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For over a century, empirical research in the social sciences was based not on data 
collected by researchers—as is the case in the natural sciences—but on official 
statistical data. Sociologists and economists in particular thus relied on the statistical 
tables provided by federal agencies for their analyses. Beginning in the 1960s, 
however, and in many countries even later, social scientists began to obtain limited 
access to statistical agencies’ microdata on private households and individuals (and 
later on firms as well). When working with these new data, social scientists 
concentrated on “objective” variables such as occupational status and income. 
Longitudinal analysis in the social sciences was impossible although many theories 
and models dealt with the life course. Today it is more apparent than ever that 
longitudinal analysis is crucial  —  not only to test life course models, but also as a basis 
for establishing the causes of social phenomena and evaluating public policy 
programs. 
 
Over the last two decades, many statistical agencies have significantly changed the 
kind of data they provide in order to meet this demand. Some have even responded 
by vastly increasing their research capacities. StatCan is one example of this 
evolution in official statistics: its SLID survey now comprises statistics that not only 
describe but also can be used to explain the causes and effects of social change. 
 
Many important longitudinal insights can be gleaned from routinely collected 
administrative data. But there remain numerous theoretical concepts in the social 
sciences, and psychology in particular, that cannot be addressed by administrative 
data, and numerous policy questions that still cannot be answered. In particular for 
the evaluation of labor market policies, additional survey data are often needed.   
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While the data collected for official statistics are often more applicable to social 
scientific concepts than administrative data, their focus is mainly on “objective data” 
that can be used for political and administrative purposes. The surveys are not built 
on theory-driven concepts and do not take into account, for example, “subjective 
indicators” or “physical health measures”. Many of the central concepts of social 
science theory, such as utility (and the parameters of the utility function), thus cannot 
be analyzed empirically using official statistical data due to their inherent limitations.  
 
The difficulty of measuring such concepts as life satisfaction (as a proxy for utility) or 
risk aversion (a prominent parameter of the utility function) is documented by the 
ongoing debates on measurement methodology, and for this reason statistical 
agencies have been wise not to measure them.  
 
Finally, at the end of the 1960s in the US (with the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, 
PSID) and in the 1980s in Europe (with PSELL in Luxembourg, the German SOEP, 
and the Swedish HUS), social scientists began collecting not only cross-sectional but 
also longitudinal household data themselves (and Statistics Netherlands started a 
household panel study as well). Glen Elder’s classic long-running panel study on 
“The Children of the Great Depression” is an early example of a successful and 
empirically grounded theory supported by a long-running, interdisciplinary panel 
survey uniting the disciplines of sociology, psychology, and history (Giele/Elder 
1998). The “Wisconsin Longitudinal Study” which was started in 1957 is another 
example of a study under academic direction.  
 
The early household panel studies began working with theoretical concepts and 
questionnaires much like those used in official statistics, and this tradition continues 
up to the present day. Over the course of time, however, panel studies have widened 
their scope to include new research questions as well, especially those dealing 
empirically with the utility of respondents and the parameters of their utility 
function (e.g., health, trust, fairness and reciprocity, risk aversion, control beliefs,  
inequality aversion). In other words, socio-economic panel studies are incorporating 
more and more concepts from the fields of medicine and psychology. This 
development is driven by specific research questions, and its pioneers include the 
Health and Retirement Survey (HRS), the English Longitudinal Study on Aging 
(ELSA), and the Survey on Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). The 
latter study provides a new comprehensive, international view on aging, but does 
not cover the population under 50 years of age. 
 
General household panel studies that seek to provide a representative view of the 
entire population of a given society (for example, PSID, BHPS, and SOEP) have stuck 
much more closely to traditional survey concepts, partly due to the need for a stable 
conceptual basis and the requirements of longitudinal analysis. Mature panel studies, 
however, are also recognizing the need to incorporate new research concepts. SOEP 
has undertaken efforts to create a solid methodological basis for such expansions 
(with the hope that other panel studies will ultimately follow suit), making it a more 
open academic research tool than when it began in 1984. This has included 
comprehensive discussions of methods of data collection. In SOEP, the basic 
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sampling unit is the household, and the focus is on all current (and future) members 
of thereof. Household composition is not stable over time, and demographic 
changes—including regional mobility, migration, death, and birth—are a crucial part 
of the research questions addressed in SOEP questionnaires. The more data that can 
be collected on the individual life course, the better the opportunities for analyzing 
intergenerational transmissions of behavior and social structures. And the 
possibilities of doing research along the traditional lines of research in “Behavioral 
Genetics” are improved by household panel data too, because the mixture of 
different intergenerational relationships in households. Of particular interest are the 
similarities and differences in behavior of siblings, twins, stepchildren, adopted 
children, and different kinds of grandchildren. The analyses of “family networks” 
help to disentangle the influence of genes and environment without measuring genes 
directly.   
 
To put it succinctly, SOEP, as one of the major household panel studies, stands for 
theory-based data collection, not just more data and better statistics.  
 
If we look at social statistics, and especially longitudinal studies,  from a natural 
science perspective, it becomes clear that the “production” of empirical data should 
be the task of the scientific community itself, and not of a governmental agency. This 
means that longitudinal studies and social statistics should be treated as “big 
science” with all the consequences: they require the continuous expenditure of “big 
money” in order to compile the longitudinal data needed to establish a sound 
methodological basis. This is especially difficult for international comparisons.  
 
Given the inherent differences in institutions and countries, which sometimes 
establish natural experiments, international comparison makes it possible to draw 
causal inferences on the impacts of diverse institutional, social, and economic 
developments on human behavior. The international comparability of data must 
therefore be a central objective in the governance of social statistics and longitudinal 
studies, one that can only be guaranteed through the design of optimal 
organizational and financial structures.  Two prime examples of “good governance” 
are European Social Survey (ESS – a set of repeated cross sectional surveys run by 
political scientists) and SHARE (a truly interdisciplinary longitudinal study of 
economics, sociology, and health), internationally harmonized data sets that provide 
an infrastructure of theory-driven research questions. Unfortunately Initiatives for 
internationally harmonized household panels, which are more expensive than 
studies like ESS, are often not research-driven—for example, the ECHP (European 
Community Household Panel). EU-SILC, the follower of ECHP, will have a short-
term panel structure of just four years that will not allow the in-depth studies of life 
courses that are necessary to test social science theories. 
 
This paper is organized as follows. In Section 1, we very briefly sketch current 
theoretical and empirical developments in the social sciences. All of them point in the 
same direction: they demand multidisciplinary longitudinal data covering a 
multitude of variables for valid empirical testing of social science theories and for 
valid evaluation of policy measures. Cohort and panel studies are therefore  called 
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upon to become truly interdisciplinary tools. In Section 2, we outline an “ideal” 
household panel study. In Section 3, we describe the German Socio-Economic Panel 
Study (SOEP), identifying still-existent shortcomings as well as recent improvements 
made to approach the ideal. Section 4 concludes with a discussion of potential future 
issues and developments.  
 
 

1. Our Evaluation of Theoretical Developments 
A comprehensive overview of the numerous theoretical and empirical developments 
that have taken place in the social sciences in the last two decades is far beyond the 
scope of this paper. We focus on theoretical  developments which are most crucial for 
the development of empirical testing and analyses and thus for data collection in the 
social sciences.  
 
In general, we can identify an increasing interdisciplinarity of concepts within the 
social sciences. As, for example, Diewald (2001) does too. Many disciplines are 
dealing with the life course as a central element of theoretical constructs. Sociology is 
incorporating elements of “rational choice” theory, a basic economic paradigm. 
Economics is still dealing with “objective” concepts like employment, income, and 
wealth, but economic models have expanded to incorporate even “harder” biological 
concepts such as the structure of the human brain1 and a wide array of “soft” 
sociological and social-psychological concepts such as tastes, values, personal traits, 
and particularly expectations (as an indicator of “bounded rationality”; cf. 
Kahneman 2003) as a framework for social behavior and actions.2   
 
Many of the social sciences are looking at health variables as well (e.g. Kalwij and 
Vermeulen 2005). The importance of controlling for health factors in empirical 
analyses has gained salience, among other reasons because of the differing effects of 
health factors on different social groups (e.g., illness affects less-educated people 
more severely than highly educated people). 
 
