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Overview

• Introduction: Documenting Data and FAIR principles

• Metadata

• Data-level documentation

• Study-level documentation 

• Q&A and further resources



Practical activity
Read through the interview extract, and 
try to guess:

What is the participant’s age?

What year was the interview taken?

 

Image provided by Microsoft PowerPoint under University of Essex licence.



Types of documentation

Data documentation provides essential context for the data itself. 

We propose classifying documentation in two categories:

Data-level documentation
(… provides information on the individual data objects, such as a variable in a data file or an 

interview transcript. It can be embedded in the data file, such as variable or value labels in a data 
file, or participant information added in the header or an interview transcript.)

Study/Project-level documentation
(… provides high-level information on the research context and design, the data collection methods 

used, any data preparations and manipulations, plus summaries of findings based on the data.) .



Some potentially new terms?

• “User guide”

• “Data listing”

• “Data dictionary”

• “Readme file”

• “Research materials”

• "Data assets"

• "Metadata", including "DDI“

Visit CODATA’s pages for more information about terminology: 
https://terms4fairskills.github.io/.

https://terms4fairskills.github.io/


Reasons for documenting data

Maximises re-use value of data

Provides provenance for future, historical use of data

Space to expand on methods and processes not normally covered in published work

Teaches others on good research practice

Demonstrates transparency and can facilitate replication where appropriate

Enhances research outputs

Allows data to be used correctly and efficiently in future research projects

Essential for archives/repositories to be able to review and prepare data for publication

Aids creation of metadata for FAIR research



Example

Q: Can you understand what the data represent?

 V1 V2 V3 V4 V5

1 30 170 54 350-399

1 31 143 78 200-249

2 43 181 82 250-299

1 22 160 59 350-399



Example

Q: Can you understand what the data represent?

 
Sex Age Height Weight Income

1 30 170 54 350-399

1 31 143 78 200-249

2 43 181 82 250-299

1 22 160 59 350-399



Example

Q: Can you understand what the data represent?

 Sex Age Height Weight Income
Respondent’s sex 
(1 Female 2 Male)

Respondent’s 
age (years)

Respondent's 
height (cm)

Respondent’s 
weight (kg)

Weekly household 
income (£)

1 30 170 54 350-399
1 31 143 78 200-249
2 43 181 82 250-299
1 22 160 59 350-399
2 57 166 61 300-349



FAIR data principles

Published in 2016 in Scientific Data, FAIR principles are outlined as guidelines to help define 
what good data management looks like, emphasising machine-actionability (i.e., the capacity of 
computational systems to find, access, interoperate, and reuse data with none or minimal 
human intervention)

   Findable

    Accessible

     Interoperable

       Reusable



FAIR Principles

Findable

The first step in (re)using data is to 
find them. Metadata and data 
should be easy to find for both 
humans and computers. Machine-
readable metadata are essential 
for automatic discovery of datasets 
and services.

• F1. (Meta)data are assigned a 
globally unique and persistent 
identifier

• F2. Data are described with rich 
metadata (defined by R1 right)

• F3. Metadata clearly and 
explicitly include the identifier of 
the data they describe

• F4. (Meta)data are registered or 
indexed in a searchable 
resource

Accessible

Once the user finds the 
required data, they need to 
know how they can be 
accessed, possibly including 
authentication and 
authorisation.

• A1. (Meta)data are 
retrievable by their identifier 
using a standardised 
communications protocol

• A1.1 The protocol is open, 
free, and universally 
implementable

• A1.2 The protocol allows for 
an authentication and 
authorisation procedure, 
where necessary

• A2. Metadata are accessible, 
even when the data are no 
longer available

Interoperable

The data usually need to be 
integrated with other data. In 
addition, the data need to 
interoperate with applications 
or workflows for analysis, 
storage and processing. 

• I1. (Meta)data use a formal, 
accessible, shared, and 
broadly applicable language 
for knowledge 
representation.

