
Bossler, Mario; Gürtzgen, Nicole; Kubis, Alexander; Küfner, Benjamin; Lochner,
Benjamin

Article

The IAB Job Vacancy Survey: design and research potential

Journal for Labour Market Research

Provided in Cooperation with:
Institute for Employment Research (IAB)

Suggested Citation: Bossler, Mario; Gürtzgen, Nicole; Kubis, Alexander; Küfner, Benjamin; Lochner,
Benjamin (2020) : The IAB Job Vacancy Survey: design and research potential, Journal for Labour
Market Research, ISSN 2510-5027, Springer, Heidelberg, Vol. 54, Iss. 1, pp. 1-12,
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-020-00278-6

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/234238

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

  https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-020-00278-6%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/234238
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


Bossler et al. J Labour Market Res           (2020) 54:13  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-020-00278-6

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

The IAB Job Vacancy Survey: design 
and research potential
Mario Bossler1, Nicole Gürtzgen2, Alexander Kubis3, Benjamin Küfner1*  and Benjamin Lochner4

Abstract 

This article provides an overview of the IAB Job Vacancy Survey and its research potential. The IAB Job Vacancy Survey 
is a quarterly establishment survey covering the (un-)satisfied labor demand in Germany. This survey identifies the 
entire number of vacancies on the German labor market, including those vacancies that are not reported to the Fed-
eral Employment Agency. The main questionnaire obtains information about the number and structure of vacancies, 
future labor demand, the current economic situation and the expected development of participating establishments. 
In addition, the questionnaire collects information about the last new hiring and the last case of a failed recruitment 
process. Finally, the questionnaire enquires about employer attitudes and firms’ use of current labor market instru-
ments. The Research Data Centre of the German Federal Employment Agency offers access to the data starting from 
the survey waves 2000 onwards.
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1 Introduction
Despite its key role in labor market processes, the 
demand side of the labor market is still viewed as a black 
box in most empirical labor market research. This is pri-
marily due to a lack of suitable micro-data: While individ-
ual-level data characterizing individuals’  behavior have 
been used extensively in economic and sociological labor 
market research, there are considerably fewer compara-
ble, high-quality, representative data sets on employers’ 
labor demand. When measuring labor demand, research-
ers typically face two data limitations. First, data on real-
ized employment provide an incomplete picture of labor 
demand, as realized employment levels fail to account 
for unmet labor demand, in the form of unfilled vacan-
cies. Second, even if administrative data on vacancies are 
available, these data are often confined to vacancies that 
are registered with public employment agencies, which 
only cover a certain percentage of all vacancies (Fig. 1).

In this article, we present one of the few data sets that 
provides information on the structure and level of both 
met and unmet labor demand: The IAB Job Vacancy 
Survey (IAB JVS). The objective of the IAB JVS, which 
has been carried out by the Institute for Employment 
Research (IAB) since 1989, is twofold: The first goal is 
to provide comprehensive information on the structure 
and number of registered and unregistered vacancies 
in the German labor market (for an earlier description, 
see Kettner et al. 2011). As such, the survey is also part 
of the official European Job Vacancy Statistics, man-
aged by Eurostat, providing a full picture of vacancies in 
Germany. Figure 1 illustrates the relevance of collecting 
information on both registered and unregistered vacan-
cies by displaying the share of registered vacancies in the 
overall number of vacancies in Germany. In Germany, as 
in many other countries, establishments are not legally 
obliged to report their job vacancies. Thus, the Federal 
Employment Agency (FEA) statistics only include part 
of the aggregate vacancies, i.e. the number of reported 
vacancies for which employers have used the services of 
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the FEA. Figure 1 demonstrates that the fraction of reg-
istered vacancies in all vacancies ranged between 23 and 
49 percent over the last three decades for Germany.

Due to the variation in the share of registered job 
vacancies in all vacancies over time (Fig.  1), the entire 
labor demand cannot be reliably derived from registered 
job vacancies. Registered vacancies represent aggregate 
vacancies neither in their structure nor in their volume 
(Yashiv 2007; Jackman et  al. 1989; Kettner and Stops 
2009), and this may change over time. Brenzel et  al. 
(2016) state that “the decision of using public placement 
services by FEA is influenced by many factors, not least 
by soft factors, such as the establishments’ satisfaction 
with the local employment agency. The required quali-
fication level is also important.” For jobs with complex 
tasks, the placement services by the FEA are used less 
often (Kettner and Stops 2009).

The second goal of the survey is to offer detailed infor-
mation on employers’ search and recruitment processes. 
In doing so, the survey aims to fill a notable gap in micro-
data availability, as other data sets characterizing employ-
ers’ recruitment behavior in a comparable manner are 
scarce.