Finally, empirical research in the social sciences has focused on two major gaps that 
have come to light—in our view—through some newly available data sets: the issues 
of “ability” and “utility”. In the latter case, SOEP was one of the data sets that made 
meaningful analysis possible.   
 
Utility is a basic concept in social sciences, described by economists in terms of its 
“outcome feeling” or sociologists in terms of “satisfaction”. But due to severe 
measurement problems, this ultimate outcome has been a kind of black box for the 
last two centuries.   
 

                                                 
1
 E.g., Camerer et al. (2005), Borghans et al. (2005) and Hsu et al. (2005), De Quervain et al. (2004), 

McCLure et al. 2004, Kuhnen and Knutson 2005, Knutson and Peterson (2005), Fehr et al (2005a, b), 
Singer et al. 2006 and for a broader social science perspective, Freese et al. (2003). 
2
 Called “Behavioral Economics”; e.g., Camerer and Loewenstein (2003) and for an opposite view 

Rubinstein (2005) and Gul and Pesendorfer 2005. 
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The same is true for “ability”. Social scientists (like everybody else) have long known 
that people—due to genetic codes, past experience (including education) and for 
other reasons as well—possess different “basic skills” (described as cognitive abilities 
and personal traits by psychologists). But these differences were never explicitly taken 
into account in social science theories. Ability was modeled as a distribution of 
“noise”. Personal traits were not even mentioned. The lack of explicit modeling 
ability and personal traits limits the understanding of economic behavior, especially 
given the likelihood that concepts like “education” and “human capital” have 
differential impacts on people with different levels of ability, possibly rooted in the 
individual’s genetic make-up (economists are aware of this and take measurement 
error into account  when they model the correlation of the “noise” in their models 
with the variables of interest, but they do not model it explicitly).  
 
It is important that new kinds of data3 are providing the basis for studies by social 
scientists, and in particular economists, that are attempting to better understand the 
determinants of satisfaction (“utility”)4 and the interrelation between economic 
behavior, success, and ability and personal traits5. In order to disentangle natural 
effects and social environment, it will be necessary to consider the methodological 
consequences of starting as early as possible in the life course with the collection of 
data.6  
 
Looking beyond the social sciences, we also see that Geographers are also interested 
in virtually every imaginable variable that relates to spatial information (and spatial 
data may also be a control device for the common clustering effect in most survey 
samples). We also see that researchers in psychology, public health, and 
epidemiology have become more and more interested in “social” and “economic” 
control variables and the richness of large surveys. And we predict that researchers 
who do research along the traditional lines of “Behavioral Genetics” will not only 
discover social context (Shanahan et al. 2004) but also exploit household survey data 
more and more. What makes household survey data most interesting for research in 
behavioral genetics  is the mixture of different intergenerational relationships in 
households and between households. Of particular interest are the similarities and 
differences in behavior of siblings, twins, stepchildren, adopted children, and 
different kinds of grandchildren. The analyses of “family networks” help to 

                                                 
3
 BHPS and SOEP are important data sources for the “psychological turn” in economics. 

4
 Measured by questions on “satisfaction” with life and certain domains of life (cf. Diener 1994; Kroh 

2005). For this kind of analyses see e. g. Frey and Stutzer (2002), and see for a more interdisciplinary 
perspective (economics and psychology) e.g. Lucas et al. (2003). For a skeptical evaluation cf. 
Hamermesh (2004). 
5
 Measured, for example, by test batteries like SAT (Scholastic Aptitude Test), ACT, GRE (Graduate 

Record Examination), GMAT (Graduate Management Admission Test, GED (General Educational 
Development Certificate), and the concept of the “Big Five” personal traits. See e.g., Tyler et al. 
(2000), Lofstrom and Tyler (2004), and McCrae and Costa 1985. For these kinds of analyses, see e 
.g., Denny and Sulivan (2004),  
Carneiro et al. (2005), Dolton et al. (2005), Green and Riddell (2002), Heijke et al. (2003), Nyhus and 
Pons (2005), Groves (2005). 
6
 It will then no longer be necessary to rely on “twin studies”, which in any case are inadequate due to 

the limited number of twins separated at birth. 
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disentangle the influence of genes and environment without measuring genes 
directly (cf. Baker 2004, pp. 42). The combination of “traditional” household panel 
data with new kinds of data can make household panel studies to powerful 
instruments of new kinds of studies in behavioral genetics.  
 
In sum, social scientists ranging from economists, sociologists and demographers, to 
epidemiologists, public health researchers, psychologists and geographers all share 
an interest in extremely broad, multi-topic data sets. The variables of interest are not 
only variables summarizing  traditional “objective” concepts (like employment status 
and incomes), non-traditional “objective concepts” (like doctor visits, physical health 
measures like height and weight), but also “subjective” variables summarizing 
cognitive ability, tastes and traits, expectations as input and “throughput” variables, 
and satisfaction (“utility”) as the final “outcome variable”.  
 
Contextual information about networks, neighborhood and the environment has 
attracted interest as well. Economists and sociologists call this embeddedness of 
behavior “social capital”. In economics  “(matched) employer-employee datasets” are 
representative of this new focus, but also neighborhood effects (measured by 
geocode data) are being analyzed more and more. If these efforts succeed, we will be 
able to improve the empirical differentiation between “genetic/biological” and 
“socially” motivated behavior.  
 
Our very brief selection of recent theoretical and empirical developments in the 
social sciences points to the strong conclusion that for valid empirical testing of 
theories in the social sciences and for a valid evaluation of policy measures, we need 
longitudinal data that not only cover the variables of one discipline of social science, 
but of multiple disciplines. Cohort and panel studies must therefore become more 
and more interdisciplinary devices starting with the collection of data on individuals 
as early as possible in the life course (cf. Diewald 2001). 
 
 

2. Recent and Open Developments in Household Panel Studies 
If we think about a household panel study as the basis for analysis of life course 
behavior and its determinants (necessitating a model of the household context), then 
a multitude of questions arise. The reason is simple: the “old” panel studies were not 
designed along these lines due to the lack of experience with panel studies 25 years 
ago.  
 
These questions have been discussed within the SOEP group at DIW Berlin for over 
20 years together with our “power users” and Advisory Board. They are also being 
discussed with and within the BHPS team, currently one of the few other panel 
studies in Europe under academic direction.  Others include the SHP (Swiss 
Household Panel), PSELL (Panel Study of Luxembourg), and the Russian and 
Ukrainian Longitudinal Monitoring Studies.  
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In the following discussion of the problems facing panel  studies, we sketch some of 
the innovations we have introduced to SOEP (brief notes in brackets; a detailed 
discussion follows in section 3).   
 
2.1. Coverage of population 
Household panel studies have the aim of representing a “full population” and not 
just specific cohorts. Many social phenomena cannot be understood without this kind 
of complete picture (for example, income distribution and poverty issues) , because 
those questions require the consideration of relative positions and mobility within 
the entire population. And full household panel studies are important as well 
because they are the only means of contextualizing cohort studies. A new insight is 
that household panel studies by their very nature—gathering data on “family 
networks” — can become a powerful resource for  research in behavioral genetics.  
Household panel studies which represent all kinds of family relations might 
especially helpful to get better estimations of measurement errors in traditional 
family studies.  
 
Such “complete” samples always provide the relevant reference population and only 
if we succeed in observing the entire population do we have the basis for defining 
and following any given special group of interest (e.g., age cohorts, individuals 
experiencing a specific event, full range of family relations).  This aspect will be 
discussed below in more detail, together with the measurement of the impact of 
events (“triggered” studies).   
 
Although gaining a picture of the full population is the aim of all household panel 
studies, none of them meet this aim. For practical reasons of sampling, the universe 
covered by the panel sample is the “population living in private households”. This is 
unsatisfactory even in a cross-sectional framework, and completely unsatisfactory 
when thinking about a household panel study as a means for generating data on life 
course questions. This in turn raises issues of the more comprehensive coverage of 
the population of a territory.  
 
Subpopulations that are missed  by all panel surveys, both cross-sectional and 
household, include: 

- the institutional population (partly covered in SOEP by individuals moving 
from private to institutionalized households) 

- the homeless (who lack an address—the basis for ordinary sampling routines)  
- emigrants who leave the covered territory  (SOEP pretests address tracing) 
- potential immigrants (who could be interviewed in their countries of origin). 
 

The last two groups are of special importance in Europe and the enlarged EU, but 
may also be relevant in the case of USA and Mexico.  
 