• I2. (Meta)data use 
vocabularies that follow 
FAIR principles

• I3. (Meta)data include 
qualified references to other 
(meta)data

Reusable

The ultimate goal of FAIR is to 
optimise the reuse of data. To 
achieve this, metadata and data 
should be well-described so that 
they can be replicated and/or 
combined in different settings.

• R1. Meta(data) are richly 
described with a plurality of 
accurate and relevant 
attributes

• R1.1. (Meta)data are released 
with a clear and accessible 
data usage license

• R1.2. (Meta)data are 
associated with detailed 
provenance

• R1.3. (Meta)data meet domain-
relevant community standards
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Metadata

▪ What is it?

▪ What qualifies as good metadata?

▪ Metadata standards

▪ How is metadata produced?



What is metadata?

• Essential subset of core data documentation providing 
standardised, structured information.

• Intended for machine-reading.

• Important for the purposes of cataloguing, citing, discovering and 
retrieving data collections.

• Metadata can be present directly in data files such as variable 
labels and value labels and standard metadata is presented in 
catalogues for discoverability. 

• Without good quality metadata, data collections become of limited 
value because potential users will not be able to use data correctly 
or search for these collections in data catalogues or cite the data 
collection.



Creating metadata during the research data 
lifecycle

Metadata should cover the whole 

research data lifecycle. 

To correctly use and understand the 

data, you would need to know 

additional information even in the brief 

example we have seen. This does not 

stop just at the data level and includes 

cataloguing information as well.



The 5 Ws an the 1 H

• Who created the data? (Citation and information on data curators, data 

collectors, sponsors and contributors.)

• What does the data file contain? (Data format, file type, file structure, 

variable descriptions, missing data, weighting variables, software and 

keywords.)

• When were the data created? (Dates of fieldwork, time period covered, 

time dimension (e.g. cross-sectional or longitudinal.) 

• Where were the data created? (Spatial units and geographical coverage.)

• Why were the data created? (Background to creation and planned use.)

• How were the data created? (Methodology of data collection, sampling 

and processing, data access information.)



Catalogue metadata - examples

• Abstract

• Keywords

• Topics

• Dates of fieldwork

• Country

• Spatial units

• Observation units

• Population

• Number of units

• Method of data collection

• Kind of data (numeric, text, image etc.)

• Weighting



Structured metadata

Structured metadata defines the relationship between data items to 

enable computer systems to understand the contextual meaning of 

the data - to display the relevant information on a website, for 

instance.

Structured metadata tells a computer what something is, how it 

relates to other objects and what to do with it.  

By standardising the content and structure, it makes it easier for 

computers to automatically extract information from the metadata.



Metadata standards

A metadata standard provides a framework to establish a common 

set of definitions for various characteristics or attributes of data. 

Metadata standards allow:

• re-use of data

• data discovery

• data access

• interoperability of systems - that is, systems and machines can talk to 

each other and know they are referring to the same thing

• sharing of metadata between communities (e.g. data providers and data 

users).



Data Documentation Initiative (DDI)

DDI is a rich and detailed metadata standard, developed by the international 

DDI Alliance 

(originally designed for describing social, behavioural and economic 

sciences data, and used by many social science organisations across the 

world).

There are several version of DDI. 

• DDI Codebook (DDI-C) gathers basic information aimed at describing data 

and is generally used to compile catalogue records. 

• DDI-Lifecycle (DDI-L) is a more complex schema, and contains additional 

elements used to describe survey questions and variables, as well as 

basic catalogue information. This is particularly useful for longitudinal 

studies, where the same questions and variables may be used across 

survey waves. 

https://ddialliance.org/


Data Documentation Initiative (DDI)



Metadata: Controlled Vocabularies

• A controlled vocabulary is a consistent and organised way of 
describing data and is essential to make data findable and 
sharable within research communities.

• E.g., subject headings, thesauri, ontologies, and taxonomies

The UK Data Archive is guardian of the Humanities and Social 
Science Electronic Thesaurus (HASSET) and curator of its 
multilingual sister, the European Language Social Science 
Thesaurus (ELSST).

