of target persons
had dropped out of the panel in the meantime. Since 1987 (West-wave 4) re-surveying
is done routinely.
3.2.3

Reconstruction of Biosranhical information
The central thematic content of the first typical moduls of the three waves for samples
A and B (West) was biographical information which only had to be recorded once in
the course of the panel; Job history in yearly stages of the individual life course,
beginning with the age of 15 (wave 1); marital history, information on childhood and
the move away from the parental home, information from women about their children
(wave 2) as well as social background, occupational starts (wave 3).
This information is missing completely or partially for persons who weren't included in
the panel until later and for persons who were temporary drop-outs in the 2nd or in
the 3rd wave. The retrospective questions were therefore put into a supplementary
biographical questionnaire. In the fall of 1987 the new persons who had entered the
SOEP in the 2nd, 3rd or 4th wave were sent the questionnaire along with a small gift,
a pocket calendar'^. The reconstruction of the biographical information on the
temporary drop-outs from wave 2 was done primarily by telephone - along with the
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Not incl uded in the supplement questionnaire, though, were the perton» who were new to the survey because they h ad
juit turned 16, lince most of the question« didn't apply to them or the information on t he parental home was already
available.

reconstruction of the longitudinal characteristics in uncompleted operations (cf. the
results in the preceding section).
Since 1988 (West-wave 5) a routine gap reconstruction is done by means of a special
biographical questionnaire. For the East-sample C the biographical reconstruction for
all respondents will take place in 1992 as a part of the regular fieldwork of wave 3.
3.3

The Method Mix in Surveying
The SOEP survey instruments are
Cover sheets (address protocol)
Household questionnaires
Individual questionnaires
With regard to the layout and the filter questions, the questionnaires are compared to
commercial questionnaires lavishly designed because they have to be flexibly used by
the interviewer:
In samples A and B, along with the basic form of the oral interview it's also possible
for the respondent to fill out the questionnaire himself.
In sample B one has the option of conducting the interview in German or in the
respective foreign language (or in a mixed form too).
In the cover sheets (the so called address protocol) a vast amount of information on the
composition of and change within the household is also recorded, information which is
essential for making complicated longitudinal analyses.
The SOEP surveying procedures constitute a method mix:

The basic form of the survey is the personally conducted oral interview.
The respondent, however, is permitted to fill out the questionnaire, which is handed to
and explained to him by the interviewer.
In the event of a refusal to participate or non-appearance of target persons a new
interview date will be agreed upon in writing or by telephone assistance.
If the respondent wishes, the (new) interview date can be cancelled and, as an
exception, the interview will be conducted in writing (i.e. by mail) or by telephone.
One drawback is admittedly very strictly implemented: information on a respondent can
only be obtained from the respondent him/herself. Proxy interviews which are
common, for instance, in the American SIPP study and are necessary in the PSID for
all household members other than the head of the household, are principally not
allowed. There are only a handful of cases where exceptions are made, for example
when an immigrant household member gives permission to another household member
to fill out his personal questionnaire.
With this multi-method approach alone the potential amount of

persons who can be

contacted and are willing to do an interview can be permanently guaranteed and
maximally utilized (cf. Table 5).

Table 5:

Development of the Interview Methods for Personal Questionnaires tn the German
Households from Sample

Year of Interview

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

19'.

Column percentage
Oral Interview-

61

58

59

56

55

53

50

Questionnaire filled out
by respondent

-

22

23

23

26

26

27

Mixed form

2

6

5

8

9

10

12

Proxy interview

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Sum total of interviews
completed under
face-to-face
interviewer guidance

98

95

94

92

91

90

89

Questionnaire filled out
by respondent under
telephone guidance

2

5

6

8

9

10

11

Sum total of all completed
interviews

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

1) Based on the personal questionnaires
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The information on the interview method applied in individual cases is available in the
data. So here too systematic analyses of method-related influences can be made. To
date there has been no indication that the interview method has a strong influence on
the results.
3.4

Continued Motivation of Panel Respondents

3.4.1

Instruments
With the SOEP there are two important areas of ensuring sample continuance:
The contacting and contact maintenance for recruiting the

respondents for initial and

repeated participation (motivation).
The tracing of households that move to a new address between two surveys (updating
the address register),
The following methods of motivating respondents are employed.
Giving the study a catchy name. All sample respondents know the SOEP by the name
of "Life in Germany".
An illustrated informative brochure on the aims of the study (including in sample B a
translation into the respective native language).
An information sheet on data privacy1"*
A letter of thanks after completion of the field work for each wave.
Each respondent receives a ticket for a well-known TV lottery.
Since 1987 (4th West-wave) all panel households recieve a small gift ("loyalty bonus")
worth 5-10 DM.
In addition to these measures, the motivation of the interviewer is certainly an
important influential factor for the respondents' willingness to participate. A good
training, sufficient information about the project, a clear structuring of the survey
instruments and information on research results furnish the basics of successful
interviewing. For years now, all of the interviewers involved in the surveys receive a
thank-you card from the client (the DIW) at the end of the year in order to underscore
the relevance of their engagement.