With the help of the Research Data Centre (FDZ) of 
the German Federal Employment Agency, the IAB JVS 
has been available to the scientific community since 2010. 
This article aims to provide interested users and those 
interested in existing studies based on the survey with an 
overview of the IAB JVS and its research potential. The 
remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 
gives an overview of the questionnaire and methodologi-
cal issues, such as response behavior and the sampling 
and weighting procedures. Section 3 introduces the most 

recent developments in terms of opportunities to link the 
survey to administrative data sources. Section 4 addresses 
the research potential of the IAB JVS by first describ-
ing the survey’s role in the European Vacancy Statistics  
and, second, by comparing the IAB JVS to related surveys 
from other countries. Finally, Sects. 5.1 and 5.2 provide 
a brief overview of existing substantive and survey meth-
odological research before Sect. 6 concludes.

2  Dataset description
2.1  Sample
The IAB JVS comprises a repeated cross-section of Ger-
man establishments. The population of the main survey 
in the fourth quarter of every year consists of all estab-
lishments in Germany with at least one employee sub-
ject to social security contributions. Because the share 
of establishments reporting open vacancies tends to be 
small, the survey requires a large sample.1 For the IAB 
JVS, a stratified random sample of 110,000 establish-
ments is drawn anew every year from the population of 
establishments, which is about 2,200,000 establishments. 
This means that every year about five percent of all estab-
lishments are invited to participate. Since the fourth 
quarter of 2015, the sample has been stratified by region 
(West and East Germany), six establishment size classes 
and 24 industries based on the German classification of 

Fig. 1 Share of registered job vacancies, 1992–2019. Job vacancies for which the federal employment agency has a contract with/assignment from 
an establishment to find a match for. Source: IAB JVS, fourth quarter

1 In the IAB JVS, the employment-weighted share of establishment report-
ing zero vacancies is 71.7% in the years 2010 to 2019. For the U.S., Davis et al. 
(2013) report 45.1  percent in their monthly JOLTS data from 2001 to 2006. 
This difference between Germany and the US can be explained by various rea-
sons: (i) the large number of small establishments in Germany, or (ii) relatively 
lower turnover rates in Germany (Bossler and Upward 2016).
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industries 2008 (NACE rev. 2), creating a three-dimen-
sional sampling matrix.2 The contact probability varies 
strongly within each stratification cell. For example, the 
probability to be sampled is almost 100 percent for large 
establishments with more than 1000 employees in the 
agricultural sector, while the probability of small estab-
lishment in the retail sector is only 0.5 percent.

Since 2006, phone interviews have complemented the 
comprehensive written questionnaire. Specifically, in the 
subsequent three quarters, a randomly chosen subset 
of the respondents from the written survey is asked to 
update part of the survey information. To maintain a high 
response rate, the phone survey focuses only on a few key 
questions on vacancies and employment. This process 
creates an intra-annual panel of four waves.

2.2  Content of the survey
The IAB JVS surveys human resources managers or 
executives with personnel responsibility. Respondents 
are asked to provide information on the number and 
structure of vacancies, recruitment processes and devel-
opments relevant to labor market policies. The survey 
is conducted annually in the fourth quarter by a paper 
and pencil questionnaire along with an online response 
option.

The questionnaire used in the 4th quarter consists 
of three modules. The first module, the so-called main 
questionnaire, obtains information about the number of 
employees, the workforce composition and the number 
and structure of vacancies. Furthermore, the establish-
ments are asked about their current economic situation, 
hirings and separations during the last 12  months and 
their expectations regarding future labor demand. 
Questions about industrial relations complete the main 
questionnaire.

The second module of the questionnaire obtains infor-
mation on topics that vary from wave to wave. In gen-
eral, this module collects information on employers’ 
assessment and use of specific labor market instruments. 
Furthermore, this part also includes questions about 
employers’ willingness to hire individuals with specific 
sociodemographic characteristics, such as long-term 
unemployed individuals or migrants.

The last module of the questionnaire covers the most 
recent successful hiring process and the most recent 
recruitment failure. This module collects detailed infor-
mation about the hired employee, predetermined charac-
teristics of the open position and detailed information on 
the search process. For example, this part of the survey 

asks employers to provide precise information on the 
recruitment duration, that is the duration from the start 
of the search until a decision was made regarding an 
applicant. Further questions refer to the search channels 
the employers adopt relating to the most recent hiring 
process, such as social networks, newspaper ads, private 
and public employment agencies and the use of compa-
nies’ websites and online job boards. Both the main ques-
tionnaire and the last module on hiring processes and 
recruitment failures are, except for minor changes, sta-
ble over time and may therefore provide insights into the 
development of the topic of interest.

In summary, the IAB JVS provides detailed and exten-
sive information on the following topics3:

• Number and structure of vacancies and labor 
demand

• Overall economic condition in the surveyed estab-
lishments

• Information on recruitment processes and the 
instruments used for recruitment

• Employers’ utilization and assessment of labor mar-
ket programs

• Information on current topics regarding labor mar-
ket policy

• Extent, causes and establishment-level effects of 
recruitment failures.