25

https://hasset.ukdataservice.ac.uk/hasset/en/
https://elsst.cessda.eu/


Practical activity
Go to https://bartoc.org/ and search for 
controlled vocabularies of your 
discipline.

 

Image provided by Microsoft PowerPoint under University of Essex licence.

https://bartoc.org/


Data level documentation

▪ Data level documentation overview

▪ Key considerations for survey type data

▪ Key considerations for qualitative data 



Data-level documentation overview

Data-level documentation provides information on the individual 
data objects. 

This would include information about the variable in a data file 
or an interview transcript. 

It can be embedded in the data file, such as variable or value 
labels in a data file, or participant information added in the 
header or an interview transcript.



Data-level documentation for survey data

• All structured, tabular data should have adequate variable 
names as well as value labels.

• Variable names
• Question number system matching questions in the questionnaire 

used e.g Q1a, Q1b, Q2, Q3a, Q3b, Q3c etc.

• Numerical order system e.g V1, V2, V3 etc.

• Meaningful abbreviations or combinations of abbreviations referring to 
meaning of the variable e.g.  'GOR' for Government Office Region, 
'moocc' for mother's occupation.

• Consistent in naming conventions across the entire project.

• For interoperability across platforms, variable names should not be 
longer than 8 characters and without spaces.



Data-level documentation for survey data

Similar principles for variable labels:

• Brief and concise, maximum 80 characters

• Include unit of measurement where appropriate

• Coding or classification schemes used, with a bibliographic reference 
e.g., Standard Occupational Classification 2000, ISO 3166 alpha-
2 country codes

• Reference the question number of a survey or questionnaire

 e.g., variable ‘q9bhexw' with label Q9b:hours spent taking 
physical exercise in a typical week' - label includes unit of 
measurement (hours) and references question number in the 
questionnaire (Q9b).



Data-level documentation for survey data

For value labels:

• Ensure no out of bounds values for categorical variables.

• Avoid having blanks, system missing or 0.

• Ensure to code and include reasons for missing values.

 e.g '99 – not recorded', '98 – not provided' (no answer), 97 – 
not applicable/skipped', '96 – not known', '95 – error'.



Variable information



Variable values



Data-level documentation for transcript data

Thompson, P. (2019). Pioneers of Social Research, 1996-2018. [data collection]. 4th 
Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 6226, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6226-6

http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6226-6
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6226-6
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http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6226-6
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6226-6
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6226-6


Data-level documentation for image data

Lummis, T., Thompson, P. (2009). Family Life and Work Experience Before 1918, 1870-1973. 
[data collection]. 7th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 2000, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-
SN-2000-1

http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-2000-1
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-2000-1
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-2000-1
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-2000-1
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-2000-1
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http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-2000-1


Study-level documentation

• Overview of study level documentation

• Considerations for survey data

• Considerations for qualitative data



User Guides

A user guide should contain a variety of documents that provide context 
information, such as data collection methods, fieldwork, consent 
procedures, interview schedule, experiment protocol, transcription notes, 
study findings, weights applied to the data etc.

University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research. 
(2021). Understanding Society: COVID-19 Study, 2020-2021. [data 
collection]. 11th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 8644, DOI: 
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-8644-11

Durrheim, K., Dixon, J. (2009). Intergroup Contact and the Construction of 
Racial Inequality and Injustice in Post-Apartheid South Africa, 2006-2007. 
[data collection]. UK Data Service. SN: 6315, DOI: 
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6315-1

ScotCen Social Research. (2020). Scottish Social Attitudes Survey, 2016. 
[data collection]. UK Data Service. SN: 8628, DOI: 
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-8628-1
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User Guides - survey

University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research. (2021). Understanding Society: 
COVID-19 Study, 2020-2021. [data collection]. 11th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 8644, DOI: 
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-8644-11 

http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-8644-11
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-8644-11
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-8644-11
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Other key documentation for survey data

• Technical report with standard headings, describing sampling, 
achieved sample size, fieldwork and weighting and so on – the 
level of detail may vary depending on the scale and resourcing of 
the survey.