is

For legal re asons the data privacy info rmation i< of »pecia l importance for recurring lurveys but on the whole i»
probably not a mean* of winning people'» tru »t becau»e, u teit examinationi »how, t he impre»»ion i» made that the
queitions are of a more »eniitive nature than ii in fact the ca*e (cf. Hippler, etc. 1990).
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With the 1st wave in the then GDR, it was an advantage for the SOEP in regard to the
respondents that the project bore the title "Life in Germany". In form letters and in the
accompanying GDR survey brochure it was pointed out that in the old FRG the survey
had been running since 1984, and its lofty intentions of documenting life in Germany
could now be fully realized.
Unlike the 1st SOEP wave in 1984 in the FRG, the planned interview date for the
households could not be pre-announced by mail. Due to the badly-functioning
telephone system, meetings were hardly able to be arranged by phone in the routine
way this has always been done by the SOEP. This led to no problems

worth

mentioning, however, because in the GDR unannounced visits were a part of daily life.
3.4.2

Household - Interviewer Continuity
A panel survey represents a^ p anel not only for the respondents but for the interviewers
themselves.
The SOEP had two interviewer-deployment strategies to choose from:
Assigning the survey work to as many interviewers as possible, meaning that in a
borderline case the number of interviewers deployed would correspond to the number
of sample points.
Concentrating the survey work on a minimum number of highly-qualified interviewers.
Starting point in 1984 was the first strategy, i.e. a maximum deployment of
interviewers in order to provoke as few clusters of interviewer effects as possible. It
has become noticeable in the field work in several waves, however, that for the high
response rate which the SOEP requires some interviewers are better-suited than others.
Moreover, a change of interviewers is an important determinant for respondents'
refusal'^. Thus it proved necessary to seek an optimum between as many or as fewinterviewers as possible, whereby it had to be kept in mind that the loss of a single
interviewer, who interviewed a lot of households very effectively, increases the danger
of a great many households refusing to participate.

3.5

Panel Files and Following UP Addresses
A "panel file" which was built up within the survey institute Infratest is very important
for the success of the field work. This file contains the addresses, telephone

;,

interview method, and so on for every household.
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It could alto be »hown th at prior length of particip ation in th e panel - with the exception of th e newly-arrived persons has no statistically significant influence on the willingness to participate (cf. Rendtel 1990).

During the whole year the whereabouts of each surveyed household and person no
longer at the same address as the previous year is checked up on. Information on this
follow-up work gets stored in the panel files.
Each year approximately 7% of all the households from sample A are to be found at a
new address, whereby this share is in decline again since 1988 after an initial increase.
Moreover, there are what could be termed "partial moves" by persons who have left
households and established new ones at a new address for the SOEP follow-up concept.
This is the case each year for about 4% of all households from sample A.
The address research for the survey institute can be given a very good rating because
it's had over 90% success since the beginning of the project. The source for the new
addresses is in far more than half of the cases the interviewers themselves, who relay
the new' addresses to the field office. The remaining addresses are obtained half of the
time by inquiring at the postal department and the remainder by inquiring at the
residents' registration office.
The field-work sequence was altered after wave 3. Now the cases that are considered
difficult are contacted first in order to ensure enough time for getting the job done
without jeopardizing the field schedule.
The SOEP field work takes months to complete because a more than 90% response rate
has to be attained in the follow ups. In order to make reporting-date-based evaluations,
the date of the interview is retained in the analyzable data record, too.

Figure 1

Duration of Fieldwork
- Month the Interview Took Place
Month the Interview Took Place

1984

1985

1986
1987
1988
Year of the Current Wave
G

Source. SOEP 1B84-1BBD;
Pei»on»l Inter view«

Duration

1989

1990
w»n

1990
£•»>

—Mean

DIW

3]
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Development of Samples A and B including C
The following section will deal with the development in the size and structure of the
sample.

4.1

Samples A and B
Determinants of the Development
The sample development in the SOEP is in one respect a result of demographic change
(departures by death or a move abroad, entries when household members reach
respondent age or establish new households). On the other hand the state of the sample
is fundamentally determined by the success of the field work. The degree of this
success is measured by two aspects:
Was it possible to contact the households from the previous wave again?
Was permission to interview given in the contacted households?
Table 6 shows that the attrition resulting from inaccessibility plays a minor role in
general. The drop-out rate of 1.9% in wave 2 could also be reduced to 0.9% in wave 7.
However, there are varying degrees of difficulty in contacting households from the
foregoing wave, This is verified in Table 6 by the clearly disparate rates of attrition in
the respective household groups. The rate of attrition in the group of the one-person
households who have moved is thus substantially higher than it is in households with
no change of address. The field work for both household groups could be considerably
improved; even more difficult to track down are "split-off households". Here too
there's no discernable trend towards improvement in the field work.