Note: Resurveying dropouts (when available and willing) would enable coverage of 
a very special “subpopulation” that is normally absent from panel studies. 
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2.2. Unit of Analysis and Age of Entry 
One of the main questions regards the definition of a longitudinal unit of analysis. 
Household panels are always cross-sectional representative studies with (private) 
households as their sampling unit. But a life course perspective requires following a 
selection of individuals who live in changing living and household arrangements 
prospectively over time. 
 
With respect to new research questions about the full life course, the question of the 
optimal “age of entry” into a household panel study arises. “Age of entry” means the 
age when an individual becomes a respondent on his own. At the moment, the age of 
16 is the entry year to BHPS and SOEP. But starting individual surveys at 13 or 14 
might make it possible to better observe the transition into adulthood (a special 
BHPS questionnaire is given to children aged 11 to 16). Developmental psychologists 
and researchers in behavioral genetics might even consider surveying small children 
as respondents on their own or as “test subjects”.  The age-of-entry issue raises not 
only practical questions on the acceptance in the field, but ethical questions as well 
(unavoidable not only because interviewing and/or testing children raises ethical 
questions but because collecting “proxy information” about children from their 
parents can raise ethical questions as well). 
 
2.3. Sample Size  
The “traditional” sample size for household panel studies was about 5,000 
households, with information on about 10,000 individual respondents. One finds this 
sample size with PSID, SOEP, and BHPS and later in the national sub-samples of the 
ECHP (European Community Household Panel Study). There was probably no real 
scientific rationale behind this “magic number” but only the insight that (1) the 
sample size of an opinion poll (1,000 or 2,000 individuals) was too small and that (2) 
it was almost impossible to raise more money to afford a larger sample.  
 
After several years of experience with panel analyses, it became apparent that this 
sample size was too small to answer important research questions dealing with 
smaller subgroups of the population. With respect to small subgroups, the specific 
issue of attrition in panels must be taken into account: sufficiently large numbers of 
observations are needed to identify selectivity in attrition and then also sufficient 
numbers of continuous participants to analyze substantive research questions (e.g., 
income or labor mobility). With SOEP, for example, the sample size was doubled in 
the year 2000 (after 15 years). By adding extensions for Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland BHPS doubled its sample size as well. SOFIE, Statistics New Zealand, has 
about the same sample size. SLID was larger from the very beginning (but the 
number of waves per unit is limited).  
 
It should be kept in mind that especially for policy analyses, it is not sufficient to 
understand the “all-purpose sample” of a household panel study merely as a 
framework for special studies that have larger numbers of cases for special target 
groups. For policy analyses, data needs to be available instantaneously, and for 
special studies, one needs control groups that are large enough for in-depth 
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comparisons. Both arguments imply the need for “all-purpose” household panels 
with large sample sizes. 
 
Cohort studies do not offer a completely satisfactory alternative. For example, a 
cohort study of newborn babies does not enable a researcher to control for the 
selectivity of motherhood, whereas household panel studies sample not only new 
mothers but also women in the same age groups who, although having the potential 
to be mothers, do not give birth to a child. 
 
We believe that the time has come to think more systematically about the optimal 
sample sizes of household panel studies. Based on our experience with the different 
kinds of analyses that have been conducted on the basis of household panel studies 
in the last two decades, we offer the following proposals. 
 
For many research questions, it is necessary that a researcher analyze single birth 
cohorts. For example, after the introduction of a new retirement scheme, it is 
necessary to have enough cases at hand for the first cohort that retires under the new 
scheme and the last cohort that retired under the old scheme. Of course there is some 
potential for pooling similar cohorts (e.g., some age cohorts or cohorts of movers 
from school to employment) in order to get sufficient case numbers, but the 
restriction is that one has to wait several years before analyzing the new scheme (one 
should note: the expectation of policy makers in longitudinal data sets are higher). 
More important: pooling mixes the effects of the different schemes with other cohort 
effects. So what is the minimal number of cases/events needed to analyze a change 
in a policy regime? 
 
There is no clear-cut answer, but our research experience suggests that the minimal 
case/event number is about 500 per age cohort. If we expand this to the overall 
population that needs to be covered by the sample of a household panel study, we 
get about 40,000 individual respondents, which means about 20,000 households.  
 
If one accepts our argument, this means that the sample sizes of panel studies like 
BHPS and SOEP are not large enough yet: in fact, both should double in size again. 
And if you want to have 500 persons per single year of age who are completely 
independent of each other (that implies: they are not living in the same households), 
then even more households are needed. About 40,000 households are needed to 
arrive at 500 persons per single year of age who are living in different households. In 
clustered samples, the effective sample size is smaller than the nominal number of 
observations. However, our research experience shows that the numbers mentioned 
here are sufficient even in the case of clustered samples. 
 
2.4. Disproportional Representation of Sub-groups 
Even in the case of a large sample, an overrepresentation of particular sub-
populations might be of interest. Due to their “policy relevance,” the following sub-
populations are “natural” candidates for disproportional representation:    

- immigrants  (covered by SOEP) 
- “poor” (low-income) individuals/households  
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- “rich” (high-income) households  (covered by SOEP) 
 
For the purpose of basic research in behavioral genetics groups like twins or adopted 
children could be overrepresented. 
 
It should be noted that almost all of these subgroups are subject to differential 
attrition in panel studies, which reinforces the argument for disproportional 
sampling. For example, in the case of migrants, higher attrition may be caused by 
return migration, and for the observation of extremes in the income distribution 
(especially low-income individuals and households), there is ample evidence for an 
endogenously higher risk of dropping out.  
 
2.5. Rhythm of interviewing 
Most major household panels conduct interviews once a year (and some, like HRS, at 
two-year intervals, which in the case of the PSID has been done since 2001 due to a 
shortage of funding). Using retrospective questions about income and employment it 
is possible to generate “continuous” histories (for example, on a monthly, weekly, or 
bi-weekly level) for “objective” variables. A recall period of about twelve months still 
produces acceptable results on potential response errors for objective indicators (cf. 
Schuman and Scott 1989). The Australian HILDA survey improves this “calendar” on 
employment and education by asking for three measures per month over the last 
year. But for subjective concepts like satisfaction, such retrospective designs are 
impossible and the data we get is not very precise if you claim to link life events with 
outcome variables like satisfaction. Another issue is the attrition losses that may 
occur because people are contacted less frequently. 
 
When thinking about the rhythm of interviewing one should have in mind that 
measuring  subjective data is a special challenge. And subjective concepts are more 
than just a supplementary outcome measure to other “hard facts” such as income. 
Indeed, individual perceptions, together with objective indicators, form some of the 
most important instruments for shaping our understanding of human behavior. As 
such, it is crucial to be able to measure subjective indicators consistently. Only panel 
studies make it possible both to distinguish between “noise“ and “signals“ and to 
control for fixed effects. In addition, there is evidence that respondents give better 
answers to subjective questions when they are interviewed repeatedly (cf. Frick et al. 
2006).  
 
If we want to link events with subjective data than it must be discussed  whether 
periods of less than one year between interviews are feasible. One possibility would 
be to take interviews, at least on subjective concepts, two or even four times per year. 
An even better possibility would be to use the Internet to screen for a recent event, 
“triggering” interviews or questions about the event, its causes, and its effects. In any 
case, if this would be realized in studies like BHPS or SOEP, this appears to be a 
major deviation from the usual approach in official statistics, where the idea is to 
collect information on a well-defined reference day or period.  
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Here are some examples of interesting transitions that could lead to “triggered 
interviews” by means of special questionnaires which allow for more in-depth 
analyses than would be possible by merely adding questions to existing 
questionnaires: 

- school to employment (partly done in SOEP) 
- motherhood (done in SOEP) 
- employment to retirement 
- widowhood - including proxy information about the death of the partner 

(“exit  interview”)  
 
2.6. Subject Fields 
In principle, the social sciences offer thousands of interesting fields and research 
questions, and many that are scientifically important. But if our community of social 
scientists spends public money, we must focus on relevant fields that meet the 
public’s needs for our data infrastructure.  
 
In the UK, Peter Elias mentions the following fields in his outline of a “National Data 
Strategy”. We—and many SOEP users—believe that these fields are relevant for 
panel studies in general (where globalization is not an issue by its own but it is 
evident in immigration and also in rapid changes in labor markets and employment 
structures): 

- Aging 
- Migration 
- Globalization 
- Childhood Development. 