2.3  Contact and responses to the written survey 
in the fourth quarter

All establishments in the sample are contacted by mail 
at the beginning of October and are asked to partici-
pate in the survey. The IAB JVS is conducted by Econo-
mix Research & Consulting, which is commissioned by 
the IAB. The mailing includes a cover letter, a privacy/
data protection statement, the questionnaire and a sheet 
with instructions on how to fill out the questionnaire and 
answers to frequently asked questions. The first deadline 
for completing the questionnaire is the end of October. 
A few weeks later, a second mailing includes the same 
content as well as a cover letter reminding recipients to 
participate. In this letter, the final deadline, the end of 
December, is noted.

The analysis of response behavior over time shows that 
the number of daily responses clearly decreases before 
the first deadline (Fig.  2). A similar response pattern is 
observed before the second and final deadline. Despite 
the deadline at the end of December, we experience a 

2 Until the third quarter of 2015, the annual samples were stratified by region, 
by 23 economic sectors and seven establishment size classes.

3 A complete summary of all variables is provided by the FDZ:
https ://doku.iab.de/fdz/EGS/IABSE -0017_Varia blent abell e_en.xlsx

https://doku.iab.de/fdz/EGS/IABSE-0017_Variablentabelle_en.xlsx
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natural deadline due to the Christmas holidays. The 
number of responses during the last week of December is 
typically negligible. Figure 2 illustrates that the reminder 
contributes to reaching a broader basis of respond-
ents with two peaks during the 4th quarter. Overall, the 
reminder leads to a considerable increase in the number 
of responses, as during the past 8  years, approximately 
60  percent of the responses did not occur before 31 
October. These patterns are therefore suggestive of a pos-
itive effect of the reminder on response rates for estab-
lishment surveys in line with Snijkers and Jones (2013).

In total, between 11,600 and 15,100 establishments 
(Fig.  3) were successfully surveyed between 2010 and 
2018, and approximately 9000 took part in the quarterly 
phone survey. As a result, the mean response rate is 
approximately 16 percent in this period, and for the sub-
sequent phone interviews, approximately 90  percent of 
previous participants were willing to participate.

2.4  Survey mode
Since 2002, establishments have also been given the 
option to fill out an online questionnaire that is identi-
cal to the paper and pencil version. At the beginning of 
2002, the fraction of online participants in all respond-
ents was 9 percent; this increased to 18 percent in 2011. 
During recent years, the fraction of establishments 
responding online has been steadily increasing and has 
currently reached 39 percent (Fig. 3). Thus far, the expe-
rience suggests that especially for small establishments 
(which often do not have their own website) a sufficient 
fraction can be reached only with a paper and pencil 
and a telephone survey. This is of major importance, as 
in Germany more than 75  percent of all establishments 
have fewer than 10 employees, representing 15  percent 
of all employees. Thus, for this group, paper and pencil 

and telephone surveys are likely to remain relevant in the 
future to ensure a sufficient number of observations from 
this size class.4

2.5  Extrapolation procedure used for the main survey 
in the fourth quarter

Because the sampling design of the IAB JVS involves a 
disproportionate stratified sampling procedure, there 
are strata that are over- or underrepresented in the raw 
data. For this reason and because of a potential response 
bias, establishments’ responses need to be extrapolated 
in order to calculate statistics that are representative of 
the German population of establishments. In particu-
lar, the responses of participating establishments are 
extrapolated using a generalized regression estimator 
(GREG) for the level of the entire German economy. The 

Fig. 2 Pooled daily responses between October and December, 2010–2018. Source: IAB JVS

Fig. 3 Online and paper and pencil responses, 2011–2018. Source: 
IAB JVS

4 To assess these issues in a more systematic manner, an ongoing research 
project is exploring the effect of the survey mode on establishments ‘ response 
behavior by using an experimental set-up.
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procedure incorporates both design and nonresponse 
weights, allowing for statements regarding the develop-
ment of labor demand and recruitment processes that are 
representative of the respective industries, regions and 
size classes. Details on the current extrapolation proce-
dure may be found in Brenzel et al. (2016). To compute 
the establishment weights, the following steps are taken:

1 The design weights are computed for every cell of the 
sampling matrix as the inverse of the respective sam-
pling ratio.

2 The design weights are multiplied by a weight com-
puted from a nonresponse model. The latter is based 
on a logistic regression model using the establish-
ment size category, industry, average daily wage and 
average employee age from administrative data of the 
Federal Employment Agency as auxiliary variables. 
The nonresponse weight is the inverse of the esti-
mated response propensity.

3 The weights from step 2 are used as the starting 
weights to calibrate the weights based on a GREG 
estimator with the aim of exactly matching the 
anchor variables “number of establishments” and 
“number of employees subject to social security con-
tributions” in all cells of the sampling matrix.