Table 6: Attrition Rates in % due to Inaccessibility

Wave 2

Wave 3

Wave 4

Wave 5

Wave 6

Wave 7

N%N96N%N%N%N96

Total

6051

1,9

S814

1,4

S46S

1,0

5342

0,9

5156

0,9

5044

0,9

Households
with
no change
of addre ss:

5413

0,8

5039

0,4

4808

0,1

4683

0,1

4545

0.2

4472

0,0

One-person
households
that have
moved;

119

21,0

180

14,4

142

7,7

143

5,6

126

4,7

122

5,7

Splitt -off
households

221

11,7

295

8,4

242

10,4

242

7,4

246

11,8

263

12,9

N = Total number of cases (old households and new households - households dissolved on account of death - households that
have moved a broad)
% — Percentage of h ouseholds not contacted
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The success of the next phase of the field work is in proportion to the number of
interviews obtained from the re-contacted households. These households are divided
into three sub-groups: participant from the previous year, temporary drop-out from the
previous year, and newly established households. The attrition rates shown in Table 7
demonstrate the varying degrees of success with each single group. As anticipated, the
best results were obtained with households who had also participated in the foregoing
panel. Cause for gratification here is that it was possible to boost the success of the
field work. From wave 2 to wave 4 the rate of attrition was halved from 9.7% to 4.7%.
This positive trend, though, couldn't be continued in wave 5, in which the rate of
attrition increased by 1.7% up to 6.4%. Here it should be taken into account, however,
that in wave 5 with the main survey topic, "Assets & Liabilities", a very delicate
subject matter was dealt with. In the 6th and especially in the 7th wave this negative
effect is visibly diminished.
More difficult to survey, however, are the new households (see middle row in Table 7)
which are often established by young people after moving out of the parental home,
although here too the rate of attrition could be substantially reduced from 29.2% (wave
2) down to 17.6% (wave 4). Then in wave 5 a re-increase of 6.1 percentage points up
to 23.7% takes place. So the negative effect of the main survey topic "Assets &
Liabilities" was much more considerable in the new-household group than with the
members of repeatedly-surveyed households.

Table 7:

Rate of Attrition in % of the Contacted Households after Participation in the
Previous Year

Wave 2

N
Participant
from
previous
year
New
household
Temporary
drop-out in
previous
year

5 742

Wave 3

%

9,7 fi

N

¡4

%

235 fi,3

Wave 5

Wave €

Wave 7

K

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

5 019

4,7

4 937

6,4

4743

5,8

4630

4,8

195

29,2

238

21,4

182

17,6

194

23,7

183

16,9

198

23,2

-

-

259

59,5

197

52,8

154

71,4

169

57,4

154

49,4

N = Total number of cases (contacted households)
% = Percentage of h ouseholds without completed interview

The positive trend in the development of the rates of response for the new households
in the 7th wave couldn't be continued, however. Here the rate of attrition climbed
again up to 23.2 vH. Newly-established households - and also "old" households that
have moved, by the way - present a subgroup with certain participation-motivation
problems, cf. Rendtel (1990). These respondents don't always grasp the reasons for
continuing to participate in the survey in a new household context or at a new
residence.
Although at the beginning of the SOEP it was only possible to survey institutionalized
residents in the immigrant sample - because the addresses were taken from personal
registers - it was hoped at first that the panel sample - via follow-ups - would, so to
speak, grow into the institutional area in the succeeding waves. It turned out, though,
that in the panel survey the crossover into the institutional area (e.g. homes for the
elderly) was practically non-existent. In the German sample the number of
institutionalized residents stagnated at approximately 30 persons, while in the
immigrant sample this number drops steadily from 47 persons (wave 1) down to 19
persons (wave 7). This is chiefly due to the anticipated decrease in the number of
foreigners living in workers' dormitories. So although there are hardly any persons with
interviews in the institutional area in the sample, the point of change can be exactly
determined and can therefore be analyzed as well.
A renewed surveying of (temporary) drop-outs is not a common procedure. All the
same, through these efforts approximately 50% of the temporary drop-outs could
meanwhile be re-recruited for the survey.

These households

would have otherwise left the study for good. So in each wave a reduction of the
sample by about 80 households is avoided.
4.1.2

Results of the Sample Development
Figure 2 demonstrates how the case numbers for interviewed individuals and
households have developed. On the whole, a stabilization of the panel case numbers is
clearly discernable. In wave 7 interviews were completed for 4,640 households and
9,522 respondents. This corresponds to 78.3% or 77.8% of the initial volume of wave 1.
When observing the persons in the SOEP households, a distinction should be made
between all of the household members and the personally-interviewed persons
(respondents). To be sure, a great deal of information is only available on the
respondents, and of course subjective indicators can only be taken from directly
surveyed persons. Nevertheless, with the aid of the household questionnaires central
(longitudinal) indicators for non-interviewed children are also obtained. Information on
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a total of 16,205 persons from the SOEP households in wave 1 is available. In wave 7,
with 12,253 persons, 75.6% of the initial volume still remains.

