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The Finnish Consumer Survey

1. Introduction

Statistics Finland introduced the Consumer Barometer (later better known as the
Consumer Survey) in November 1987. Until 1991, data were collected twice ayear,
and from 1992 on quarterly. And finally, from October 1995, data have been col-
lected monthly in accordance with the harmonised EU data collection method
(European Commission 1997).

The experience so far is that the more frequent data collection has helped to im-
prove the adequacy and timeliness of information on consumer attitudes. At the
same time, agreat deal of effort has been put into improving technical data proc-
essing so asto speed up publication.

Many international studies have shown that consumer survey data can provide a
fairly accurate prediction of consumers economic behaviour. For analysts and
market researchers, the data serve as an important indicator for forecasting house-
hold consumption expenditure, consumer behaviour in genera and the country’s
economic Situation. The data are also used in political decision making.

2. Sample design and data collection

Until December 1999, the data for the Consumer Survey were collected together
with the data of the Labour Force Survey. Six rotating panels were then used in the
Consumer Survey. The same person was asked the same questions three separate
times at six-month intervals, and each month athird of target persons were new.
Statistics Finland' s field interviewers conducted the tel ephone interviews around
the country.

From January 2000 on, the Consumer Survey has atotally new individua sample
each month. The same sample is used for the data collection of the Finnish Travel
Survey and some other surveys, as well. All the interviews are now conducted cen-
trally from Statistics Finland’s CATI Centre, by about 35 interviewers. The target
areais still the whole country, and the respondents represent the 15 to 74-year-old
population in Finland, according to age, gender, province, and native language. The
change in the data collection method had some effect on the results and non-
response of the survey (Kangassalo and Heiskanen 2001, Kangassalo and Notkola
2002).

The gross sample size of the Consumer Survey is 2,200 persons monthly. System-
atic random sampling is used to extract the sample from the updated Central Popu-
lation Register. The sorting system of the sampling frame is based on geographical
population density. Our analyses indicate that the sampling method can be com-
pared to the use of simple random sampling with the addition that the sampleis
geographically self-weighting. Non-response being nowadays as high as 25 per
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cent, alittle more than 1,600 persons respond to the survey each month. At this
moment, more effort than usual is made to diminish the non-response of the survey
(Figure 1in Annex).

Before starting the interviews, the interviewers of the CATI Centre were trained
with the help of lectures concerning interviewing technique and the contents of the
Consumer Survey, and by going through the survey questionnaire. Newly recruited
interviewers are aways first trained separately. As a support for their work, thein-
terviewers have an instruction leaflet of the survey and on-line ingtructions are
available as well. Furthermore, whenever they have a problem, interviewers can
contact the CATI Centre supervisors and the researchers of the Consumer Survey.
When needed, meetings are arranged and further instructions are given. Occasion-
aly, interviewers provide feedback on different items, which is useful for ongoing
work to improve the questionnaire.

A couple of weeks before the contact by phone, Statistics Finland sends out a target
letter to each interviewee, telling him or her briefly the contents and the meaning of
the survey. The phone numbers are mainly searched by means of a specia paid
service provided by the Helsinki Phone Company, but the interviewers complete it
finally. Generally, lessthan 10 per cent of the phone numbers remain unknown.
Visits are not made from the CATI Centre (due to costs), even in case of house-
holds without a telephone (number). In the target letter, those households are kindly
asked to contact Statistics Finland themselves.

The schedule for the harmonised EU data collection is very tight. The interviews
begin on the first working day of each month, and they take approximately two to
three weeks. The completed Blaise material is checked, edited and weighted imme-
diately by means of SAS software. The results are sent off to the EU Commission
by e-mail no later than about a week before the end of the survey month. Statistics
Finland prints and publishes the resultsin Finland on the last working day of the
survey month. The process thus continues uninterrupted: new interviews are getting
started as the results of the previous survey are being published.

Other stages of the Consumer Survey, i.e. sampling, questionnaire planning, further
processing of data, analysis and reporting, preparation of documents, information
service and marketing, involve two full-time and about five part-time employees.

