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The business as actor in surveys:
1. The (business) survey process
2. Defining the “right” unit
3. Getting data from the “right” unit

The “Betrieb” in surveys
Collecting data from the “right” unit

Relevant for: 
- Quantitative research (surveys)
- Qualitative research
- Research in marketing, 

accounting, HR etc.
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The business is not one entity; it is a system of (sub)units, and
people at several levels.
• From the outside: the legal structure

- Difference between analysis, observational, and reporting unit

• From the inside: Opening the black box
- The internal response process
- The internal decision-making process, 

and how we can influence this process
- Advancing ideas regarding a theory on 

organisational survey participation

Core statement



The survey process map
1. Specifying Concepts

Indicators/q’stions

Questionnaire

Sample frame

SampleData collection mode

Fieldwork

Survey communication

Analysis & estimation

Dissemination/Archive

Evaluation (PDCA)

Target population

Data editing/NRcorrect

2. Designing
Building, and
Testing
survey 
components

3. Collection

4. Processing

5. Analysis, 
dissemination,
archiving

6. Evaluation

Information needs

Response Reporting unit
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Pre-testing

Observational unit

Statist./Analysis unit

Measurement:
What?

Representation:
Who?

Profiling

Consolidation cluster



Case: production of cement

INPUT: 

limestone & clay

OUTPUT:

cement               concrete products

Quarrying 
limestone

& clay

Heating to 
1450°C

Grounding 
clinker

Mixing with 
gypsum etc. Casting etc. 

energy
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Case: production of cement (simplified)

INPUT: 

limestone & clay      energy

OUTPUT:

cement               concrete products

Quarrying 
limestone

& clay

Heating to 
1450°C

Grounding 
clinker

Mixing with 
gypsum etc. Casting etc. 

support
disabi-
lities
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Case: production of cement
(legally)

Parent

Production of 
cement 

- OUTPUT 

(C23.5)

Daughter

Production of 
concrete pipes –

OUTPUT (VA)

(C23.6)

Daughter

Disabilities -
SUPPORT

(C16)

Daughter 

General  
SUPPORT

(F43)

Daughter

Energy from 
waste burning -

INPUT

(E38)

Daughter 

Quarrying for 
own use & sale -

INPUT

(B08)

Foreign 
owner

NACE codes
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Foreign 
owner

Parent

Production of 
cement 

- OUTPUT 

(C23.5)

Daughter

Production of 
concrete pipes –

OUTPUT (VA)

(C23.6)

Daughter

Disabilities -
SUPPORT

(C16)

Daughter 

General  
SUPPORT

(F43)

Daughter

Energy from 
waste burning -

INPUT

(E38)

Daughter 

Quarrying for 
own use & sale -

INPUT

(B08)

Case: production of cement

Purpose of study:
 Safety measures in 

quarries 
 Productivity in 

quarries
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Case: production of cement
Foreign 
owner

Parent

Production of 
cement 

- OUTPUT 

(C23.5)

Daughter

Production of 
concrete pipes –

OUTPUT (VA)

(C23.6)

Daughter

Disabilities -
SUPPORT

(C16)

Daughter 

General  
SUPPORT

(F43)

Daughter

Energy from 
waste burning -

INPUT

(E38)

Daughter 

Quarrying for 
own use & sale -

INPUT

(B08)

Purpose of study:
 Waste management 
 Emissions and 

impact of 
combustion on 
environment
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Case: production of cement

Parent

Production of 
cement 

- OUTPUT 

(C23.5)

Daughter

Production of 
concrete pipes –

OUTPUT (VA)

(C23.6)

Daughter

Disabilities -
SUPPORT

(C16)

Daughter 

General  
SUPPORT

(F43)

Daughter

Energy from 
waste burning -

INPUT

(E38)

Daughter 

Quarrying for 
own use & sale -

INPUT

(B08)

Foreign 
owner

Purpose of study:
ꓫ Performance
ꓫ Investment

X X X X X
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Case: production of cement

Parent

Production of 
cement 

- OUTPUT 

(C23.5)

Daughter

Production of 
concrete pipes –

OUTPUT (VA)

(C23.6)

Daughter

Disabilities -
SUPPORT

(C16)

Daughter 

General  
SUPPORT

(F43)

Daughter

Energy from 
waste burning -

INPUT

(E38)

Daughter 

Quarrying for 
own use & sale -

INPUT

(B08)

Foreign 
owner

Transfer prices
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Case: production of cement

Parent

Production of 
cement 

- OUTPUT 

(C23.5)