Because information on the anchor variable “number 
of employees subject to social security contributions” is 
available only with a time lag of 18 months, this variable 
needs to be estimated for the timely extrapolation of the 
most recent survey wave. Once the updated employment 
figures from the Employment Statistics Register of the 
Federal Employment Agency are available, the calibra-
tion procedure is repeated after 18 months, resulting in 
a revised set of extrapolation weights. The data that are 
available at the FDZ contain the raw unweighted data 
along with the revised weights. As a consequence, every 
new wave of the survey is made available in the FDZ no 
earlier than 18  months after the end of the field phase. 
Previously published results by the IAB in the form of 
press releases and policy reports usually rely on prelimi-
nary weights, which is why they cannot be exactly rep-
licated using FDZ data based on the revised weights. 
However, the differences usually lie within the respective 
95 percent confidence interval.

Because the sampling frame has slightly changed after 
the third quarter in 2015, the retrospective application 
of the new extrapolation procedure to the 2000 to 2014 
waves requires a recoding of the different establishment 
size categories and industry classifications of the sam-
pling matrices prior to the fourth quarter in 2015 (see 
Sect. 2.1).

2.6  Telephone surveys in the first, second and third 
quarters of every year

Short follow-up surveys by phone on core questions are 
conducted during the three subsequent quarters for a 
subset of participants of the main survey. These phone 
surveys complement the written main survey in the 
respective fourth quarter and obtain and update the most 
important information from the main questionnaire, 
including the number of employees, the assessment of 
current workforce developments and the number of 
vacancies. These interviews last on average 5 min.

In each subsequent quarter, a subsample of establish-
ments is drawn from the set of participants in the written 
main questionnaire distributed in the fourth quarter. The 
target sample size of establishments is 9000 per quar-
ter. The net sample of the written main survey therefore 
constitutes the gross sample of the follow-up surveys by 
phone. For each of the three subsequent quarters, the 
respondents receive a quarter-specific establishment 
weight that results from the establishment weight of the 
main survey in the fourth quarter and a nonresponse cor-
rection for the respective subsequent quarter.

3  Record linkage
To answer specific research questions, to validate the 
data quality, or to counteract measurement error, it is 
beneficial to complement the data from the IAB JVS with 
additional administrative information. Since 2010, all 
surveyed establishments, by accepting IAB’s data protec-
tion declaration, have consented to linking their survey 
data to existing IAB administrative data.5 Due to a one-
to-one mapping of surveyed establishments to unique 
establishment identifiers, the IAB JVS can be linked to 
several IAB datasets.

To date, the FDZ offers two datasets that can be com-
bined with the IAB JVS: The Establishment History Panel 
(BHP) and the Administrative Wage and Labor Market 
Flow Panel (AWFP).

The BHP contains all establishments with at least one 
employee liable to social security on the reference date 
of June 30th. The BHP contains information about the 
industry and the location of the establishments. Further-
more, it reports the number of employees liable to social 
security and marginal part-time employees by gender, 
age, occupational status, qualification and nationality. In 
addition, information about worker flows, foundations 
and closures of establishments are available on request.

The AWFP is a dataset on labor market flows and 
stocks for the universe of German establishments. The 

5 In 2009, a subset of establishments directly consented to link their informa-
tion.
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AWFP contains information on job flows, such as job 
creation and destruction, worker flows, and wages. In 
addition, it compiles this information for segments of the 
labor force according to various employee characteristics 
and for some subgroups of employees. The AWFP-JVS 
contains all establishments surveyed by the IAB JVS in 
the years 2010–2014.

There may be research questions that require the 
employment history of the most recent hire, both prior 
to and after the hiring process. Unfortunately, any worker 
identifier that would allow for linking data to existing 
administrative data is not available in the IAB JVS. An 
algorithm that attempts to fill this gap is presented in 
Lochner (2019). This algorithm uses information that is 
present in both the survey data as well as in the admin-
istrative records and performs several steps to combine 
both datasets. More precisely, the algorithm identifies the 
exact job interval in the Integrated Employment Biogra-
phies (IEB) that is related to the hire that is reported in 
the IAB JVS’s case of most recent hirings. With its default 
parameterization, the algorithm finds approximately 
70  percent of hires that can be merged. The link to the 
IEB allows researchers to combine the information on 
the hiring process and the workers’ full (un)employment 
history from the administrative data (IEB).

4  Potential of the German IAB job vacancy survey
4.1  The survey as a part of the European job vacancy 

statistics
The IAB JVS provides official statistics since it is the Ger-
man part of the European Job Vacancy Statistics. Each 
country in the European Union (EU) is obligated to col-
lect the representative number of job vacancies in the 
labor market each quarter. These data have a legal foun-
dation in an EU regulation that addresses the fundamen-
tals of data comparability. The regulation also mandates 
the definition of vacancies in the survey, as follows:

“A paid post that is newly created, unoccupied, or 
about to become vacant, (a) for which the employer 
is taking active steps and is prepared to take further 
steps to find a suitable candidate from outside the 
enterprise, and (b) which the employer intends to 
fill either immediately or within a specific period of 
time.” (European Commission 2008).