3. Survey contents

The following 17 EU harmonised questions are included in the Consumer Survey
each month (approximate trand ations from Finnish):

1. What isyour present economic situation like compared to 12 months ago?

2. What will your own economic situation be likein 12 months' time compared
to present?

3. What isFinland s present economic situation like compared to 12 months ago?

4.  What will Finland's economic situation be like in 12 months' time compared
to present?

5. What are the consumer prices like now compared to 12 months ago?

6. By how many per cent have the consumer prices changed during the last 12
months?

7. How will consumer prices change within the next 12 months?

8. By how many per cent will the consumer prices change during the next 12
months?

9.  What will be the number of the unemployed in Finland in 12 months' time
compared to present?

10. Isit now afavourable or unfavourable time to purchase consumer durables?
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11. Areyou going to spend more or less money on consumer durables over the
next 12 months compared to the last 12 months?

12. Isthisafavourabletimeto save money?

13. How likely are you to be able to save money within the next 12 months?

14. What isyour present financial situation?

15. How likely isyour household to purchase a car within the next 12 months
(formerly 24 months)?

16. Isyour household going to purchase or build a dwelling within the next 12
months (formerly 24 months)?

17. How likely isyour household to spend alarge amount of money on basic re-
pairs to your dwelling in the next 12 months?

Besides the EU harmonised questions, some Statistics Finland’s own questions are
made monthly. They are the following:

1. Areyou planning to buy a new or used car?

2. How are you going to finance the purchase of the car (two main modes of fi-
nancing)?

3. How areyou going to finance the purchase of the dwelling (two main modes
of financing)?

4. Areyou going to use money on the following items within the next 6 months:

dwelling repair and maintenance, home furnishing, holiday home, entertain-

ment e ectronics, household appliances, hobby and sports equipment, vehicles

(excl. car), holiday travel in Finland, holiday travel abroad?

For what purpose are you saving money?

How are you going to invest your savings?

Isthisafavourabletimeto raise aloan?

Areyou planning to raise aloan during the next 12 months?

For which purpose are you going to raise aloan?

0. How likely are you to be thrown into unemployment within the next 12

months?

11. Which of the following equipment does your household have (25 equipment:
entertainment el ectronics, information technology, telephones, car)?

12. How have you invested your savings (at the moment of the interview)?

Hoo~No O

Classification items, which characterise the respondent and his or her household,
are also included in the questionnaire:

How many members belong to your household?

How many adults/children (4 age groups) are there in your household?
How many of the members of your household go to work regularly?
Which isyour municipality of domicile at present?

What isyour primary activity at present?

What is your occupation?

Have you had occupational training for your (present) job?

What is the grossincome of your household?

N AWNE

The basic information of the respondent, e.g. age, gender and sample municipality,
are always found in the original sampling data. In addition, each person’s education
code is drawn from the Register of Completed Education and Degrees. Different
regional classifications can be formed with the help of the municipality code.

4. Weighting and estimation of the results

All the results of the Consumer Survey are weighted against the total population by
means of sample weights. Weighting improves the accuracy of the data. The
weights are established by using the probability of each observation to be included
in the sample.
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Most of the indicators of the Consumer Survey describe individuals. The results for
these indicators are always estimated by means of individual weights. Individua
weights are computed by CALMAR software, so that the estimated marginal distri-
butions of certain background variables (region, person’s age group and gender)
correspond to the margina distributions in the whole population, i.e. the population
structure. The weights are formed as aratio between the estimated frequenciesin
population cells and the known sample frequencies. Small or even zero cell fre-
guencies are disregarded in this procedure. Thus, the method can be considered an
“incompl ete post-stratification”. The weights are obtained more or less automati-
caly by SAS programs used in processing the results.

However, some of the items of the Consumer Survey measure household behaviour
and sentiment, e.g. the financial situation of the household, possession of equip-
ment, intentions to purchase consumer durables, save money and raise aloan. For
the estimation of these results, weights are also calculated for households. Bench-
marking is made with reference to Statistics Finland’ s income distribution statistics.
The actual weights are obtained by post-stratification and finally by calibrating (re-
gion and number of household membersin different age groups as background
variables).