Daughter

Production of 
concrete pipes –

OUTPUT (VA)

(C23.6)

Daughter

Disabilities -
SUPPORT

(C16)

Daughter 

General  
SUPPORT

(F43)

Daughter

Energy from 
waste burning -

INPUT

(E38)

Daughter 

Quarrying for 
own use & sale -

INPUT

(B08)

Foreign 
owner

Common services: general administration 
human resources
legal services
finance & accounting 12



Case: production of cement

Parent

Production of 
cement 

- OUTPUT 

(C23.5)

Daughter

Production of 
concrete pipes –

OUTPUT (VA)

(C23.6)

Daughter

Disabilities -
SUPPORT

(C16)

Daughter 

General  
SUPPORT

(F43)

Daughter

Energy from 
waste burning -

INPUT

(E38)

Daughter 

Quarrying for 
own use & sale -

INPUT

(B08)

Foreign 
owner

Decision making:  strategy
investment
risk management
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Unit of analysis for performance, investment, …

Which unit?

Observational/
collection unit

Unit of analysis for environmental impact, …

Flour Flour + Eggs      Flour + Meat + Oil 
+ Tomato +Cheese
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Reporting unit

Reporting unit changed observational/collection unit.

Definition & Communication!
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Profiling:
- Translate the business structure into a 

useful structure for data collection. 
- “A method to analyse and maintain the 

legal, operational and accounting 
structure of a business at national and 
world level, in order to establish the 
statistical units within that group, their 
links, and the most efficient structures 
for the collection of statistical data.”

Reducing the distance



17

Consolidation cluster:
- Informing the observational unit about 

the structure it should report. 
- Example

Reducing the distance



Consolidation cluster

81292368 I EG A
- 8086793 1 100 I Ent A1
-- 17130476 1 100 I LU A1.1
-- 78740053 1 100 I LU A1.2
- 88362167 1 100 I Ent A2
-- 7840053 1 100 I LU A2.1
- 82631276 1 100 I Ent A3
-- 79437354 1 100 I LU A3.1

18
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Reducing the distance

Specification errors

Profiling errors

Consolidation errors

You may
get data, but 
not about the
“right” unit: 
unit errors

: Errors in this process
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The response process in businesses

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent Data source

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent Data bronData bronData sources

Observational unit Reporting unit Data bronData bronData sourcesRapporteursRapporteursRespondents

Observational unit
Data bronData bronData sources

RapporteursRapporteursRespondentsReporting units

• Many data sources, at various locations
• Many people, at various locations
• Many sub-units
• Time: when data are available, and businesses have time

In various combinations

Most small businsses (but also large businesses)

Small and medium-sized businesses

Medium-sized and large businesses

Large businesses

Stat./Anal. unit



Two seperate surveys:
• Stats Netherlands
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
• National Bank
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Example: Complex response process

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent 1 Data bronData bronData sources

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent 2 Data bronData bronData sources

Reporting unit Respondent 3 Data bronData bronData sources

Reporting unit Respondent 4 Data bronData bronData sources

One combined survey:
• Stats Netherlands

• National Bank
Respondent 4 Data bronData bronData sources

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent 1 Data bronData bronData sources

Respondent 2 Data bronData bronData sources

Respondent 3 Data bronData bronData sourcesData providers

Response Coordinator



Two seperate surveys:
• Stats Netherlands
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
• National Bank
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Example: Complex response process

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent 1 Data bronData bronData sources

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent 2 Data bronData bronData sources

Reporting unit Respondent 3 Data bronData bronData sources

Reporting unit Respondent 4 Data bronData bronData sources

One combined survey:
• Stats Netherlands

• National Bank
Respondent 4 Data bronData bronData sources

Observational unit Reporting unit Respondent 1 Data bronData bronData sources

Respondent 2 Data bronData bronData sources

Respondent 3 Data bronData bronData sourcesData providers

Response Coordinator
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• Mandatory/voluntary survey
• Company policy with regard to surveys
• Have authority/mandate to respond
• Perceived relevance+purpose of survey
• Perceived costs+benefits of taking part
• Trust/confidence in survey organisation
• Past behaviour
• Organisational stress: growing/declining
• Have capacity: time, knowledge of data
• Data: availability of data, easy access
• Timing of the survey request
• Competing jobs

Understanding the decision to participate

Do I want to?

Do I have to? 
(And, what if I don’t do this?)

Am I allowed to?