 
Fortunately, there is general agreement that these fields are also interesting from a 
purely academic point of view, and thus no need for a “real world vs. academic 
relevance” discussion. However, if we think about household panels as a series of 
cohort studies, we can still identify some additional areas that need to be covered. By 
starting very early in the life course with the collection of a broad set of individual 
data, the following extensions could be made: 

- Pregnancy7, birth, and infancy (covered by SOEP) 
- Parenting goals and values  
- Early childhood (newly added to SOEP) 
- Transition into pre-school and elementary school 
- Truancy  
- Accumulation of social and cultural capital  (e.g., in sports, performing arts, 

volunteer work)  
- Broad set of health indicators (including drug, alcohol, and tobacco use) 
- Criminal record 

 
2.7. Theoretical Concepts 
As mentioned in Section 1, the users of household panel data are increasingly 
interested in broad interdisciplinary theoretical concepts that address human life and 
                                                 
7
 The period of pre-pregnancy (in order to effectively control for selectivity of fertility decisions) is a 

standard part of all panel data sets like SOEP that are representative for the full population.  
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behavior from different disciplinary views. So fields and variables such as the 
following are becoming important for household panel studies:  

• broader self-reported health measures (cf. Burkhauser and Lillard 2005) 
(partly done in SOEP)  

• physical health measures (“biomarkers”), e.g., such as grip strength8 (started 
2006 in SOEP after a successful pre-test in 20059) and Bioelectrical Impedance 
Analysis (BIA, used to measure fat-free body mass). In the near future, the use 
of biomarkers such as blood pressure, saliva, blood and even brain scans10 in 
longitudinal studies may provide crucial information on differences between 
biological determination and environment effects (cf. Burkhauser and Lillard 
2006) 

• broad self-reported measurement of personality, values, emotions, etc. (cf. 
Collins 2006, 525) (covered by SOEP since 1994)  

• testing (in the sense of psychology) for personality and personal traits and 
values, e. g. by measurement of controlled behavior (as done in experimental 
economics and psychology11, started in SOEP in 2003) 

• better measurement of human capital (cognitive ability, potentials, skills, 
social capital (e.g., Solga et al. 2006, Lang 2006, and Diewald et al. 2006) (to be 
started in SOEP in 2006) 

• gathering qualitative data, e.g., on issues ranging from worries to given 
names12 (partly covered by SOEP) 

 
2.8. Survey Methodology13  
In recent years, many new possibilities have emerged for innovative surveying 
methods. When the “old” household surveys started, the possibilities of telephone- 
and computer-assisted surveying were non existent. For this reason, all panel 
surveys started with standardized questionnaires administered by interviewers 
using “paper and pencil”14. In the future, further new methods are foreseeable. They 
are of interest for three reasons: (1) cheaper fieldwork, (2) better data quality, and (3) 
the possibility to measure new concepts that were not measurable before (which will 
help to examine and develop some of the new theoretical concepts mentioned 
above). 
                                                 
8
 This is a field of rapid development in health diagnostic technology to improve so-called point-of-care 

tools of non-invasive diagnostics. See e.g., Boersch-Supan and Juerges (2005), Gallagher et al. 
(1996), Hedley et al. (2004), NIA (1996), and Prentice and Jebb (2001).  
9
 For a comparison of the SOEP pretest and the German Share-Date see Hank et al. 2006. 

10
 For a first published report to explore the neural correlates of well-being using 

electroencephalagraphy within a representative sample of a cohort study see Urry et al. 2004. 
11

 See e.g., Fehr et al. (2002), Dohmen et al. (2005), and Karlan (2005).  
12

 See Lieberson  (2000), Fryer and Levitt (2004), and Huschka et al. (2005). 
13

 For this section in particular, it is impossible to give a balanced overview of recent developments. 
New survey technologies are often introduced by commercial fieldwork organizations that do not 
publish quickly, but first earn money through their innovations. We believe that the publications by and 
about the “Joint Program in Survey Methodology (JPSM)“ give a good overview. See: 
http://www.jpsm.umd.edu/jpsm/index.htm. 
14

 For analyses on potential mode-effects after implementation of CAPI see Banks/Laurie 2000 and 
Schraepler et al. 2006, 
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Examples of new methods and their main aims are:  

• Dependent interviewing15 for better data quality (respondents get survey 
information about their status in the past) 

• Proxy reporting as an alternative for imputation in the case of item non-
response16  

• Internet surveying, which can lower survey costs and shorten the period of 
fieldwork. More importantly, we believe it allows for more controlled 
measurement of personality, skills and abilities.17 In any case, Internet surveys 
will require probability-based sampling designs. 

• With regard to the possibilities for computer-assisted self-interviewing (CASI), 
we could improve the data quality of already existing self-completed 
questionnaires. CASI helps to develop better “secret interview techniques”, 
e.g., for teenagers and delicate subject fields (like truancy, drug abuse, and 
crime—covered by the BHPS youth questionnaire, in which 
headphones/earplugs are used).  

• Using mobile phones for homeless respondents  
• Targeted phone interviewing (maybe even with videophones) for triggered 

groups 
• New techniques for non-invasive medical diagnostics (e.g., Neave et al. 2003, 

Becher et al. 2005)  
• Tailored incentives / gifts for special groups 
• Open question about current life events or closed question about life events 

with triggered additional questions 
 
2.9. Context Data 
In any case, one of the top priorities appears to be that of supplementing the micro-
data with contextual information describing the individual’s environment and 
institutional context. Such data is even more important for panel analyses in a cross-
national context, given the intertemporal, interregional and international sources of 
variation. Selected examples of contextual information include the following: 
 

• Geographical context (covered by SOEP) 
• Neighborhood context (started in SOEP) 
• Information on institutions/firms (on kindergartens, schools, universities or 

firms of employed respondents) 
• Other contexts. e.g. media exposure (can be matched to SOEP) 
• Administrative data linkage 

                                                 
15

  See Jäckle 2006 for a discussion of causes of longitudinal inconsistencies in repeated panel 
surveys and the extent to which dependent interviewing can reduce these. 
16

 In case of household panel studies, where all adult household members count as individual 
respondents themselves one may consider the unit-non-response of an individual respondent as the 
worst case of item non-response at the household level. Proxy information about this missing person 
can thus be an alternative for “full imputation”.  
17

 Cf. Skitka and Sargis (2006). 
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3. The Case of SOEP 
The German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP) is a “multi purpose” household 
panel study like PSID or BHPS. And like them, it is carried out under academic 
direction, but with special funding from the German (federal and state) government.  
 
Like the PSID and BHPS data, SOEP data are available free of charge as “scientific 
use files”. Together with Cornell University, the SOEP Group has compiled all data 
and documentation in English (and German). A statistical primer for longitudinal 
statistics applications with examples of the SOEP database for the statistical package 
Stata is available as a book in English as well as in German language (cf. Kohler and 
Kreuter 2005, 2006).  
 
Up to now more than 1,500 users have signed a user contract, which is necessary for 
data protection reasons. Each year, more than 300 users ask for the new releases of 
the study. Users are working in the fields of economics, sociology, statistics, 
demography, survey methodology, psychology, public health, political science, 
geography and sport science.  
 
More than 3,100 SOEP-related publications (in peer-reviewed and other journals, 
collected volumes, etc.) have been entered into our literature database SOEPlit 
(http://www.diw.de/english/sop/soeppub/soeplit/index.html). 
 
3.1. Governance of SOEP 
The SOEP is a panel study that has, from the very beginning, been under full 
academic direction.18 SOEP was originally conducted as a project of the Special 
Research Unit 3 “SfB 3: Micro-analytical Foundations of Social Policy”, which was 
financed by the German Science Foundation (DFG) at universities of Frankfurt, 
Mannheim and Berlin. The project also included the DIW Berlin, a non-profit, non-
partisan think-tank (German Institute for Economic Research – Deutsches Institut für 
Wirtschaftsforschung – DIW Berlin). When the activities of the Special Research Unit 
came to their scheduled conclusion in 1990, the entire responsibility for the SOEP 
project was transferred to the DIW Berlin, which runs SOEP as a “public good” in a 
joint research and service department which supports social sciences by collecting 
high-quality micro data. SOEP is part of the German and global “research 
infrastructure”.  
 