The definition of a vacancy is precise and equal 
across countries, e.g. requiring that vacancies are only 
recorded if they are intended to be filled from outside 
the enterprise. However, the explicit wording of survey 
questions is not equal across countries, which may be 
a drawback for cross-country comparisons. In addition 
to the definition of vacancies, the EU regulation also 
requires information to be collected from local units of 

enterprises, covering all establishments in the territory 
of Germany. Moreover, the data should cover all regular 
employees across all industries and all establishment 
size categories. In addition to vacancies, the European 
Job Vacancy Statistics include the number of filled posi-
tions as indicated by the IAB JVS, which is the overall 
number of employees.

Each country manages its own survey to collect 
these data, and countries are mandated to report the 
weighted total number of vacancies and employees 
within 45  days after the end of each quarter. Vacancy 
rates for all EU-28 member states are provided by Euro-
stat’s online database.

The data can be used for cross-country comparisons, 
e.g., to calculate and compare the total number of job 
vacancies across European countries or to calculate the 
contribution of each country’s vacancies to the overall 
number of vacancies in Europe. Most importantly, it 
is possible to compare the matching efficiency of the 
labor markets across European countries by illustrating 
the data in Beveridge curves.

The efficiency of matching, where matching is defined 
as unemployed individuals filling vacant positions, can 
be described by the Beveridge curve, which relates 
the unemployment rate with the vacancy rate in a 
labor market over time. If a labor market moves right 
along the Beveridge curve, unemployment increases 
along with a decreasing vacancy rate, which could be 
the result of a recession without a loss or gain of effi-
ciency in the matching process. By contrast, if a market 
moves left along the Beveridge curve, it is in a period 
of labor market recovery. If the unemployment rate 
decreases along with the vacancy rate, the Beveridge 
curve shifts inward, implying a more efficient match-
ing of unemployed to vacant positions. This could be a 
result of decreased mismatch between the unemployed 
individuals and vacancies, where mismatch can be due 
to discrepancies in general education or occupational 
training. Another reason for an inward shift could be 
decreasing labor market frictions leading to a faster 
matching of unemployed individuals and vacancies.

Figure 4 illustrates the Beveridge curve for Germany 
and the EU-28 states over the last decade. This figure 
shows an outward shift in Europe early in the decade 
(2010–2013), which corresponds in time with the sov-
ereign debt crisis in the Euro-Area, implying an effi-
ciency loss in the matching of unemployed individuals 
to vacancies in the European labor market, which is 
not observed for Germany. In the following years, the 
EU member states’ labor markets moved left along 
the Beveridge curve, implying a labor market recov-
ery with some efficiency gains as the Beveridge curve 
evolved towards lower unemployment while there 
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was only a modest countermovement in the vacancy 
rate. In Germany, the labor market appears to have 
become tighter in recent years, since the vacancy rate 
substantially increased along with a slight reduction in 
unemployment.

4.2  Comparison to other vacancy studies
While Eurostat regulates the collection of information on 
vacancies within Europe, each country’s national statisti-
cal agency conducts its own data collection. Outside the 
EU, some states, including Switzerland and Norway, par-
ticipate in Eurostat’s data collection as adjunct members 
of the European data collection. However, information 
on job vacancies is also collected in other large countries 
outside Europe, such as the United States, Australia, and 
Canada.

Since 1999, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics has been 
gathering vacancy data with the Job Opening Labor and 
Turnover Survey (JOLTS). To enable comparisons with 
the unemployment rate over the same period, the JOLTS 
asks companies about the number of vacancies each 
month. This is a major difference from the European Job 
Vacancy Statistics, where data on vacancies are available 
on a quarterly basis. In addition, the definition of a job 
opening differs. For the JOLTS, only job openings with 
start dates within the next 30 days are taken into account, 
while the European Job Vacancy Statistics also consid-
ers vacancies that ought to be filled later in the future. 
According to both surveys, positions for temporary 
agency employees and internal job advertisements do 

not contribute to the number of vacancies. Similar to the 
IAB JVS, the JOLTS also collects data on worker flows, 
including information on hirings and separations (Muel-
ler and Wohlford 2000).

Another example of a national vacancy survey with 
a long tradition is the Australian Job Vacancy Survey. 
With a few brief exceptions, it has been examining the 
labor demand in Australia since 1974 (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics 2020). Until 2019, Statistics Canada col-
lected data on vacancies in two separate surveys, the Job 
Vacancy and Wage Survey (JVWS) and the Job Vacancy 
Statistics as part of the Business Payrolls Survey (BPS). 
Since then, the JVWS has been the only vacancy survey 
in Canada (Statistics Canada 2020a). The JVWS is a quar-
terly survey of persons responsible for human resources 
in various locations that obtains information on vacan-
cies and wages. This survey has similarities with the 
IAB JVS in terms of the definitions used. For example, 
the JVWS does not specify the time span within which 
vacancies are supposed to be filled, and subcontractors 
are excluded. Since survey participation is mandatory for 
all employers, the response rate is very high at 88 percent 
(Statistics Canada 2020b).