Figure 2

Number

of

Interviews in

Persons
1000 Persons

I

the SOEP

I Households
1000 Households

Source : German SOEP , Wave 1 to Wave 7

Looking now at the respondents alone, Figure 2 shows a nearly parallel development
for the household and the individual blocks. It would at first have been expected that
the individual graph would develop more unfavorably than the household one. This
effect appears when household inteviews can be realized for a considerable number of
households but not all respondents are willing to be interviewed. It can be
demonstrated, however, that the willingness to supply information is to a great extent
identical on the household and the individual levels, cf. Rendtel (1990).
In the development of the SOEP samples A and B attention should be drawn to the fact
that with sample B significant population mobility is recorded which in its net effect
implies a reduction in the target sample because since 1984 more foreigners, who are
represented by sample B, have left the FRG than have moved there. 565 persons in the
panel sample have left the FRG while 210 persons who haye come from abroad to join
their families have entered the sample. To date only 122 of these persons have been
queried, since half of them are less than 16 years of age.
For longitudinal evaluations the development of cross-sectional sample-sizes is less
important than the percentage of persons who are in the sample stock during the panel
running-time. It is natural that especially the percentage of those who've been surveyed
in all of the waves decreases through demographic movement (death, moves abroad). In
figure 3 the development of the stock comprised of the 16,205 initial persons from
wave 1 is shown, For 70% of the initial stock, complete longitudinal information is
available on the first seven waves. Up to wave 7 the losses due to demographic reasons
comprise 6.9% of the initial stock. The losses due to survey-related attrition are four
times as high (29.8% of the initial stock) as the losses due to demographic change. This
development is, with regard to the "analyzability" of the SOEP, in no way cause for
concern; neither in regard to the representativeness nor in regard to the analyzable
absolute case numbers. The represntativeness of the results attained by the SOEP is
achieved by weighting the data (cf. Section 5). The case numbers themselves are still
sufficient in the cross section as well as in the longitudinal section. If there are small
sample problems for certain sub-groups, which are expressed in a lack of significant
results, then these are problems which because of the total case number were already
inherent in the 1st wave.
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In appraising causal-analytical longitudinal models it should be kept in mind that more
and more methods are developed which evaluate the "incomplete cases" (complete
information analysis) in addition to evaluating those cases for which information from
all waves is available (complete case analysis). One also speaks of evaluating
"unbalanced panels". For an econometric application the estimation of an earningequation is taken as an example, see Löwenbein and Rendtel (1991) as well as Licht
and Steiner (1991). Appraising longitudinal models with "unbalanced panel" methods
becomes more urgent as the panel continues because the data stock increasingly loses its
rectangular file shape. Figure 4 underscores this development. In the top section the
gradual merging of the volume of the 12,245 respondents from the first wave is
demonstrated. In doing this all of the drop outs are included together ("eliminated" =
demographic plus survey-related drop-outs). However, temporary drop-outs are not
accounted for (cf. figure 3 for their volume).
Of the 12,245 respondents from the 1st wave, a total of 61.2% are still in the sample by
wave 7. In the figure this group comprises exactly 52.6% of the surveyed total of
14,256 persons. Queried simultaneously in the 7th wave were 2,013 persons who were
not yet of respondent age in the 1st wave or who weren't taken into the panel until
later. In the bottom section of figure 4 we can see how long these persons have been
answering questionnaires. The data set of the panel now begins to assume a rhombus
like form. By limiting the evaluation to persons who have taken part in all of the
surveys, the records from only 7,506 or 14,256 (= 12,245 + 2,013) persons are analyzed.
This corresponds to the rate of 52.6% as shown in figure 4. The relationship becomes
even more unfavorable if firstly the 611 persons who entered the panel sample between
waves 2 and 6 and then left again before the 7th wave are included, and secondly if
only persons with no temporary drop-out are accounted for in the framework of the
complete case analysis. This reduces the number of persons by another 415. The share
of persons analyzed in this fashion amounts to no more than 47.7%.
The best-known method for analyzing incomplete histories is the event-analysis method
(cf. Hujer & Schneider and Ott & Poetter as well as numerous other articles by Hujer
et al. 1991). For event-based analyses the SOEP offers, despite sinking case numbers, a
steadily increasing number of analyzable events for each wave. This development is
clearly shown in figure 5. The purely linear ascent of all of the events is a trend of
particular interest. This development also makes prognoses for the case numbers of
future waves possible.
Although a great number of episodes aren't classic cases of "independent events",
because they're occurring with one and the same person, the steadily increasing number
of spells does reinforce the "power" of the panel data.
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4.2

Sample C
To date only preliminary information from wave 2, which was carried out in the first
half of 1991, is available for sample C. The picture presented is a very gratifying one:
After the very good sample response rate (70%) in the 1st wave (East), the prospective
situation in March in the new Bundeslaender for carrying out empirical surveys had
changed. The downswing in the public mood which had been reported by a number of
institutes dampened the optimism in regard to participation in the SOEP in 1991. The
field work is not yet completed at this date (June 15, 1991); final results can not yet be
given at the present time. However, the completed household data, most of which has
already been delivered, are now in the recording and editing stage.
The interviewers' impressions as well as the written reactions of the respondents
confirm the current difficulties in carrying out empirical studies on socio-economic
themes. On the whole, though, the change in the peoples' mood doesn't appear to have
a fundamentally negative effect on the sample utilization. For the "old" households at
the old addresses the current projections from Infratest are working from a mortality
rate of maximum 10%. This would even be a mild improvement on the results from the
2nd wave (West) in 1985.
What is proving to be more difficult in the new Bundeslaender is surveying new
households, whereby address research is usually necessary. The surveying time in these
cases is considerably longer than in the old Bundesländer. Here presumably the western
results - a 63% response rate for "new" households - will not be attained, at least not in
the scheduled field time, which ends at the beginning of July. At present extra efforts
are being made to make *his difficult collaborative process run more smoothly, and if
necessary the surveying w-ill be continued after the official termination date for the
field work.
All in all, though, the field results for sample C must be given an exceptionally
positive rating because it's highly probable that the sample response rate for the 2nd
wave in the East will be at least as good, if not slightly better than it was for sample
A. This means that after two waves the cumulative willingness to participate in sample
C is 10% higher than was the case in sample A.