Weighting generally has only aminor effect on the actual values of the sentiment
scales. There are several reasonsfor this. Firstly, the sample design (systematic
random sampling) produces a self-weighting sample. Secondly, non-response has
been relatively constant in different population groups and has therefore not caused
very much bias in the material. And thirdly, gquestions concerning opinions and the
extracted indicators have shown only aweak correlation with the variables used in
weighting. Opinions tend to vary quite considerably in different population groups.
However, regarding household data there appear more obvious differences between
weighted and non-weighted results.

5. Analysis and presentation of the data

In most Survey items consumers are presented with a choice of five alternative re-
sponses (++, +, =, -, --). In opinion items a characteristic value index (or balance
figure) is derived from the percentage distribution of the responses. The balance
figureis calculated by weighting the percentage shares of the different responses by
+1, +0,5, 0, -0,5 and -1, accordingly. The figure describes the respondents’ aver-
age opinion at any given time. Analysis of the balance figures as atime series de-
scribes the patterns of change in sentiment over time. The arithmetic mean of the
four most important balance figures (EU harmonised questions 2, 4, 9 and 13
above) is called the Consumer Confidence Indicator (CCl).

Consumption, saving and borrowing intentions are measured by summing up the
percentages of households intending certainly or possibly to buy, save or borrow
money within a certain space of time. The absolute number of households “intend-
ing” (e.g. to buy anew car, to save money for a new house, to raise aloan) can be
calculated from the data on the percentages and total numbers of households.
Analysis of time series will show the patterns of change in intentions over time.

Cross-tabulation of the results with classification data provides more detailed in-
formation on sentiments and intentions in different types of households. Thus,
variation in the CCI can be studied by the respondent’ s age, gender or occupation.
Data are a so obtained on how intentions to buy a dwelling vary by the size or
structure of the household, incomes or place of residence.

The Consumer Survey also measures consumers knowledge of prices. The respon-
dents are asked how much they think consumer prices have changed during the past
12 months and how much they expect the prices to change over the next 12 months
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to the nearest decimal. The mean of consumer estimatesis calculated. Only esti-
mates with an absolute value less than 15 per cent are included in the calculations.

Finally, possession of different equipment in householdsis aso measured with the
Consumer Survey. These results are published as percentages of households.

6. Dissemination of the results

Statistics Finland publishes the results of the Consumer Survey in the series“In-
come and Consumption” (also in electronic pdf-format):

1. Monthly Statistics, which give the main results within 2 weeks of the inter-
views.

2. Table Publication, which provides more detailed information on the break-
downs of responses according to different background variables; published
monthly.

3. Quarterly NUTS 3 Regiona Overviews, which discuss the main regional re-
sults and give the most important variables in graphic format.

4. Sometimes publications concerning some interesting events are published, e.g.
constituency barometersin spring 1999.

Press releases are always issued in connection with the monthly and quarterly sta-
tigtics; they are sent out to 50 television and radio stations as well asto 450 news-
papers and magazines and also through the Internet. Press conferences are also ar-
ranged from time to time. The Consumer Survey receives good coveragein the
mass media. In the print press, for instance, the Consumer Survey ranks among
Statistics Finland’ s top products in terms of media coverage. Business and financial
correspondents are often provided additional information if they intend to write a
longer piece on the results.

Television and radio newsrooms, both nationa and local, regard the Consumer
Survey as agood, newsworthy item. The Survey statisticians are interviewed by the
electronic media 10 to 20 times ayear. Theinterest of loca radio stations has no
doubt grown with the increasing availability of regional information.

Since 1996 the main data sets from the Consumer Survey have been entered into
Statistics Finland’ s on-line time series database, which comprises a wide range of
statistics from different sectors of the economy (including the National Accounts
time series). Magjor user groups are research institutes and other organisations that
monitor the national economy. They thus have access through the same sourceto
monthly data on consumer sentiment and intentions.

The Consumer Survey providesimportant information for use in many sectors of
society. Consumer expectations and intentions are a matter of considerable interest
to the authorities responsible for economic policy, to trade and industry organisa-
tions, research institutes and many others. Universities, other educational institu-
tions and libraries frequently use the Consumer Survey as reference material. Fi-
nancia ingtitutions, banking houses and many others areinterested in following
consumers’ saving and borrowing intentions as well as their interest in the stock
market. The advertising sector, trade and industry organisations, federations of es-
tate agents, car dealers, domestic appliance retailers and so on, aswell asindividua
companies are keen to follow changesin demand in their respective fields on the
basis of the Survey. The information they need is usually to be found in the statisti-
cal publications or in standard printouts not included in these publications. Often, to
meet individual information needs, Statistics Finland is requested to supply tailored
products.