While many national surveys collect vacancy informa-
tion with slightly different research designs and defini-
tions of job vacancies, they produce comparable vacancy 
statistics that show similar trends over time. A compari-
son of the vacancy rates in the JOLTS data and the IAB 
JVS data illustrates this (Fig. 5). The vacancy rate relates 
the number of vacancies to the total number of vacancies 

Fig. 4 Beveridge Curve, Germany and EU-28, 2010–2018. Source: Unadjusted job vacancy rates provided by Eurostat (2020), authors’ own 
illustration
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and employees and is therefore a measure that can be 
easily compared across different countries. In both coun-
tries, the vacancy rate increased during the economic 
boom between 2010 and 2019. The increase in the US 
vacancy rate is higher than that of the German rate, with 
the vacancy rate reaching its peak in both countries at 
the end of 2018. However, after 2018, the vacancy rate 
stagnated in Germany and declined in the US.6 Note that 
the number of vacancies and hence the vacancy rates 
may be triggered by various factors. Mercan and Schoe-
fer (2020) highlight the role of vacancy chains. Quits and 
subsequent replacement hiring generate vacancies and 
these vacancies beget other vacancies. This amplification 
effect should be larger in economies with higher worker 
turnover. Worker turnover is smaller in Germany than in 
the US (see Bossler and Upward 2016; Bachmann et al., 
2020) and this difference intuitively results in a differ-
ence in vacancy rates. Another contributing factor may 
be differences in the industry composition. Davis et  al. 
(2013) show that in the U.S. the vacancy rate is highest 
in the service sector, where it is roughly twice as high as 
in the manufacturing sector. The same is true for Ger-
many. However, in the U.S. the manufacturing sector 
has decreased dramatically since the 80s, whereas in 
Germany it has been relatively stable (see Lochner et al. 
2020).

One important difference that distinguishes the IAB 
JVS from other surveys is that the IAB JVS aims to pro-
vide representative vacancy statistics and is designed 
for scientific purposes. Therefore, the survey is comple-
mented by a great deal of background information by 
means of record linkage (see Sect. 3) and the additional 
modules of the questionnaire. This added information 

enables the users of the IAB JVS to explore the structure, 
developments and correlations of job vacancies in greater 
depth than is possible with most other job vacancy 
surveys.

The collection of data on the last successful hiring pro-
cess and the last recruiting failure is a unique feature of 
the IAB JVS. As far as we know, there is no comparable 
employer study worldwide that provides information on 
the characteristics of the hiring process by considering 
the time-series dimension. Although other studies such 
as the Employment Opportunities Pilot Project (EOPP) 
(see Barron et  al. 1985), the Multi-City Study of Urban 
Inequality (MCSUI) (see Holzer 1999) and the Survey of 
Employers’ Recruitment Practices (SERP) (see Pellizzari 
2011)7 have similar contents, none of these studies was 
designed to provide a repeated cross-section of data, as 
the IAB JVS is. These data sets are cross-sectional with a 
maximum of two waves and provide insights into recruit-
ment procedures used at the time of the survey. Unlike 
these data sets, the IAB JVS makes it possible to analyze 
secular developments, such as changes in employers’ 
search channels as the internet has become increasingly 
available. Furthermore, almost all of the abovementioned 
studies were carried out before 20058 and do not cover 
more recent time periods.

5  Results and discussion
5.1  Research on employers’ search and recruitment 

processes
Given the lack of microdata on employers’ search pro-
cesses, the IAB JVS offers great opportunities to study 
research questions that have not been addressed so far 
in the literature. Because the data have recently become 
increasingly available to the (international) scientific 
community, the last few years have seen a surge of empir-
ical studies that have used the IAB JVS to study a variety 
of topics. Below, we give a brief overview of these studies.

Some of the first natural outcomes when using the data 
are the length and pattern of recruitment and vacancy 
durations. One of the first studies was conducted by 
Davis et al. (2014), who document that recruitment and 
vacancy durations vary greatly across occupations. The 
authors also provide evidence of longer recruitment 
durations in Eastern Germany and in larger firms and 
shorter recruitment durations under slack labor market 

Fig. 5 Vacancy rate, Germany and United States, 2011–2019. Source: 
Unadjusted job vacancy rates of the German JVS, as provided by 
Eurostat (2020), and job vacancy rates of the JOLTS, as provided by 
the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020), author’s own illustration

7 In addition, we are aware of the Survey of a large sample of Australian 
employers, “Offre d’Emploi et Recrutement”—OFER and the Organization of 
Strategy Labor Market Research (OSA) vacancy survey. Compared to the IAB 
JVS, all of these surveys have similar drawbacks.
8 The French study “Offre d’Emploi et Recrutement” is an exception and 
was conducted from 2005–2006. As there have been major economic and 
social changes over the last 15 years, this data set fails to cover any recent 
developments.