4.3

Interviewer Sample
With regard to the development of the interviewer samples, a report can only be given
on the interviewers from samples A and B; longitudinal results for the interviewer staff
from sample C are not yet available.
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The interviewer-deployment procedure described in Section 3.4.2 has led to a drastic
reduction in the number of interviewers in the course of the SOEP operations.
A small number of new interviewers are incorporated into the project per wave. These
new interviewers' rates of success are generally somewhat lower than those of the
interviewers who've already been with the project for some time.
631 interviewers were originally deployed. In wave 7 only 280 remain. The average
number of household interviews climbed from 9 up to 17 per interviewer.
The majority of the households are still tended personally by the interviewers, and the
predominant surveying method is still the oral interview. The amount of alternative
interview methods, however, grows consistently, though marginally, from wave to wave
(cf. Table 5 above).
The monitoring of the interviewers which occurs when a household is surveyed again
has also enabled us to estimate the minimum percentage for cases of deception by
professional interviewer staffers. The results of the 2nd wave brought to light that 9
household interviews in the 1st wave obviously must have been forged. Four
interviewers were involved, i.e. 0.6% of all of the interviewers. It's presumed that in
ordinary cross-sectional surveys the share of forged interviews is greater, since the
interviewers are less qualified and also don't have to fear being controlled by means of
100% re-surveying.
¿

Weiehtins Procedures
The goal of any sample is to draw conclusions from the sample and apply them to the
"recorded" target population. A projection of the sample cases is required in order to be
able to infer the case numbers of the target population. If it's not a simple (nonstratified) random sample, weighting the sample data will be necessary in order to
diagram the structures of the target population. This is also necessary for the SOEP.
Chosen for the marginal adjustment of the 1st wave samples A and B were the
characteristic combinations shown in the left block of Overview!, which affix a total
of 3J6 restrictions to the projection results. For the frame adjustment for sample C
only person-related and regional restrictions could be given because for 1990 no
reliable household-structural data were available from the GDR. With the projection of
the 115 characteristic combinations shown in the right block in Overview 1 a plausible
household structure was arrived at (cf. Pischner J 991).

Overview 2: SOEP Projection Frame

Sample C (1990)

Sample A and B (1984)

Private households
Sex of household's head
Age of household's head
Household size
Nationality of household's head

Sex
Age
Marital status
Nationality

Residential population in private households
Sex
Age
Marital status

Schoolchildren total
Sex
Type of school
Nationality of household's head

Employed persons in private households. Sample A:
Self-employed persons and their assistants
according to:
Sex
Age
Agricultural profession (ISCO=6)/other

Self employed persons:
Sex
Age
Occupation (main group ISCO)

.

Employed persons in private households. Samnle ftNationality
Sex
Age
Regional Distribution
GDR districts

The major difference between a panel survey and a series of independent crosssectional surveys is that the panel's preceding waves provide the initial stock for the
following survey wave.
It is quite clear that special survey features of this sort must be taken into account in
weighting the procedures (cf. also Ernst 1989). This means that the single waves of a
panel survey should not be treated like a series of independent cross sections. Neither
would an approach of this sort supply an answer to the problems involved in weighting
longitudinal sections.
Rendte! (J 99J b) provides details on this approach and on empirical experience with it.
Generally speaking, the goal of a projection can be described as estimating the
incidence of interesting characteristic combinations in the target population from the
sample. The estimation on the inverse selection probabilities is based on the
randomizing approach. In this approach the characteristic features

YjOf the

individual units of the population are reagarded as non-random. The only random
factor is the selection of the individuals. The random variable C- indicates here
whether the unit i belongs to the sample (Cj • )! or not (C- «0).
If Y is determined by a linear estimating function of the form
y = £>c,y,
then unbiasedness of Y requires:
a, = 1/P(C, = 1)
This gives:
Y

S P[C> = 1 )C,y,~ti

= 1)Yi

The procedure of sampling in a panel survey ean be described as a multi-phase
process. The »ample for a longitudinal section over T panel waves u considered to be a
•election process with 2T steps, which can be described as follows (the index i for the
sample units has been omitted in order to simplify the notation):
Step 1: Design sample (setting up the sample) P(Z? = 1)
Step 2:
Response in the first wave P[R\ «= 1 j D )
Step 3:
Contact successfully established in the second wave
P(Ki^l\D,Rl)
Step 4: Response given in the second wave
PiÄj-lIX?.*,.*,)

Step 2T:

Response given in the T*k wave
P(¿?r — 1 1
KT)
The probability of selection P(C = 1) for the whole sampling process over all the
individual steps is given by the product of the individual probabilities;
P(C = 1)= P[D = 1,*! = 1,K3 «= 1
RT K 1)
= P(Z? = 1) .F(JZ4«MI>)
•PC*, = I I AÄi)
•P(ÄJ m 1 I D,RuKi)

•P(RT m 1 I D XRUK,

Är-i,Jfr)

So the problem of weighting longitudinal sections is thus reduced to calculating the
start probabilities of taking part in the 1st wave of the panel and determining the
probabilities of remaining, i.e. probabilities in each respective selective stage of
remaining in the panel.
For cross-sectional evaluations the inclusion of the non-initial persons is no problem as
long as the sample probabilities for households in the year in question are known or
can be estimated. Nor does this pose problems for the (since 1990) simplified follow-up
concept by which non-initial persons are also continually drawn into the panel (cf.
Huang 1984). On the contrary: the PSID concept of only following initial persons and
omitting non-initial persons from the weighting (i.e. these persons are assigned the
weight O) leads to the problem that the weighting results between the household plane
and the individual plane are no longer consistent with each other. At this point it
becomes clear that the demographically-oriented concept for the initial persons over
the course of time is not identical with the concept of the population in private
households. This identity is, strictly speaking, only valid for the starting wave of the
panel.
Households with newly-arrived members have a higher chance of being selected; this is
also valid for the original follow-up concept. Because the selection probabilities of
households are arrived at solely by the selection probabilities of its members at the
start of the panel as well as the follow-up rules, households with new arrivals have
higher chances of selection than households with none (because there were at least two
paths by which they could be reached). As a consequence households with n^w arrivals
have, to be assigned a lower weight. If one applies the household weight to all
household persons (i.e. non-initial persons too), this lower weight compensates for the
increase in case numbers caused by the new arrivals. The following-up adhering to the
initial-person concept implies - in contrast to the simplified follow-up rules - a wealth
of very confusing exclusion rules for the individual "paths" of the persons between the
households and these are very difficult to implement for the weighting procedure.
Finally, a following-up adhering to the initial-person concept removes entirely from
the panel sample persons with a high rate of mobility who actually don't have to be
assigned more than a low weight as immobile persons.
If one regards the entire weighting scheme with the practical eye of someone who
wishes to evaluate the SOEP data, this means that per wave for each household in the
data set a cross-sectional and a longitudinal weighting factor are made available. The
cross-sectional factor furnishes for the entire sample the valid values for the survey
year in the target population. The longitudinal factor indicates how the panel dynamic

changes the selection probability of each household. To arrive at the correct weight for
longitudinal analyses in the course of multiple waves, the longitudinal factors should
only be multiplied by each other.
£

Data Structuren

¿Li

The Losical Concept of Data Processing
In the course of a panel study like the SOEP a large amount of data is accumulated
that must be assigned to various hierarchical planes. Thus the data is stored within a
data base system. Figure 6 shows all machine-readable data types that exist for the
SOEP. The data that are distributed are contained in the rectangle inside the
illustration. The data types outside are in the truest sense of the word of peripheral
importance. Additionally the uncoded texts are extremely sensitive data in regard to the
data privacy laws and can only be evaluated within the DIW in co-operation with the
Panel Group.
The data are processed with a data base system that simplifies the combining of data
belonging to different hierarchical planes as well as the combining in the course of
time (cf. Frick et al. 1991 )15. In the social sciences there is some dissension about
retaining data in data base systems since in this case the data analysis requires an
additional human capital investment of the researcher in order to learn how to operate
the corresponding system. But the dissemination of very large rectangular files
containing only those interviews gathered in the ongoing wave seems to the user only
at first glance to be the simplest method. They don't have to learn any of the - still
complicated - data base languages and can extract the interesting cases and variables
from the "master super-file" without undue mental strain (cf. Solenberger et al. 1989 on
this concept). Some "hidden" costs turn up, however:
The analyzing of and forming prognoses for panel mortality is possible only with the
help of additional files; but they are in fact usually omitted. Thus it is not possible to
model the attrition process wit the rectangular file which could bias the results.

15

For alternative data base concept! tee Engel (1991), Brecht (1990) and David (1989), ae well u Schmaiu (1990) for
SPSS »olution which admittedly ii »ub-optimal for large panel« like th e SOEP.
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Figure 6

SOEP Data Base Tables
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The uneoded-text data bank has not been integrated into
the actual SOEP data bank for reasons of dsta protection.
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is possible only in the fres»evork of special agreements vith DIW.