To give a sense of the importance of this kind of infrastructural tool for the scientific 
community, one can compare SOEP and its funding with the large-scale telescopes 
and accelerators shared by astronomers and physicists around the world. May be the 
best analogy in natural sciences is the worldwide network of weather stations (like 
our network of respondents) which collects data which are shared by meteorologists 
all over the world (as our data are  not only analyzed in Germany, but – in 
comparison with panel data for other countries –  but abroad too).   
 
                                                 
18

 Founding Director was Hans-Juergen Krupp, President of DIW Berlin.  When he became Minister of 
Finance in the Federal State of Hamburg in 1988, Wolfgang Zapf  (Science Center Berlin – WZB) 
headed the  SOEP group for one year. In 1989 Gert G. Wagner took over responsibility for SOEP.  
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At DIW Berlin, the SOEP survey group designs the survey questionnaire, regularly 
incorporating suggestions from the SOEP advisory board and SOEP users around the 
world. The DIW Berlin, as the host institute of the survey and its council, has no 
privileges whatsoever in designing the SOEP survey. The DIW Berlin is just one of 
many research institutions that use the data.  
 
The SOEP fieldwork, cross-sectional data editing and coding is outsourced to a 
private sector survey institute (TNS Infratest Sozialforschung, Munich). This is the 
most efficient and effective option due to the skill and experience that professional 
interviewers from large survey institutes bring with them, in contrast to those of 
interviewers hired on a contractual basis. However, surveys like SOEP cannot be 
performed by fieldwork institutes without adequate research competence and a 
high-quality staff of interviewers trained and provided with different survey 
technologies. Infratest Sozialforschung, Munich19, is not just a fieldwork organization 
with a broad field staff (about 500 interviewers are needed per wave for the SOEP 
survey; households are now spread to nearly all county  districts (Landkreise) in 
Germany, but a high-quality survey research institute and, as part of TNS Global 
(Taylor Nelson Sofres), London, a global provider of market research, information, 
and consultancy operating out of 70 countries worldwide.  
 
From 1982 to 2002, SOEP funding was provided mainly by the DFG (German Science 
Foundation – Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft). In addition DIW Berlin supported the 
SOEP from the very beginning by providing rooms, information and 
telecommunication support (hard and software), and some research and service staff.  
The funds granted by the DFG came from the Federal Ministry of Science (BMBF) 
and the State Ministries of Science via the Senatsverwaltung für Wissenschaft, Forschung 
und Kultur (SenWFK) in Berlin.  
 
In 1994, the German Council on Higher Education and Research (Wissenschaftsrat) 
recommended that the SOEP group be financed in the future as an independent unit 
with the functions of a service institution within the DIW Berlin. After lengthy 
negotiations, the German Commission for Educational Planning and Research 
Promotion (BLK) followed this recommendation, and from January 1, 2003 onwards 
the SOEP has been funded as a “Service Unit” (Serviceeinrichtung) of the 
Wissenschaftsgemeinschaft Gottfried Leibniz (WGL).20 It is set up as a special 
department of the DIW Berlin. The funding agencies have remained the same as 
before (BMBF and Sen-WKF). Thus, on the federal side, the SOEP is still funded by a 

                                                 
19

  From the very beginning in 1983, Managing Director Bernhard von Rosenbladt has been 
responsible for all decisions on SOEP at Infratest Sozialforschung. 
20

 The Wissenschaftsgemeinschaft Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (WGL) is a scientific organisation 
comprised of 84 non-university research institutes and service facilities 
(http://www.wgl.de/extern/englisch/index.html). Its research work and services are of national 
significance. For this reason, the Leibniz Institute’s work is funded by both the German federal 
government and the federal states (Länder) through the German Commission for Educational Planning 
and Research Promotion (Bund-Länder-Kommission für Bildungsplanung und Forschungsförderung- 
BLK), an intergovernmental commission that handles the “joint financial promotion” of nationally 
significant research (http://www.blk-bonn.de/englisch/contents.htm). The Leibniz Association has an 
inter-disciplinary “Association of Service Institutions” (IVS), of which SOEP is a member.  
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different ministry (BMBF) than the institutional funding of the DIW Berlin (BMWA, 
Ministry of Economic Affairs). The Federal Government funds two-thirds of the 
SOEP’s budget, the Länder (federal states) fund the remaining third. SOEP is now 
funded out of the basic budget (Grundhaushalt) of the DIW Berlin, but its budget 
makes up a separate part thereof.  
 
In order to generate high-quality data for a broad international user community, it is 
necessary that the SOEP survey group know about the latest methodological and 
conceptual developments in the relevant disciplines and in data distribution. To 
realize these objectives in the long term, it is crucial that the SOEP survey group 
conduct internationally recognized research. To meet these objectives, SOEP staff 
members carry out self-defined research projects covering the entire conceptual and 
methodological range of the SOEP questionnaire. This enables the SOEP team to 
strengthen its skills in all areas and focus on special problems of data collection 
methodology for panel surveys. The SOEP group is supported by designated 
departmental research professors and research affiliates of the DIW Berlin and guest 
researchers at the SOEP group. 
 
3.2. The Design and Development of the Study  
SOEP is a household panel study that was designed along the basic ideas of PSID:  all 
members of the first-wave survey households are part of the sample, and they—and 
all their offspring—are followed as long as possible in the field. But in contrast to 
PSID, not just one respondent per household is interviewed (proxy interview) but all 
adult members (individuals 17 years and older). 21 
 
SOEP was started in 1984 as a regular cross-section of the adult population living in 
private households in Germany. But the coverage of minority groups was improved 
from the very beginning by oversampling immigrants and later with a special sub-
sample of new immigrants (started in 1995) and a subsample of high-income 
households (started in 2002). 
 
In SOEP, children (up to the age of 16) were not (and still are not) respondents on 
their own. For this reason, for most of the respondents in the first wave, there is a 
considerable degree of left-censoring. However, the retrospective information 
gathered for adult respondents does not go back to their birth but only to the 
beginning of adulthood. In the case of SOEP, entry to adulthood is defined as age 15. 
But for many theory-based research questions, information about the full life cycle of 
a respondent is desirable. And for an identification of causal effects, even more 
information is desirable, namely about the parents and the whole family history and 
social background of a respondent. 
 
In order to address life-course questions and research, SOEP started collecting 
retrospective information about childhood in 2001, when the first children who were 
born into a “SOEP household” became respondents on their own. And in 2003, we 
started to collect information about newborn babies (and about their mothers’ period 
                                                 
21

 See Wagner et al. (1993), Schupp and Wagner (1995, 2002), Burkhauser et al. (1997), and 
Haisken-DeNew and Frick (2005).  
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of pregnancy). The latter method of collecting “proxy data” about childhood of later 
respondents to SOEP will be extended in the coming years by asking age-group 
specific information at age three (upon entry to pre-school institutions), age six (upon 
entry to school), and age 12 (at the transition from childhood to youth). 22   
 
Due to an increasing demand for “subjective data”, we started in the 1990s to 
integrate more and more psychological and “behavioral” concepts into the SOEP 
questionnaire, also by adding behavioral experiments (since 2003). In 2006, we are 
introducing the first physical health measure (grip strength) and  start substantially 
improving the measurement of cognitive potential (ability).  
 
3.3. Enhancement of the power of SOEP in Detail 
The SOEP survey was started in West Germany in 1984 with two subsamples: 
Sample A, the main sample, covering the population of private households, and 
Subsample B, which oversampled the “guest worker households” (Turkish, Spanish, 
Italian, Greek and (Ex-)Yugoslavian heads of household) that were not covered by 
Sample A. The original sample size was slightly below 6,000 households. 
 
3.3.1 Data Collection up to 2005 
In 1989, Germany faced a historically unique situation: an enlargement of its national 
territory. With the fall of the wall, Germany was reunited after more than 40 years of 
separation. In terms of integration into a household panel framework, unification 
was an extremely promising and interesting enterprise.  
 
The extension of SOEP to cover the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) was 
an exciting task, but also one that presented many challenges (with the questionnaire, 
funding, but also new cooperation partners). From a sampling and methodological 
point of view, it was an easy task to establish a new subsample for SOEP because 
sample C covered the GDR population completely, independent of the original 
SOEP, which was started in 1984 in West Germany (Federal Republic of Germany). 
We were thus able to simply add the new sample to the old one (with independent 
weighting/expansion-factors) in order to make SOEP not only representative for 
West Germany, but for the unified Germany as well. 
 
