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Update on business conditions in France  
at the end of December 2020

December was marked by the further easing of the public health restrictions, with the replacement of the 
lockdown with a curfew as of 15 December. This followed on from the reopening of non-essential shops at 
the end of November. Against this backdrop, December displayed a partial recovery in activity relative to 
November according to our Monthly Business Survey (MBS), which was conducted between 21 December 
and 7 January among 8,500 businesses or establishments. The improvement was mainly concentrated 
in the services sector, which was the worst-hit by the second lockdown. However, activity continued to 
be severely affected in accommodation and food services. Activity in industry slightly improved, while it 
remained stable and close to pre-crisis levels in the construction sector. Overall, we estimate the loss of 
GDP compared with pre-crisis levels at 7% for December, which is slightly better than predicted last month 
(–8%) and much better than during the last period of semi-lockdown in May 2020 (–17%). We estimate 
that GDP contracted by 4% in the fourth quarter of 2020, which leaves our estimate for annual average 
GDP unchanged at –9% for 2020.

For January, business leaders expect activity to remain stable in industry, services and construction.  
The loss of GDP compared with pre-crisis levels should remain at around 7%.

1.  In December, activity was stable in construction, improved slightly in industry and 
recovered more markedly in services, although from a lower level

In industry, services and construction, activity levels for December were slightly higher than business leaders 
expected last month. 

In industry, activity improved marginally in December.
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The capacity utilisation rate increased by one percentage point to an average of 74% in December (it was 79% 
before the crisis). The improvement was marked in the chemicals industry (from 77% to 82%) and in computer, 
electronic and optical products (from 73% to 76%). In contrast, the capacity utilisation rate inched down slightly 
in the automobile industry (from 69% to 68%) as well as in aeronautics and other transport (from 65% to 64%).

Activity was close to pre-crisis levels in certain sectors, notably in the chemicals industry and in agri-food. In the 
automobile industry it remained subdued, however, while in aeronautics and other transport it was severely impaired.

In services, which were hit harder by the November lockdown, the overall improvement in activity was more 
significant than in industry, but with considerable disparities across sectors. In publishing and information 
services activity rose in December and exceeded pre-crisis levels, according to the business leaders surveyed. 
Conversely, in accommodation and food services, activity continued to be severely curtailed, despite a slight 
improvement in December compared with the previous month. Other services to households (personal services 
and automotive trade and repair) saw a sharp improvement in December, which was linked to the easing of the 
public health restrictions and especially the reopening of all shops as of 28 November. The pick-up was less 
marked in business services, which were less severely impacted by the November lockdown. However, there 
was a fairly strong improvement in activity in temporary work.

In construction, activity was stable overall in December and remained close to its pre-crisis level.

In industry, the balance of opinion on cash positions continued to improve in December, rising above its long-term 
average. It also improved in services, but remains well below its pre-crisis level.
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2.  In January, business leaders expect activity to remain stable in industry, services 
and construction

In January, according to business leaders, activity should remain virtually stable in industry, as well as in construction 
and services. However, this overall stability masks significant disparities across sub-sectors: certain services which 
recovered markedly in December, probably due to a catch-up effect (publishing, information services, recreation 
and personal services), are expected to see a downturn in January.

This forecast for overall stable levels of activity should be viewed with caution, as it may mask a lack of visibility 
due to the high degree of uncertainty over the evolution of the epidemic at the time the survey was conducted: 
in many sectors, especially services, the evolution of activity remains highly contingent on any public health 
restrictions that are imposed.

Business leader’s assessment of their activity levels and expectations for January
(% of  level deemed “normal”)
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The balance of opinion on order books improved in industry and construction in December, but remained below 
pre-crisis levels.