• Information leaflets and protocols used such as survey statements 
or consent information

• Questionnaires with universe and routing instructions, codebooks, 
showcards, and survey instructions.

• Coding frames and coding instructions.

• Information about any known errors or issues in the data.



User Guide – qualitative collections

National Centre for Social Research (2010) Attitudes to Genetically Modified Foods, 2009. 
[data collection]. UK Data Service. SN: 6616, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1

http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1
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Other key documentation for qualitative data

• Interview topics, guides, prompts, or cue cards

• Blank consent form, participant information sheet, or call for recruitment

• Sampling strategy

• Instructions for research team

• Extracts from published work on methodology

• Funding applications or ethics proposal

• End of award reports

• Research meeting minutes

• Field notes/memos that form analysis

• Draftwork of initial analyses

• Codebooks or coding scheme

• Project websites...



Some excellent documentation
Anti-Politics: Characterising and Accounting for Political Disaffection, 2011-2012 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=7855&type=Data%20catalogue

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=7855&type=Data%20catalogue


Codebooks, Data Dictionaries

• While documentation can be embedded in data files*, it can also 
be recorded in a structured document such as a codebook or a 
data dictionary.

• Should contain detailed and sufficient information about all data 
items – all variables new and derived, (ideally including 
frequencies as well as code, algorithm or command files used to 
create them).

• Codebook creation tools:
• DDIEditor - is aimed at data processing for curation 

purposes (accommodating the requirements for a data archive).

• Nesstar Publisher - advanced data management program consisting of data 
and metadata conversion and editing tools, enabling the user to prepare 
these materials for publication.

*Possibly under access restrictions.

https://ddialliance.org/tool/nesstar-publisher
https://ddialliance.org/tool/nesstar-publisher
https://ddialliance.org/tool/nesstar-publisher


Codebooks

University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research, University of Manchester, Cathie Marsh Centre for 
Census and Survey Research, UK Data Service. (2014). Understanding Society, Wave 3, 2011-2012: Teaching Dataset. 
[data collection]. University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research, [original data producer(s)]. University 
of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research. SN: 7549, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-7549-1
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Data Dictionaries

University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research. (2021). 
Understanding Society: COVID-19 Study, 2020-2021. [data collection]. 11th Edition. 
UK Data Service. SN: 8644, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-8644-11



Data List

National Centre for Social Research (2010) Attitudes to Genetically Modified Foods, 2009. 
[data collection]. UK Data Service. SN: 6616, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1

http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1
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Affluent Worker: Interviewer comments

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=6512&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=6512&type=Data%20catalogue


Marsden’s reflection on “felt poverty”

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=5072&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=5072&type=Data%20catalogue
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https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=4858&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=4858&type=Data%20catalogue


More on 
sampling…

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=4858&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=4858&type=Data%20catalogue


…and even more on sampling

The critical question to be asked about any sample is not 

whether they do or do not represent the general 

population from which they are drawn, but whether the 

characteristics on which they vary matter, given the focus 

and purposes of the study…

Furthermore, if it is intended that general statements 

about the incidence and prevalence of “adultery in 

Britain today” are to be made, then a sample would need 

to be drawn which represented the distribution of people 

“in Britain today”.  However, when a study is being 

undertaken in a new area, when it refers to an illicit 

behaviour which is surrounded by much secrecy, when it 

is intended not to make such grad statements but rather 

to look in depth and in detail at adultery, then this sample 

has certain advantages…

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=4858&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=4858&type=Data%20catalogue


Field notes

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=852476&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=852476&type=Data%20catalogue


New possibilities with changing technology



Living Multicultural: blog

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=851852&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=851852&type=Data%20catalogue


Creative documentation

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=852476&type=Data%20catalogue 

https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=852476&type=Data%20catalogue