After this sample was established, all subsequent moves from East to West—and 
after a few years from West to East as well—got and get covered by means of our 
standard annual tracking procedures for households that change their address. 
 
Subsample C, however, is unique in the sense that it is the only longitudinal micro 
data available allowing the analysis of the transition of an entire society from one 
regime to another. This is possible because we collected the first wave prior to 
German unification in June 1990.  
 

                                                 
22

 For up-to-date documentation, see especially 
http://www.diw.de/english/sop/service/fragen/index.html, 
http://www.diw.de/english/sop/service/doku/index.html, and Haisken-DeNew and Frick (2005). 
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Because immigrants who do not join an existing household have a sampling 
probability of zero in an ongoing panel study, they are not covered by studies like 
PSID, BHPS and SOEP. But because the massive immigration that took place 
between 1985 (just after the start of SOEP) and the beginning of the nineties makes 
up more than five percent of Germany’s population, we felt it was necessary to deal 
with this problem in a constructive manner and look for an innovative solution. We 
therefore raised special funds to start a small subsample of new immigrants in 
1994/1995. This is a random sample based on a screening of 20,000 households. 
 
After a test run in 1998 (based on subsample E, which included a methodological test 
of a new survey technology—computer assisted personal interviews, CAPI) we were 
able to begin to raise additional money in 2000, almost doubling the sample size of 
SOEP with the addition of subsample F. The reason for that task was the demand – 
last not  but not least by the Federal Government —to enable better policy analyses 
for subgroups of the population (focusing on labor market integration, welfare 
recipients, family formation, etc.). 
 
Even with a sample size of more than 10,000 households, it is almost impossible to 
draw valid conclusions for high-income households (the top 2.5 percentile of the 
income distribution). We therefore started subsample G in 2002 representing “high-
income households” in Germany. Like subsample D, this sample is also a random 
sample based on a screening of households. In order to get about 1,000 high-income 
households, we screened nearly 100,000 households. In 2002 we introduced wealth 
measures for the first time at the individual level (in 1988 we already had a wealth 
supplement as a drop-off questionnaire on the household level). 
 
In 2003 we created a very special sample of “genuine fakes” that were identified in 
the existing SOEP interview (see Schraepler and Wagner 2005, Schaefer et al. 2005). 
This was possible because data collected in the course of a panel survey often reveals 
itself to be “faked”, which would be never detected in a cross-sectional survey. 
Detection was possible, for example, because interviewers who made up interviews 
were unable to do so in a consistent manner over time, and because some households 
that were sent small gifts for participating in SOEP but never actually got 
interviewed called the fieldwork organization and asked why they had received the 
letters and gifts. Data users can thus analyze about 180 faked interviews (less than 0.5 
percent of all interviews in the respective waves). These fakes are stored in a special 
file and deleted from the sample representing the German population.  
 
Beginning with subsample E, we introduced CAPI as an additional interview mode. 
We were able to do this in a controlled experiment that revealed no major mode 
effects when changing the interview mode in an ongoing panel survey from PAPI 
(paper and pencil interview) to CAPI23.  
 
In the 1990s, adding new subsamples was one of our major tasks in strengthening the 
analytical power of SOEP. We also started—on a very low level—to broaden the 
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 See Schraepler et al. 2006. 
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theoretical scope of our questionnaire. We introduced questions and improved scales 
about expectations, personal values  and self-control (locus of control).  
 
Our users’ publications and developments in other longitudinal studies provide 
evidence that we can—and should—strengthen SOEP data by introducing broader 
self-reported health measures and new self-reported measures of our respondents’ 
personal traits and social capital.24 In 2002, we introduced new health indicators 
(smoking, height and weight), which are collected on a bi-annual basis. In 2003 we 
started to introduce subjective indicators on personal traits. We began – in the 
tradition of SOEP which was designed mainly for economic and sociological research 
– with specific concepts of personal traits which are especially if interest for 
economists and sociologists. Namely trust, trustworthiness and fairness, and in 2004, 
indicators on risk aversion. In 2005 we added indicators for reciprocity and a short 
version of the NEO Personality Inventory: the “Big Five Inventory” (BFI) of personal 
traits. This is a pure psychological concept, but with the potential to “rekindle the 
dialogue between sociology and personality psychology” (Roberts et al. 2004, 592). In 
2006, we start to repeat these new indicators for the first time, and following up on 
our 1986 and 1996 surveys in 2006 we again repeat the so-called Inglehart Index. This 
will make SOEP the first long-term panel survey worldwide to study period, cohort 
and age effects on this established and important indicator index introduced by a 
political scientist but used by many sociologists to study value changes in modern 
societies.  
 
Because of major discussion as to whether personal traits can be measured in a valid 
manner by “ordinary” survey questions, we added to the new survey questions some 
selected behavioral (that is, controlled) experiments that have been used e.g. by 
experimental economists and psychologists in laboratory settings. Starting in 2003, 
we ran—on a random subsample of nearly 1 500 households—experiments on “trust 
and trustworthiness” (this is a two-step social dilemma experiment of two randomly 
paired individuals) and in 2006, we run an experiment on “time preferences” (this 
will be a one-step experiment with randomly chosen winning chances for each 9th of 
the sample). These three concepts are personal traits that are conceptualized in 
economics and sociology (these are more specific concepts than the “Big Five Traits” 
as conceptualized by psychologists). 
 
In 2001, we started with  “triggered questionnaires”, which contain in-depth 
questions asked if a respondent experienced a specific event. We started these in-
depth interviews in 2001 because that was the first year in which children born into a 
“SOEP household” (in 1984/1985) reached the age of becoming respondents on their 
own. Since then, we have given young people at this age a special “Youth 
Questionnaire” to collect retrospective information about childhood, school 
performance indicators, in-depth information about living conditions and “feelings” 
as a teenager (including a baseline measure of personal traits, values, etc), 
relationship to parents (social capital), cultural capital and sports, and expectations 
about family, work and their future life. 
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 For an early discussion (in German) of what is envisioned in the long term, see Wagner (1988). 
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In 2003, we began to deal with the event of “birth” which was underevaluated in 
SOEP (and other household panel studies). Household panel studies have a great 
advantage compared to cohort studies: household panels do not only observe 
mothers, but they observe women who do not become mothers too. The analysis of 
the selectivity of childhood and its impact on mothers and children is possible with 
household panel data, if the questionnaire is sensitive to this. So, using a “Mother 
and Child” questionnaire, we collected information about newborn babies, the time 
of pregnancy of their mothers, and a first valuation of motherhood, the “care setting” 
of the babies, and support by the partner.  
 
Starting in 2005, we followed up the birth events. In 2005 we introduced a special 
questionnaire “Infant”, which collects information about two and three-year-old 
children (again with health indicators, activities with child, “care setting”, support by 
the partner and an ability and fitness scale (Vineland)). This means that we collect 
these data on children whose birth we observed in SOEP two waves ago. In other 
words, we have started to collect data about the birth cohorts 2003 and later. In 2007 
or 2008 we will introduce a questionnaire for four, five or six-year-old children. Later 
we will also introduce a questionnaire for older children before leaving elementary 
school until they reach the entry age (17 years) for the standard SOEP adult 
questionnaire (and the special Youth Questionnaire). The first cohort of newborn 
sample members with completely enriched life-course data will be interviewed in 
2018. By then, SOEP will be in its 34th year (which is not an inconceivably old age for 
a household panel study, as PSID shows)25.  
 
3.3.2   Data Collection 2006 and beyond  
Coverage and Sample Size 
As a basic rule for the administration of SOEP, we want to stabilize the cross-
sectional number of cases by drawing fresh samples on a regular basis. We believe 
that—due to the minimal number of cases for small subgroups in the population—
the cross-sectional number of cases should not be smaller than 10,000 households (as 
recommended by EUROSTAT for the German component of the official European 
Survey EU-SILC as well).  
 
Regular Refresher Samples will also enable us to identify and survey recent 
immigrants on a regular basis. However, it could become necessary (as in 1994/95) to 
survey special immigrant samples from time to time to obtain sufficient numbers of 
cases for sound analyses of this specific subgroup. 
 