Am I able to?
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1. Do I have to?  Am I allowed to?
≈ Authority 
≈ External motivation
≈ Social and business norms

2. Do I want to?
≈ Internal motivation
≈ Willingness, relevance
≈ Attitude reg. participation

3. Am I able to?
≈ Ability
≈ Capacity

Understanding the decision to participate

- Tomaskovic-Devey et al. (1994): 
Organizational theory of survey 
nonresponse

- Theory of Planned Behavior
- Self-Determination Theory



Attitude 
toward
behavior

Subjective
norms

Perceived
behavioral
control

Behavioral
intention

Behavior
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Theory of planned behavior

I want to!

Time 
management

Response?

Yes, 
I will do it!

Authority

Motivation

Ability

When shall
I do it?

Actual behavioral control

Planning the job:
• M: Delegate the job
• R: - Time: When do we have time? 

Deadlines
- Competing jobs
- Availability of data



How we can influence these factors? 
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Authority

Motivation

Ability

Get attention 
and awareness

Persuasive
communication

Facilitating
completion
process

Nudging

AIDA
Authoritative arguments

ELM: central/peripheral
Compliance principles

Tailoring
Follow-up

I want to! Response?

Yes, 
I will do it!

When shall
I do it?



27

Apply to response process
in businesses

1.  Small businesses:
One person in response process:
• Owner/director: 

contact person / respondent

2.  Small / Medium-size
businesses Two persons:
• Contact person: owner/director
• Respondent: external/internal

accountant

3.  Large businesses
Many people involved:
• Contact person: Manager
• Coordinators, respondents, 

Data providers

: three cases



Small business: 1 person 
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Authority

Motivation

Ability

Get attention 
and awareness

Persuasive
communication

Facilitating
completion
process

Nudging

AIDA
Authoritative arguments

ELM: central/peripheral
Compliance principles

Tailoring
Follow-up

Owner/director

Want to? Response?

Yes, 
I will do it!

When shall
I do it?



Manager

Small / medium-size business: 2 people

Accountant (respondent) 

Want to? Authorise
participa-
tion!

Yes, we will
participate!

Want to?

Yes, I will
do it!

Perform
response 
tasks?

Response!
M: sign off

M: “NO!”
A: “We have to do this!

It is mandatory by law.”

When?

29
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Large businesses: many people
Respondent 1

Data provider 1Manager

Respondent 2
Data provider 2

Respondent 3
Data provider 3

Response 
coordinator

Yes!

‘’NO!”
Overruled by
head quarters

“I need
help to persuade

my colleagues, e.g. 
a letter”
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Large businesses: many people
Respondent 1

Data provider 1Manager

Respondent 2
Data provider 2

Respondent 3
Data provider 3

Response 
coordinator

Yes! The more levels, and 
the more people involved, 

the more complicated it is to 
influence these business processes!
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The respondent
Respondent 1

Data provider 1Manager

Respondent 2
Data provider 2

Respondent 3
Data provider 3

Response 
coordinator

Yes!
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The respondent: performing response tasks
Stimulus  

presented to 
respondent 

 Respondent 
performs cognitive tasks, in the 

question-asnwer process 

 Response 
is  

registered 

     
 
Question 

 1. Comprehension: 
 • question (wording, syntaxis, reference frame) 
 • response task 

  

     

  2. Information reterieval: 
 • information that needs to be retrieved 
 • retrieval tasks 

  

     
  3. Judgement: 

 • information integration 
 • information evaluation 

  

     
  4. Rapporting: 

 • comprehension of response options (wording) 
 • selection of response option 

  
Answer 
 

     
     
 

Respondent
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Question-answer process
Stimulus  

presented to 
respondent 

 Respondent 
performs cognitive tasks, in the 

question-asnwer process 

 Response 
is  

registered 

     
 
Question 

 1. Comprehension: 
 • question (wording, syntaxis, reference frame) 
 • response task 

  

     

  2. Information retrieval: 
 • information that needs to be retrieved 
 • retrieval tasks 

  

     
  3. Judgement: 

 • information integration 
 • information evaluation 

  

     
  4. Rapporting: 

 • comprehension of response options (wording) 
 • selection of response option 

  
Answer 
 

     
     
 

Pre-testing 
questionnaires



Questions for discussion 
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2. Is this a good 
approach to model the 

decision-making process 
in businsesses? 

1. How much does the 
unit problem apply to 

your research?
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Thank you
for your attention

Further reading

g.snijkers@cbs.nl
mojca.bavdaz@ef.uni-lj.si

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this
presentation are those of the authors and
not necessarily those of Statistics
Netherlands and the University of Ljubljana.