Linking specific documentation to specific data



ReadMe file

National Centre for Social Research (2010) Attitudes to Genetically Modified 
Foods, 2009. [data collection]. UK Data Service. SN: 6616, DOI: 
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1

National Centre for Social Research (2010) Attitudes to Genetically Modified Foods, 2009. 
[data collection]. UK Data Service. SN: 6616, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6616-1
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Concluding remarks

▪ Re-using documentation

▪ Data sharing checklist – mandatory 

documentation



Re-using documentation

• We expect to use your contributed information in various outputs, including a report and 
content for a website. Extracts of interviews and some photographs may both be used. We 
will get your permission before using a quote from you or a photograph of you.  

• After the project has ended, we intend to archive the interviews at …. Then the interview 
data can be disseminated for reuse by other researchers, for research and learning 
purposes. 



Developing an interview guide



Researching with children and vulnerable groups



Data Sharing Checklist – mandatory documentation

✓Check archive/repository guidelines and create necessary 
documentation files depending on what data you are sharing.

There might be templates already available which you can 
just download and adapt to your project (data list, ReadMe).

✓Fill in data offer and/or data deposit form in as much detail as 
possible - this will allow the archive/repository to 
create machine readable metadata.

✓Ensure your data files also contain data-level documentation.



Tools and templates

• Model consent form and survey consent statement:
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/learning-hub/research-data-
management/ethical-issues/consent-for-data-sharing/

• Transcription template:
https://dam.ukdataservice.ac.uk/media/622380/ukdamodeltranscript.pdf

• Transcription instructions:
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk//app/uploads/ukda-example-transcription-
instructions.pdf

• Transcription confidentiality agreement:
https://dam.ukdataservice.ac.uk/media/622354/ukda-transcriber-
confidentiality-agreement.pdf

• Data list template:
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/uk_data_archive_data_listing_template
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Further Resources 

• UKDS Learning Hub Research data management
ukdataservice.ac.uk/learning-hub/research-data-
management/#document-your-data

• CESSDA Data Management Expert Guide (DMEG)
dmeg.cessda.eu/Data-Management-Expert-Guide/2.-
Organise-Document/Documentation-and-metadata

• Managing and sharing data: best practice for researchers
dam.ukdataservice.ac.uk/media/622417/managingsharing.pdf

• Kaye, N., Mills, H. & Johnson, J. (2020). Understanding 
metadata. CLOSER Learning Hub, London, UK: CLOSER
learning.closer.ac.uk/learning-modules/understanding-
metadata/

• GO FAIR - FAIR Principles
www.go-fair.org/fair-principles/ 
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UKDS data management guidance

• Best practice guidance: 
www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/manage-
data.aspx   

• Managing and Sharing Research 
Data: A Guide to Good Practice 
(Sage Publications)

• Training: 
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/training-
events/
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Upcoming events

• Homeworking for Special Licence and Secure Access data 

• Introduction to time diary data 

• Using QGIS to map 2021/22 census data from the UK Data Service

• Health Studies User Conference 2026

• Family Finance Surveys User Conference 2026 

• Computational social science, survey data and SecureLab drop-ins

We host a full programme of online workshops, drop-in sessions, conferences, 
and other events. For more information and registration, see our Events Page.

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/training-events/


Get connected

PowerPoint slides and materials will be available on our website in
due course and you can catch up on the recording on our Youtube
channel.

Website 

‘Contact us’ 

pages

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/contact/

JISCMail https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-

bin/webadmin?A0=UKdataservice 

Bluesky https://bsky.app/profile/ukdataservice.bsky.social 

YouTube https://www.youtube.com/user/UKDATASERVICE

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/contact/
https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?A0=UKdataservice
https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?A0=UKdataservice
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https://www.youtube.com/user/UKDATASERVICE


Thank you.
Maureen Haaker
mahaak@essex.ac.uk

mailto:mahaak@essex.ac.uk
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