A special problem with certain cohorts will soon materialize in East Germany. Due to 
the dramatic drop in fertility rates after the fall of socialism in East Germany to half 
of their original level, the numbers of births in Sample C were small. Thus, the size of 
the teenager and young adult cohorts in Sample C will also be small, especially when 
they reach the age of respondents. Because we believe that the research interest in 
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 Given the current retirement age in Germany, the current director of SOEP will retire from 
employment in 2018 as well. 
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this unique “transition generation” will be significant, it may become necessary to 
oversample this generation in a future refresher sample.  
Refresher samples always require raising supplementary funding for the additional 
task. At the moment, we are fairly confident that we can carry out a refresher sample 
of about 1,500 households starting in late spring of 2006. We will also take this as an 
opportunity to test the Internet as a survey tool. The survey will be taken off-line in 
the usual way, recruiting a gross sample by random walk and then using 
interviewers to conduct the household interviews and a distributing a special non-
response survey to the households refusing to participate. Although not all 
respondents have online access—which is selective, as we can see from the existing 
sample—we will try to do the second wave (or an in-between wave) by Internet. In a 
small pretest sample of about 500 respondents carried out in spring 2004, we tested a 
small set of the same questions asked in the current SOEP. The results showed that 
the questionnaire can be administered by Internet, but non-response on income data 
was significantly higher.  
 
Beyond 2006 we are thinking about asking widows and widowers about the death of 
their partners (“exit interviews”26). And we are thinking about tracing emigrants. 
Migration plays a growing role all over the world. Thus not only are immigrants an 
issue for panel surveys, but emigrants have taken on greater importance in surveys. 
Up to now, respondents are no longer considered part of the universe that is to be 
represented after they leave the country where a panel survey takes place. However, 
if we think about a panel survey as a set of cohorts, then emigrants still belong to the 
universe of the survey. Even in the case that one is not interested in cohort analysis, 
keeping track of emigrants will raise the quality of a panel because a large part will 
return to their country of origin. Our prognosis is that tracing emigrants and 
interviewing them will be considered a standard procedure for household panels in 
Europe over the next decade. 
 
Another potentially worthwhile improvement to our sample would be an attempt to 
reinterview those dropouts that did not explicitly refuse to participate (see BHPS 
procedures). There are doubts whether these dropouts represent a self-selection of all 
dropouts. We plan to check whether this could be a worthwhile future project. A first 
step was already an address check of all “lost” survey members in 2002. For about 
8,000 individuals with whom we had lost contact due to non-response and attrition, 
we found out that about 1,000 had died and a significant number had emigrated. 
This information not only improves the number of observations available for 
mortality or migration-related analyses but also the quality of attrition analysis by 
differentiating demographic losses from “regular” panel attriters. 
 
Concepts and Measurement  
In 2006, we introduce the physical health measure of grip strength (for a subsample 
only, after a successful pre-test in 2005). Changes in grip strength are a predictor for 
changes in health status, and are more accurate than the self-reported health scales 
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  This kind of questionnaire has been first developed by the HRS-Team; see Hurd/Smith (2001). 
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that are standard in all household panel studies. The grip strength measure is already 
used, for example, in SHARE.  
 
In 2006 we also collect “physical” information about twins who can be identified as 
such in the SOEP samples. We will ask their mothers or them whether they are 
monozygotic or not.. This marginal investment (in terms of costs) in better 
information will improve considerably  the possibility of doing analyses in the 
research tradition of “Behavioral Genetics”.  
 
In 2006 we also introduce measures or tests of the “cognitive ability” of our 
respondents. One test takes about 30 minutes for three dimensions of ability (verbal 
potentials, numerical potentials, and figural potentials). It is applied to first-time 
teenage respondents. And two ultra-short tests (enumerating animals and a symbol-
digit test with three time stops each after 30, 60 and 90 seconds), which take less than 
five minutes, are applied in a subsample of the adult respondents. 

 
We are currently discussing the idea with some of our users and our advisory board 
of introducing a new kind of triggered questionnaire in 2006: “exit interviews,” 
which would be triggered by the death of a partner . This innovation has been 
recommended based on positive experiences in the HRS that have improved the 
analysis of intergenerational wealth transfers and inheritance. 
 
In order to reduce the burden for our respondents, we will test “matrix sampling”, 
which means that not all questions are given to all respondents, but that the 
questionnaire includes “missing values” by design. Because this design ensures that 
the missing values are completely random, “perfect” multiple imputations are 
possible. This kind of sampling is more or less nonexistent in official statistics and 
survey research, but fairly common in educational research, for example, in tests like 
PISA. We plan a serious test of its potential use in SOEP because matrix sampling 
reduces the burden for the respondent and thus gives the opportunity to introduce 
new subject fields (e. g. triggered questionnaires) and concepts. 
 
3.4. Data Preparation, Documentation and Access 
Data preparation, documentation and access are just as important as the collection of 
micro data (cf. Collins 2006., 524). Here we cannot provide anything close to a 
comprehensive overview of these aspects,27 but would like to mention some 
highlights and features of SOEP data that are new and not yet commonly known.  
 
In panel studies like SOEP, the absolute focus is on standardized answers. But in all 
studies we also collect some “qualitative data”, for example, questions on worries or 
an open  “cool-down question” at the end of a questionnaire. In SOEP, we also ask—
mainly for intra-household and longitudinal control purposes—for the given name of 
all sample members. These data are of interest for special research questions. In 2004, 

                                                 
27

 See more comprehensive documentation of attrition and weighting, see Pannenberg et al. (2005) 
and Spiess and Kroh (2005). See, for a fuller discussion of item non-response and imputations, Frick 
and Grabka (2005), Spiess and Goebel (2004), and Schraepler (2005, 2006). For the quality of 
income data, see Becker et al. (2003). 
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we started putting these answers into data formats and codes that allow for user-
friendly and data-protected analysis.  
 
Much of this kind of information is embedded in the data but difficult to “find” and 
analyze. We have made a significant effort to generate user-friendly data, for 
example, by identifying variables like “tenure with current employer”, which are 
straightforward and in high demand. We also provide data files with extensive 
biographical information (on parents, fertility, migration, marital status history, 
employment history, social origin, youth, etc., cf. Frick and Schneider 2005) as well as 
status variables with a focus on demographics like “year of death”, time-invariant 
immigration-related variables (country of birth, year of first migration to Germany), 
and link variables like pointers to parents, partners, children and to twin siblings as 
well as to other households at the same postal address (the latter only available since 
2005).  
 
In 2001, we started compiling spatial context data given by detailed geo-code 
information that can be matched to the micro data in SOEP. At the moment, this is 
possible at the level of the sixteen federal states (NUTS1), the 95 German spatial 
planning regions (Raumordnungsregionen), the almost 400 counties (NUTS2) and at 
the zip-code level (reduced information only). Finally, we are in the process of 
preparing geo-coded data at the block level (Strassenabschnitte). 
 
We are considering a match of SOEP micro data with register data from the 
employment office by asking a sub-sample of respondents for their social security 
numbers. This new procedure would offer a comparatively superior opportunity for 
modeling labor market procedures.  
 
The imputation of missing income values has been a major undertaking in recent 
years which was particularly relevant in order to achieve full comparability within 
the various member datasets o the Cross National Equivalent File (CNEF) (see 
below). In this context, it appeared most important to include longitudinal 
information in the imputation process (if available), which yields more reliable 
imputation results than purely cross-sectional imputation techniques.  
 
Up to now, non-responding individuals within a responding household have been 
treated as missings, which can bias household income structures. Following the 
BHPS, we will invest in the imputation of missing income values for those temporary 
non-respondents by using their income structure from previous waves. Moreover the 
imputation methods will be checked on a regular basis.  
 
In the more than 20 years of running the SOEP, we have learned much about the 
analysis of dropouts. For example, over the years, more and more variables have 
been taken into account for attrition analyses. We will check whether these 
improvements can be used to improve attrition analyses and the longitudinal 
weighting of the first waves (in the 1980s). A special project will be the analysis of 
non-response of individual household members within participating households 
(“partial unit-non-response”). This will also entail analysis of elderly respondents 
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approaching death (observed over the course of time), which will be of special 
interest.  
 