6 In addition, Bauer (2015) showed that the great recession of 2009 affected 
vacancies in Germany as well as in the US.
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conditions. Ehrenfried and Holzner (2019) character-
ize the pattern of recruitment processes and document 
that vacancy-filing hazards increase during the planned 
search period and decrease thereafter. Gürtzgen and 
Moczall (2020) explore recruitment durations in the con-
text of different search strategies. They exploit informa-
tion indicating whether employers first formed a pool of 
applicants from which they chose the most suitable can-
didate (non-sequential search) or whether they hired the 
first suitable applicant (sequential search). The authors 
confirm previous results provided in the literature, indi-
cating that with non-sequential search, vacancy durations 
are to a great extent selection periods. Rebien (2019) 
focuses on the role of employee referrals for recruitment 
durations and shows that referrals are associated with a 
low incidence of recruitment delays and a shorter dura-
tion of delays.

Relatedly, the determinants and implications of 
employers’ adopted search and recruitment channels 
have attracted great interest from researchers. Rebien 
et al. (2020) explore the role of firm size in employers’ use 
of informal search and recruitment channels (referrals) 
versus formal search and recruitment channels. They find 
that larger firms invest more effort into formal search 
activities and are less likely to hire applicants via refer-
rals than smaller firms. The authors show that these find-
ings are consistent with the predictions of a search and 
matching model, in which formal search and recruitment 
processes are more costly than informal search processes 
and in which larger and more productive firms can afford 
to spend more resources on formal search processes than 
less productive firms.

Gürtzgen et  al. (2020) study whether online recruit-
ment, such as recruitment via internet job boards or job 
postings on companies’ websites, improves the quality 
of the match of new hires. Exploiting the novel linkage 
between the IAB JVS and IEB employment biographies 
of the most recent hire (see Sect. 3), the authors explic-
itly compare the match outcomes of online and non-
online recruits. Based on this comparison, they find that 
online recruiting moderately increases the stability of 
new matches but has no impact on wages. To propose a 
possible explanation for this result, the authors further 
show that online recruiting not only increases the num-
ber of applicants and the share of unsuitable candidates 
per vacancy but also induces employers to post more 
vacancies.

The studies by Holzner and Watanabe (2019a, b) deal 
with employers’ search via the FEA. Holzner and Wata-
nabe (2019a) address the role of the FEA in reducing 
search frictions. Using information on the number of 
applicants and employers ‘adopted search channels from 
the IAB Job Vacancy, the authors show that compared 

with search via private search channels, the FEA contrib-
utes to reducing search frictions by distributing the appli-
cations of registered unemployed more evenly among 
vacancies. In a related study, the authors model employ-
ers’ decision to use the FEA and argue that employers 
trade off lower wages due to lower coordination fric-
tions against a potential negative selection of applicants 
(Holzner and Watanabe 2019b). Lochner et al. (2019) use 
information on the number of search channels employ-
ers adopted—among other things—to operationalize 
employers‘ recruitment intensity—a concept that has 
very recently attracted much interest in the macroeco-
nomic literature.

Other studies examine the role of wage determina-
tion in the recruiting process. An example is the study 
by Brenzel et  al. (2014), which analyzes the incidence 
of wage posting and wage bargaining in the matching 
process. The authors document that both types of wage 
determination coexist in the German labor market, with 
wage posting accounting for about two-thirds of hir-
ings. Wage bargaining is more likely for more-educated 
applicants and in jobs with special requirements as well 
as in tight regional labor markets. Gartner and Holzner 
(2015) address the role of wage posting versus bargaining 
in attracting suitable applicants. Using data from the IAB 
JVS, the authors document that the offer to bargain over 
pay is associated with a lower share of suitable applicants. 
The authors argue that the evidence is consistent with the 
predictions of a directed search model, where employers 
have incomplete information about worker productivity.

A common thread of the studies cited above is that 
they seek to provide microfoundations for search and 
matching models without explicitly taking their models 
to the data. Based on a somewhat different approach, a 
related strand of literature takes advantage of the IAB 
JVS to explicitly estimate or calibrate search and match-
ing models. For example, Hochmuth et  al. (2019) build 
up a search and matching model that seeks to explain the 
decline in unemployment after the German Labor Mar-
ket (Hartz) Reforms. They use the IAB JVS to quantify 
the extent to which employers have become less selective 
in hiring after the Hartz Reforms. Carbonero and Gartner 
(2020) exploit information on search costs from the last 
hiring process to assess the relative importance of fixed 
costs versus variable search costs. Based on their empiri-
cal results, the authors calibrate a search and matching 
model to quantify the extent to which fixed search costs 
can amplify business cycle fluctuations.

Carillo-Tudela et  al. (2020) develop a quantitative 
competitive search model with heterogeneous firms and 
match-specific productivity in which firms decide about 
recruiting intensity, hiring standards and wage offers. The 
authors calibrate their model using data from the IAB 
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JVS to assess the relative importance of these recruit-
ment dimensions for the variation in job-filling rates 
across firms, as well as for the variation in matching effi-
ciency across local labor markets.

