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Belgium?



Bloomberg Innovation Index



Belgium,
a quick overview

Communities:
Each community has
its own legislative 
body, and own 
government:
which decide upon 
matters such as 
culture, education, 
language,
health care, etc...

https://www.flemishparliament.eu/about-the-flemish-parliament/what-are-the-devolved-competences-the-flemish-parliament
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Regions:
they decide 
upon matters 
such as 
housing, 
economy, 
transportation, 
public works, 
the 
environment, 
spatial 
planning, 
energy, land 
use etc..

https://www.flemishparliament.eu/about-the-flemish-parliament/what-are-the-devolved-competences-the-flemish-parliament


CIS in Belgium
• Belgium, as all EU member states, 

follows the Oslo Manual for international 
comparability

• The CIS is not compulsory in Belgium. 
This leads to many (sometimes angry) 
phone calls, inquiring whether they really, 
really have to answer

• The accompanying letter mentions the 
EU Directive EC 995/2012, this has 
helped our response rate somewhat



Stratified Sampling
• Survey sectors are defined by Eurostat
• Excluded: enterprises with <10 employees
• Stratification: economic activities, size 

classes (10-49, 50-249, and 250+), and 
NUTS 2 (regional)

• If fewer than 6 enterprises in one stratum, 
all should be selected

• Flanders always includes all R&D 
enterprises, not so in the rest of Belgium



• We conduct cognitive tests of new 
Eurostat questions

• We ask our respective governments 
which voluntary questions they prefer for 
policy, we then integrate the most chosen 
questions if there is room (so as to limit 
response burden)

• Questionnaire design and adjustments, 
based on past experience and remarks 
made by companies, are tested

Adjusting the official CIS



– e.g. Brussels switched to a different 
design/layout (without other changes) for CIS 
2012 which had a sizeable impact on the 
response rate: 36% in 2010 vs. 57% in 2012





• The official Eurostat questionnaire is 
translated into our 3 national languages + 
English. Each translation entails its own 
hurdles.
• e.g. New-to-Market: understood in French, yet need to describe 

what is meant by “market” in the Dutch version

• Questions of local interest are added
• e.g. reduction of costs due to process innovation? Reasons for 

location of enterprise, etc.

• We conduct experiments when possible: 
• e.g. list the different aspects of the question as 

options to tick, rather than giving a long definition 
(CIS2014)





• In the 2016 questionnaire we added a link 
with concrete examples of different types 
of innovation

• The link wasn’t used by respondents, so 
we left it out in the CIS 2018

• Flanders offered a chat-option for 
respondents, but it was never used, so it 
was dropped

• Sending the questionnaire earlier in the 
year does not raise the response rate



• We put a lot of effort in establishing 
personal relationships with respondents. 
We visit, on average, 15 companies per 
year.

• In the same spirit, Flanders sends a 
summary of sectorial results from the last 
survey to respondents

• Brussels contacts responding companies 
almost immediately when there are issues 
with their answer. This is much 
appreciated by the respondents.



• Flanders implemented non-response 
adjusted weights based on a non-
response survey which increased overall 
innovation rates by roughly 10% 

• This was abandoned following a redesign 
of the questionnaire in 2017

• Brussels conducts a non-response survey 
but its results are not used to adjust the 
weights, the Walloon region does not 
conduct a non-response survey due to a 
lack of resources



Common problems
• Nace 72 (Scientific research and 

development) companies often claim they 
have no R&D-activities

• R&D done by sister-companies is seen as 
done by the company itself, resulting in a 
group-level answer



• Companies don’t like giving estimates 
without some kind of a guarantee that we 
know it’s only an estimate

• And some have a great need to express 
themselves…



Some problems never get better
• Expenditures: in thousands, in units, it 

doesn’t seem to make a difference:

• Sum of %’s often don’t add up to 100…



• Getting past secretary/receptionist is an art
• Respondent’s role within the enterprise 

brings its own specific challenges: 
– e.g. accountants will fill in figures with 2 

decimals, even if asked for rounded figures. If 
an accountant does not have the exact figures, 
he/she will be very reluctant to answer the 
question at all

– R&D managers are more likely to 
underestimate expenditure for innovation, 
other than R&D costs

Other hurdles



• Appealing to the respondent’s pride in 
their work by telling them we will have to 
answer for them if they do not respond, 
triggers a response more often than not

• R&D and innovation are often seen as one 
and the same



• It is important to keep in mind that a survey 
creates an “environment” for the respondent, so 
the respondent interprets the survey’s goal and 
answers with that goal in mind
– Combining R&D and Innovation surveys gives many 

respondents the impression that R&D is needed to 
have innovations (lower innovation rates)

– Asking about having PhD-holders in the CIS gives the 
impression one needs doctorate holders in order to 
have innovations

• When designing the questionnaire, test, and 
(preferably) conduct an experiment in the field to 
really assess how the survey is interpreted by 
respondents!



Data collecting practices
• Mixed-mode method: mainly paper & 

online, some interviews over the phone
• Brussels: paper booklet, a paper postcard 

(1st reminder), a letter (2nd reminder), then 
e-mails, if needed

• Flanders: paper booklet, paper postcard 
(1st reminder), paper booklet (2nd

reminder), then phone calls to top
• Wallonia: paper booklet, 2 letter reminders



• Personalized wherever possible: contact & prefilling 
(turnover, personnel, R&D expenditure, …)

• Online: follow-up questions grey out if ‘no’ is ticked, 
but respondents still get to see follow-up questions



• Gentle warnings online (e.g. if the sum does not 
add up to 100%) but incorrect answers are 
allowed

• The online questionnaire is made to look (as 
much as possible) like the paper version



Did it pay off?

• Response rates for the CIS have 
increased steadily over time:
– CIS 2012: 51%
– CIS 2014: 56%
– CIS 2016: 60%

• With limited resources, we have managed 
to increase our response rate!



Cleaning
• Item non-responses are corrected as much 

as possible using logic and common sense 
or publicly available sources (yearly reports, 
financial statements, firm’s website, …)

• If inconsistencies are found but cannot be 
solved, we contact the firms, especially the 
top R&D firms as their figures have the 
biggest influence on the overall results

• Comparisons are made between R&D 
survey and CIS, and with previous CIS 
years



Data use
• Belgian data are delivered to Eurostat and 

the OECD
• Belgian CIS data are published on: 

innovationdata.be
• The regions publish their data separately, 

e.g. vlaamsindicatorenboek.be for 
Flanders, belspo.be for Brussels

• All CIS data are intensively used by 
academics



Main results CIS2016:
innovation by type



Manufacturing: C
Core services: G46, H, J, K, M71-72-73

Innovation by sector



All innovation types over the years



By type of innovation



Innovation by sector

Manufacturing: C
Core services: G46, H, J, K, M71-72-73



Thank you for your attention!

Questions?

anneleen.bruylant@belspo.be
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