Companies, educational institutions or trade and industry organisations may also
approach expertsto deliver alecture on a certain subject. For this purpose the lec-
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turer will need to have a package of pre-digested information that meets the cus-
tomer’ sindividual needs.

7. Reliability of consumer survey data

Assessment of the reliability of sentiment indicatorsis no easy task. Researchers at
various conferences have debated their relevance, although there is, of course, a
broad consensus regarding the importance of information about expectationsin
general. In any event, consumer sentiment indicators have long been integrated in
many leading instruments (e.g. the University of Michigan Index of Consumer
Sentiment).

In the data obtained by a sample survey there always appears statistical inaccuracy
that can, however, be diminished afterwards by weighting (see above Section 4).

Consumer confidence is widely used in Finland for forecasting consumer behav-
iour. The CClI, especidly its micro components have shown a strong correlation
with changes in private consumption. Furthermore, the CCl has shown predictive
power over the changesin gross domestic product (GDP). Direct questions on pur-
chasing, saving and borrowing intentions have also provided areliable measure of
households’ actual investment decisions. Consumers' estimates and expectations on
inflation have proved to be quite accurate. (See Figures 2-7 in Annex.)

Some evaluations have been made to test the reliability of the Consumer Survey in
Finland. Intheinitial stages of the survey in 1989 and 1990, accuracy comparisons
of certain items on purchasing intentions against macro-economic indicators were
carried out. The accuracy of inflation forecasts has been tested at the Bank of Fin-
land afew times (last by Kangassalo & Takala 2003). In the 1997 CIRET confer-
ence, Djerf and Takala (1997) presented a comprehensive reliability study con-
cerning the indicators of the Consumer Survey. In the near future, the usefulness of
consumers’ expectations concerning unemployment will be studied.

After the introduction of the centralised data collection method, Kangassalo and
Notkola (2002) have analysed the structure of non-response between the old and the
new method. Further work has been done for testing the effects of the changeover
to the centralised data collection (Kangassalo & Heiskanen 2001).

8. Concluding remarks

In Finland consumer (barometer) surveys are widely recognised as an important
tool for forecasting consumer behaviour as well as cyclical movements. Several
factorslie behind the growing use of and demand for barometer materials. Firstly,
the availability of longer time series has provided a more solid basis for historical
comparisons and made it possible to ascertain the reliability of thiskind of infor-
mation. Secondly, the international harmonisation of barometer surveys, publishing
the results on the Internet’, improved publications and the higher frequency of sur-
veys have all increased the use of qualitative data.

The increasing demand is no doubt also an indication of growing user satisfaction.
Consumer surveys provide a useful addition to the supply of traditional quantitative
statistics. Certain structural changes in the demand for statistical data (such asthe
ever-gtricter demands on timeliness) have increased the use of qualitative data.

' EU results monthly on:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/economy_finance/indicators/businessandconsumersurveys en.htm
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In general, consumer expectation and sentiment factors have become increasingly
important determinants of economic development. It is not possible to define or
measure accurately the confidence or sentiment of consumers. However, the ba-
rometer technique has certainly demonstrated its capability to provide areasonable
approximation of these expectation factors.

Finland’ s experiences of consumer surveys are consistent with experiences else-
where: thisisatool capable of tracing and forecasting all magjor cyclical move-
mentsin output and consumption, as well as most minor cyclical ones.
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Figure 2. GDP growth and consumer confidenceindicator in Finland
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Figure 3. Durable consumption and consumers expectations on own economic
situation in Finland
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Figure 4. Changein unemployment rate and consumers expectations on
unemployment in Finland
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Figure 5. Changein monthly GDP and consumers expectations on general
economic situation in Finland
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Figure 6. Changein lending and households' intentionstoraisealoan in
Finland
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Figure 7. Actual inflation and consumers' assessments and expectations
concerning inflation in Finland
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