Van den Berg and Foerster (2019) develop a search and 
matching model with multiple applications and vacancy 
referrals. Their model accounts for crowding-out effects 
in the hiring process, as a vacancy referral increases the 
reemployment probability of the job searcher receiving it 
but has a negative externality on all other job searchers. 
Next to using individual-level data, the authors use the 
IAB JVS to structurally estimate their model and to simu-
late a variety of policy changes.

Mercan and Schoefer (2020) incorporate the role of 
and replacement hiring into a search and matching 
model that distinguishes between short-lived worker-
firm matches and longer-lived jobs that persist even after 
a given match dissolves. In their model, job resignations 
quits trigger vacancies, which in turn create further 
vacancies through replacement hiring. The authors use 
the IAB JVS, among other data sources, to calibrate their 
model and to quantify how vacancy chains may amplify 
business cycles.

While this summary of most recent substantive 
research highlights the survey’s research potential, it also 
shows that the latter has not yet been fully exhausted, as 
there are many research topics left for future research. In 
addition to the questions addressed above, the data may 
be used to understand a variety of other labor market 
issues, for example, how employers respond to techno-
logical change and whether employers have preferences 
for discrimination.

5.2  Survey methodological research
In addition to providing data for substantive research 
on vacancies and hiring procedures, the IAB JVS is the 
subject of survey methodological research. The latter not 
only contributes to advances in the relatively unexplored 
field of establishment survey methodology but also helps 
to secure and improve the data quality. One example is 
an ongoing project analyzing unit-nonresponse in the 
IAB JVS, which poses a risk for nonresponse bias. Using 
a rich administrative data set on all employing establish-
ments, this project evaluates the development of this bias 
in the long run. Furthermore, the project not only seeks 
to test more theory-driven hypotheses but also to build 
data-driven models based on machine learning to test 
for deeper interactions and more complex nonresponse 
patterns.

The advantages of experimental variation can be used 
for substantive (e.g., Bossler et  al. 2020) and methodo-
logical research. An additional survey based on the 
respondents of the IAB JVS (Vicari and Zmugg 2015) 

examined, among other things, the influence of the place-
ment of a consent question regarding record linkage 
and consent bias. The results of this study show that a 
question for consent to record linkage should be placed 
at the beginning of a questionnaire rather than at the 
end. This change would yield higher consent rates and 
a decrease in consent bias (Sakshaug and Vicari 2018). 
Another experiment varied multiple contact mode strat-
egies between classical mail and email in an additional 
survey of the IAB JVS. The findings of this experiment 
provided causal evidence that the classical mail contact 
mode achieved the highest response rates and the low-
est level of nonresponse bias. The second best solution in 
the tradeoff of costs, response rate and nonresponse bias 
is an email invitation followed by a paper reminder. As it 
has the lowest response rate and the highest level of bias, 
an email-only contact strategy should be avoided (Sak-
shaug et al. 2019).

An additional ongoing survey experiment is examin-
ing the impact of the instructions on specific item non-
response rates for questions on search and vacancy 
durations. For this research project, an additional strati-
fied sample was drawn, and one-half of the observations 
per cell were assigned to a treatment and a control group. 
All establishments in the treatment group were given 
additional instructions for all of the search and vacancy 
duration questions, while for the control group, only the 
questions were displayed, without any further instruc-
tions. Apart from the survey mode, everything else was 
identical to the main study. Next to the effect of instruc-
tions on item response, we expect the study to deliver 
interesting insights into the effects of instructions on the 
duration of the question answering period and specific 
item nonresponse bias.

6  Conclusion
This article provides an overview of the IAB Job Vacancy 
Survey (IAB JVS). The objective of the IAB JVS, which 
has been carried out by the Institute for Employment 
Research (IAB) since 1989, is twofold: The first goal is 
to provide comprehensive information on the structure 
and number of registered and unregistered vacancies 
in the German labor market. As such, the survey is also 
part of the official European Job Vacancy Statistics. The 
second goal of the survey is to offer detailed informa-
tion on employers’ search and recruitment processes. In 
doing so, the survey aims to fill a notable gap in micro-
data availability, as other data sets characterizing employ-
ers’ recruitment behavior in a comparable manner are 
scarce. With the help of the Research Data Centre (FDZ) 
of the German Federal Employment Agency, the IAB JVS 
has been available to the scientific community since 2010. 
This article provides interested users and those who are 
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interested in empirical findings based on the survey with 
an overview of the IAB JVS and existing works. In this 
paper, we describe the content of the questionnaire and 
discuss methodological issues, such as response behav-
ior and the sampling and weighting procedure. We also 
present the most recent developments of the opportuni-
ties to link the survey to administrative data sources. The 
rich set of available variables along with the opportuni-
ties to link the IAB JVS to administrative establishment 
and individual-level information makes the survey ideally 
suited to study all issues related to labor demand, recruit-
ment processes and their implications for matching 
outcomes. While our summary of most recent research 
highlights the survey’s research potential, it also shows 
that the latter has not yet been fully exhausted, as there 
are many research topics left for future research.
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