Legend:
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PBIO:
Spells:
PPFAD,
HPFAD:
PHRF,
HHRF:
yPLUECKE:
yPBRUTTO,
yHBRUTTO:
yH:
yP, y KIND:
yPAUSL:
yPOST:
yPDOKU,
yHDOKU:
yPGEN,
yHGEN:
GHOST:
EV:
yl:
yK:

Running index for wave A (=1984) to up to, currently, G (=1990)
Person-related biographical information
Monthly activity and earning« calendar«
Person- respectively household-related participant information
Person- respectively household-related weighting factors
reconstructed person information in case of p articipant gaps
Person- and household-related information from the address protocol
Household-related standard information from the household questionnaire
Person-related standard information from the person questionnaire (yP) respectively from the household
questionnaire (yKIND)
Person-related additional information for foreigners from sample B
Person-related additional information for the East-sai.ipie C
Person - respectively household-related documentation information on corrected variables
Person- respectively household-related generated variables
Household information for the Eastern sample C (y=G, for the year 1990)
Asset balance of t he households in wave S (y=E, for the year 19S8)
Interviewer information
Person-related uncoded text from the open qu estions of the questionnaire
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Since, despite all of progress made in data-processing, the extraction of the research
population from the large rectangular file is time-consuming. New runs are avoided
since it can be somehow justified. Therefore some additional variables that would have
enhanced the analysis were excluded in many studies. They are admittedly without
being noticed but obviously these are hidden costs.
The analysis is reduced as a rule to a matter of individual observation, although
assigning context information from household members would be possible and for
many research questions most valuable. This reduction is the source of another kind of
hidden costs.
We therefore hold the decision to keep the SOEP data within a data base management
system and transmit the data in data base format to be correct and forward-looking^.
Flexible evaluations that employ the full information content of a household panel are
only possible with a data base management system.
6.2

Losical Structure of the Variables
During the processing of the survey data itself the decisive problem crops up of
whether the questionnaire should be displayed in a one-to-one relation in the data base
or if a logical structure that follows the typical user's wishes should be selected instead
of the structure geared to the respondents. The data SOEP's bank was originally
conceived as a one-to-one copy of the questionnaire; the concept was then modified,
however, because of diverse analyzing experiences:
A basic problem with handling panel data is that the survey instruments follow
psychological considerations that enable the interview to run as smoothly as possible.
These determine the questioning sequence and certain questions from repeated surveys
don't have to be asked every year. If, for example, the amount of education completed
has been established, it needs only be asked about again if a filter question when there
has been a change in the previous year is answered affirmatively. A one-to-one copy
of the questionnaire then means that for many persons the amount of education
completed is not contained in the data from the wave in progress. The educational level
(of these persons) must first be reconstructed from the data from preceding waves. For
most data users this is clearly sub-optimal.In order to attain an user friendly data file it
is therefore necessary to supply generated variables with processed information. In
particular so-called status variables which, for example, would contain the completed
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The data from the PSID «tudy were originally disseminated as a purely rectangular flit of the caaes realiied in the last
wave. This makes it impossible to analyse attrition processes and t o correct interview-related distortions. Without a
data base, the non-respondent file which ha s been distributed additionally for some year* can be assigned to the central
file only with a great deal of effort. This is why Becketti et al. (1988) stress the fact that an&lyting th e attrition procese
of t he PSID was a "Herculean task".
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amount of education in every wave although it would not be asked for with every
respondent.
The logic of the data base design for SOEP thus follows cross-sectional rules to make
life as easy as possible for users. Of course for longitudinally-based analyses a vast
array of variables are made available to the user in order to simplify individual and
household combinations in the course of several waves. For this purpose "meta data"
were designed (the tables are called PPFAD and HPFAD) which provide for each
person or household that has ever made an appearance in the course of the study a data
set whose attribute (variables) feeds information on the accompanying logical keys into
the data base. With the aid of this data the fate of each person and each household can
be easily traced over the course of time.
Experience with the SOEP has shown that the generation of "status variables" and "meta
data" is more important for the user than increasingly meticulous "error clean-ups" that
can never cease anyway. With complex data sets one will detect inconsistencies
repeatedly if a new formulation of a question is introduced into the data. In the end
î7
the user has to do the necessary clean-up work himself anyway .
6.3

Data Distribution and Data Protection
The information content of data as complex as the SOEP data can not be realized
completely by one research group alone. Therefore dissemination of the data to all
independent scientists at universities and research institutes is necessary to exploit the
full richness of the data. This means also that some research question will be worked
by several researchers. But this is not a waste of resources, because mistakes can only
be uncovered and errors of serious consequence avoided through multiple research.
In general statistical numbers don't present a "one-to-one" image of reality. Instead,
with the aid of theoretical constructions operational indicators are defined and
measured. After completion of the survey theoretical constructions can be reconstructed
from the empirical indicators. This process is a constant source of dissension and the
empirical calculations are error-ridden, too. We know from the time-series analysis
what difficult problems of operationalisation exist and how many errors have already
been made. This scientific discussion process of time-series-analyses is possible because
anyone can gain access to the time-series data from the economic national account.
Complete transparency and intrasubjective verifiability are the rule. Transparency to
such a degree can only be attained with panel data if the data are available in
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It would also be naive from the standpoint of identifie theory to uiume that every d ata user would a rrive at the
exactly the »ame answer» wiien working with a similar type of re»earch questi on. There are basically too many
operational problem» in d etail and in th e cleaning option», ruling out the possibility that different users could present
identical re«ult» take n from identical micro dats if the research question» are sufficiently complex.
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anonymous form to any and all interested scientists