3.  The survey results by sector lead us to estimate the loss of GDP for December at around 
7%, and suggest, at this very preliminary stage, that the loss for January will remain 
unchanged at around 7%

The survey results allow us to update our estimate of the loss of GDP 
(compared to its normal pre-pandemic level) to 7% in December

In our last update on business conditions published on 14 December, we estimated the loss of GDP at 8%, based 
on firms’ expectations of their activity level for December combined with assumptions for those sectors excluded 
from the survey or only partially covered. At the end of December, firms’ assessment of their activity levels for the 
month was better than they had initially predicted in November, as were the output indicators available for previous 
months. Our assumptions for those sectors not covered by the survey take into account the government public 
health measures effectively in place over December. The estimates are also confirmed by high-frequency data.

In December, activity is estimated to have recovered partially with respect to November, with the reopening of all 
shops at end-November and the replacement of the second lockdown with a nightly curfew. The level of activity 
is therefore estimated to have improved compared with November (–7% in December after –11% the previous 
month), but this shortfall is still significantly larger than that registered before the second lockdown (–3% in October).

The evolution of GDP is essentially determined by the trajectory of activity in market services, and especially in 
those segments most exposed to the health restrictions. According to our estimates, the reopening of all shops on 
28 November and over the Christmas holidays prompted an improvement in activity in retail trade, which returned 
close to its October level. The end of the lockdown on 15 December also boosted activity levels in transportation. 
However, the losses are estimated to have remained unchanged in accommodation and food services, and in 
household services (arts, entertainment and recreation), all of which are still subject to tight restrictions.

Activity in the manufacturing industry and construction is estimated to have remained stable over the quarter. The 
new exemptions, the adaptation of firms to the health restrictions and the fact that schools and nurseries remained 
open should all have limited the losses in these sectors, although for the time being activity is not estimated to 
have returned to pre-crisis levels.
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This assessment is corroborated by the high-frequency data that we monitor for additional information, such as 
bank card transactions, temperature-adjusted electricity consumption, the daily ambient noise indicator for the 
Île-de-France region and Google Mobility data.

Impact of the Covid-19 crisis on value added by sector 
(%)

Activity sector VA share
Loss of 

activity in 
October

Loss of 
activity in 
November 

Loss of 
activity in 
December

Loss of 
activity in 
January

Agriculture and industry 15 -3 -5 -4 -4
Agriculture and agri-food industry 4 -2 -3 -2 -2
Energy, water, waste, coking and refining 3 3 -4 -3 -3
Manufacturing industry excluding food, coking and refining 9 -6 -6 -6 -6
Construction 6 -7 -7 -7 -7
Market services 57 -5 -15 -9 -9
Wholesale and retail trade, transport,
Accommodation and food services 18 -9 -31 -18 -19

Financial and real estate services 17 0 -3 0 0
Other market services 22 -5 -12 -9 -9
Non-market services 22 1 -5 -3 -3

Total 100 -3 -11 -7 -7

The survey also allows us to provide an estimate for the loss of activity in January,  
which is expected to remain stable compared with December at around 7%  
despite the tightening of certain health restrictions

The forecast for activity for the start of the year remains highly dependent on the evolution of the health situation, 
which will in turn determine whether or not appropriate health restrictions are put in place. The tightening of the 
curfew to 6 p.m.-6 a.m. in 23 departments at this stage constitutes an additional restriction on activity for January, 
as does the decision to postpone the reopening of bars and restaurants (initially expected for 20 January).

January’s activity forecast is mainly based on the change in firms’ expectations for activity in the following month, 
as provided in the survey, and on specific assumptions for those sectors excluded from the survey or only partially 
covered. Our estimate for the loss of GDP in January is thus unchanged compared with December at around 7%. 
Activity should remain stable in industry. Transport and wholesale and retail trade should see a very slight downturn 
due to the imposition of the earlier curfew. Accommodation and food services as well as household services should 
remain severely impaired, but with no further deterioration in activity compared with December.

This loss for December leaves our estimate the annual average of GDP unchanged at -9% for 2020, taking into 
account our estimate of -4% for the growth rate of GDP in the fourth quarter.