The longitudinal weighting of SOEP is based on a solid attrition analysis and on 
certain assumptions about the survey probabilities of respondents who join the 
survey for the first time by moving into existing households (i.e., living with sample 
members). In this context, it is also worthwhile to note that in 2004, 21 waves after 
the start of SOEP, the share of newly founded households in Samples A and B was 
45% and 55%, respectively.  Not only for this reason, we will have to invest in 
alternative sets of assumptions about the survey probabilities of new respondents 
(for example, like the one used in case of the ECHP). The "fair share" approach will 
be tested in subsequent years.  
 
Since beginning of 2006 online access to the sensitive geo-codes is possible through a 
“secure interface”. The software we use is called SOEPremote and is basically 
adopted from the LIS remote system LISSY which is  more tailored to our aims than, 
for example, NESSTAR. For a description of SOEPremote see Goebel (2005). 
 
An extensive documentation of SOEP-data is available via the project’s homepage 
(www.diw.de/gsoep) including the “Desktop Companion, DTC” (cf. Haisken-
DeNew and Frick (2005), a detailed description of the set-up of the biographical 
information (cf. Frick and Schneider (2005) and various introductory papers for using 
prominent statistical software packages (SPSS, Stata, SAS) with SOEP. The most 
important of these is SOEPinfo, a web-based information system that allows users to 
identify information at the variable level (including frequencies and an item’s 
correspondence across time) and gives support in setting up data retrievals (in Stata, 
SPSS, SAS) for generating rectangular analysis files from the underlying 250 SOEP 
micro-data files (http://panel.gsoep.de/soepinfo/).  
 
The SOEPmonitor publishes statistical time series information based on SOEP data 
(http://www.diw.de/english/sop/service/soepmonitor/index.html). We provide 
data series for the years 1984 to 2004, disaggregated for East and West Germany since 
1990, for selected cross-sectional and longitudinal information at the level of 
households and persons. This gives interested parties relevant information on how 
“life in Germany” has developed since the mid 1980s, but may eventually also 
provide users with benchmark information for their own research .   
 
SOEP plays an important and active role in international networks working on the 
construction of cross-nationally comparative databases (of both a cross-sectional and 
a panel nature) (cf. Burkhauser and Lillard 2005).  SOEP data is available for such 
comparative academic research and policy analyses in the following datasets and 
projects:  

• cross-sectional databases:  
o Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), http://www.lisproject.org  
o Luxembourg Wealth Study (LWS), http://www.lisproject.org/lws.htm  

• longitudinal databases:  
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o Cross-National Equivalent File, CNEF (1984-2004ff), 
http://www.human.cornell.edu/che/PAM/Research/Centers-
Programs/German-Panel/Cross-National-Equivalent-File_CNEF.cfm   

o Consortium of Household Panels for European Socio-Economic 
Research, CHER (1990-2000+), http://www.ceps.lu/Cher/acceuil.cfm  

o European Community Household Panel, ECHP (1994-2001), 
http://epunet.essex.ac.uk/ECHP_USER_GUIDE_28-11-2005.pdf  

 
In order to achieve this goal, it is of utmost importance to apply international coding 
and classification standards in compiling national micro data. We have identified the 
following as prime examples of user-friendly data produced using “flexible” 
concepts in our questionnaires and doing afterwards ex-post harmonization: 

• education: ISCED, CASMIN  
• labor market: ISCO88, NACE  
• regional information: NUTS  
• annual income: Canberra Group recommendations  

o full imputation of missing values (using longitudinal data, if available, 
cf. Frick and Grabka 2005) 

o imputation of “imputed rent in case of homeownership” as a highly 
relevant non-monetary income component (cf. Frick and Grabka 2003) 

 
 

4. Conclusion & Prospects 
Panel studies are particularly well-suited to address the major substantive social 
science research questions that will have sweeping effects on society in the near 
future, from the local to the global level: aging, migration, globalization, and 
childhood development. 
 
Recent theoretical and empirical developments in the social sciences provide strong 
evidence that for valid empirical testing of social science theories and for reliable 
evaluation of policy measures, we need longitudinal data that cover the variables of 
not only one but many disciplines. Cohort and panel studies must therefore expand 
continuously to become more interdisciplinary devices, and must begin with data 
collection on individuals as early as possible in the life course. 
 
SOEP, like other panel studies under academic direction, such as BHPS, HRS, ELSA 
and SHARE, stands for theory-based longitudinal data collection, not just “more and 
better statistics” (cf. Burkhauser 2006).  Given the multidisciplinary set-up of the data 
and its users, recent SOEP-based papers have been published in top academic 
journals in a variety of disciplines28. See for example: 

• Economics: Economic Journal (Ermisch et al. 2006). American Economic Review 
(Frijters et al 2004), Economica  (van Kerm 2004), Review of Economics and 
Statistics (Dustmann and van Soest 2002), Journal of Human Resources, and 
Quarterly Journal of Economics (Hunt 1999),  
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  see also: http://www.diw.de/english/sop/soeppub/dokumente/fachzeitschriften/index.html   
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• Sociology: American Journal of Sociology (Gangl 2004), , European Sociological 
Review (Korupp and Szydlik 2005, McGinnity 2002), Kölner Zeitschrift für 
Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie (Klein and Pötschke 2004), Zeitschrift für 
Soziologie (Hank et al. 2004),  

• Demography and Public Health: Journal of Marriage and Family (Adler 2004, 
Hank and Kreyenfeld 2003), Social Science and Medicine (Nolte and McKee 
2004),  Population Research and Policy Review (DiPrete et al. 2003) 

• Psychology: American Psychologist (Diener et al. 2006), Psychological science 
(Lucas 2005), Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (Lucas et al. 2003)  

• Geography and impact of regional differences on individual outcomes: Urban 
Studies (Clark et al. 1997, Drever and Clark 2002), Canadian Journal of Economics 
(Hunt 2004), Population and Environment (Hank 2003), and Population Research 
and Policy Review (Kreyenfeld and Hank 2000)  

• Educational Science: Early Childhood Research Quarterly (Spiess et al.  2003) 
• Survey Methodology: Sociological Methods and Research (Frick et al. 2006, 

DiPrete and Engelhardt 2004, Schräpler 2004) 
 
 
In addition to the scientific use of the data, they have also been used in numerous 
policy analyses for Germany alone as well as for the German component   of 
cross-national comparative policy studies. SOEP data have been used in recent years 
in the following reports by the German government and the OECD: 

• National Reports: National Income and Poverty Report, Children and Youth 
Report, Immigration Report, Housing Expenditure and Rent Report, Report of 
the German Council of Economic Experts  

• International Reports: e.g. Oxley, H., T. T. Dang, and P. Antolin (2001): 
“Poverty Dynamics in Six OECD Countries,” OECD Economic Studies (30[1])). 

 
Major current concerns with longitudinal analysis include how to provide 
researchers with appropriate concepts that enable them to make full use of the data, 
and how to design the organizational infrastructure to facilitate and improve access 
to the data. The SOEP team is currently grappling with these issues and will continue 
to seek solutions in line with the plans for SOEP’s future development outlined here. 
Above and beyond this, through our ongoing interaction with other producers of 
panel data, we are currently discussing methodological (e.g. pre-testing) and 
substantive issues (e.g., timing of special topical modules) that can simplify future 
data harmonization and thus support cross-national analyses as the most efficient 
means for identifying the “best practice” in various policy fields.  In any case, a 
successful ex-ante coordination of further survey improvements will also facilitate 
future ex-post harmonization. 
 
Panel studies under academic directions will undoubtedly continue to provide an 
important data source for policy analyses in the future. So some division of labor 
between official statistics and academic data collection would be conceivable in the 
next few decades (at least in Europe). Official statistics will  run short-term panels 
(like EU-SILC) that satisfy the short-term needs of policymakers, whereas panel 
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studies under academic direction could emphasize the life-course of respondents 
including intergenerational aspects and transmission in particular.   
 
SOEP is currently discussing questions of data collection and analyses more and 
more intensively with the teams who run PSID and  BHPS. BHPS and SOEP are the 
only panel studies under academic direction at the moment in Europe.  Expanding 
the existing network of active panel data providers and analysts from official 
statistics and the academic community by pooling their experiences will not only 
improve the quality of the international panel data infrastructure, but also the 
analytic competence of users. This can also foster the emergence of new panels, as 
can be seen in the case of New Zealand (SOFIE) and the Australian HILDA survey, 
which has succeeded in combining all the “goodies” of the “old” panels in Europe 
and North America.  
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