IO

. In order to promote further

evaluation, the SOEP data are disseminated free of charge for scientific purposes.
The interest in SOEP data has grown steadily in past years. As of July 1991 over 100
data-dissemination contracts had already been closed, whereby one contract often
serves for a number of scientists who work with the data. It deserves to be mentioned
that a strong interest in the German SOEP data is taken abroad. Since many countries
have data privacy laws less stringent than those in the Federal Republic of Germany,
an especially anonymous version of the data set was developed which can be
IQ
disseminated to researchers in every country in the world .
In the "public use file" of the SOEP a small number of variables were deleted which
were of no great importance for most of the analyses anyway. The variables in question
were the precise nationality of the foreigners in the sample (so now one merely knows
that they're non-Germans), the regional affiliation of the sample household and
detailed information about assets (general information is of course available).
Moreover, only a 95% random sample^ from the SOEP will be disseminated for public
use. This stems from the consideration that it is usually easy to reveal a respondent's
identity if one knows that he is contained in a random sample. If, however, some of
the cases are removed from the sample one can no longer be sure that the person in
question is in this subsample, and the degree of anonymity thus becomes greater^1.
At the present time the data are distributed as SIR export files or as raw data on
magnetic tape, whose files are constructed like the data base charts. A distribution on
floppy disc is also possible. Distribution with CD-ROMs is in preparation.
7

Utilization
The data of the SOEP are now being analysed by over 100 user groups (as of July
1991). Following the definition of the "public use files", the data were distributed to
eleven foreign groups within six months. Outside of the Federal Republic of Germany
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New problem* come up with th e cleaning of the dat». Within a data bate syitem cleaned value* can be marked a* tuch
without difficulty (yDOKU table from the SOEP data bue). This transparency it not to be found - for example - with
data from the economic national account. The collecting and evaluation problem* don't come to light until the latest
"revision" of the economic national account statistics i* published by the statistical bureaus.
For this purpose it wu necessary to expand the "Notice on Data Privacy", which i* handed out in every surveyed
household to include a section on d ata dissemination to foreign countries.
A panel «ubsample should not represent an only 95% random sample of the records for ea ch wave. In this cue the
longitudinal information would be destroyed. The public use sample is therefore determined by a sel ection of househo lds
from the first wave. The information from these particular households (and all split-offs that originated there) is
disseminated wave by wave as th e public use file.
The number of cases removed must be substantial. Otherwise one would be able to reconstruct the characteristics of the
deleted persons by a comparison of the distribution of the entire sample and of th e subsample.
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the SOEP data is available in the following countries up to now: Australia, Canada,
Great Britain, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the USA.
The focal points are poverty research, the microeconometric analyses of employment
opportunities and income dynamics, the development of subjective life satisfaction, and
- subject to explosive growth - comparisons between West and East Germany in many
areas. An increase in international comparisons is making itself felt.
For an overview of the literature, see in addition to this paper's selected bibliography
particularly Krupp amd Schupp (1988), Wagner (1990), Rendtel and Wagner (1991) as
well as Hujer et al. (1991). For the initial results of the Eastern Sample, see
Projektgruppe Panel (1991).
There are currently over 300 single publications based on data from the SOEP

. They

are contained in a literature data base which is available on floppy disc. This data base
can be read on any computer with an MS-DOS operating system.
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Result« are available for the following topic»: Social S tructure and the Quality of Life, Subjec tive Well-Being in Eut
and West Germany, Life Satisfaction in West a nd East Germany, Situation of Lo ne-Parent Families, Marital Behaviour
and Divorce Risk«, The Welfare Position of Divorced and Widowed Women in the Federal Republic and the USA,
Education Expansion and Decreasing Birth Rates, Remarriage after Divorce, Changes in Educational Opportunités,
Educational Expansion and Changes in Womens' Entry into Marriage and Motherhood, Structural Residential Mobility,
Formation and Dissolution of One -Person Households in the United States and the FRG, Changes of the Youth Phase,
Demands on Dentists, Social Situation of Home-c ared Persons, Behaviour of H ealth-insured Persons, Social Differences
in Life Expectancy, Health Condition and Health Care, Stability and Change in the Political Parties, Time Expenditure,
Distrubution of Leisure Spo rts in Ea st and West G ermany, Prognosis for the Development of Leisure Sports to the Year
2000, Assimilation of Foreigners, Language Skill« o f F oreigners, Re-migration of Migrant Workers, Transition from
School to Vocational Training, Further Vocational Training, Description of the Income Distribution, Employment
Tenure and Earnings, Temporal Aspects of Social Ine quality, Description of the Cycles of Ind ividual Work Income and
from Household Income, Poverty in Cross Section and in Lo ngitudinal Section, Determinants of C hange in Household
Income, Discrimination and the Labor Market, Labor Market Participation of Women in West and East Germany, An
Optimal Wage Structure in East Gehnany, Development of Househo ld Income and Living Costs in East Germany,
Part-time Work in E ast and West Germany, Marital Behaviour in East and West Germany, Non-Standard
Employment, Microeconometric Analyses of Female Labor Supply, Effects of th e Tax Reform in Weat Germany,
Distributional Consequences of the Introduction of Income Tax in Ernst G ermany, Determinants of Unemployment and
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