
Data in the spotlight
Large scale social surveys

Copyright © 2025 University of Manchester. Created by Cathie Marsh Institute, UK Data Service. 1



Overview

The UK Data Service
Survey data
Documentation and tips
Website tour
Training and other useful 
resources

If you have any questions, please put 
these in the Q&A box in Zoom 
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What is the UK Data Service

• A comprehensive resource funded by the ESRC
• A single point of access to a wide range of 

secondary social science data 

• Support, training and guidance

3



What data do we hold?

• Survey microdata
• Longitudinal 
• International macrodata
• Census
• Business
• Qualitative and Mixed methods
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Survey microdata – UK surveys
Individual unit level data (individuals or households)

Data producers
• Often commissioned by Government departments
• Conducted by organisations such as the ONS, National Centre 

for Social Research

Datasets include key characteristics with large sample sizes
• Nationally-representative

Different types
• Repeated cross-sectional 

• Same (or similar) questionnaire with a new sample of 
people every time, often repeated regularly 

• Longitudinal 
• Same individuals followed over time 
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What does survey microdata look like? 
Each column = a 
variable 
Variables containing 
information collect by the 
survey

Each row = one 
case  
e.g. Row 1 = 
Female, aged 25-
44. 
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Accessing microdata
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Download

• Whole datasets (and 
documentation)

• Different formats: 
SPSS, STATA and 
Tab

Online via Nesstar

• Browse variables 
and metadata

• Simple data analysis
• Export tables and 

graphs
• Download subsets of 

data 



Key topics
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Employment and work
• Labour Force Survey
• Annual Population Survey
• European Working Conditions Survey

Health
• Health Survey for England
• Scottish Health Survey
• Diet and Nutrition surveys

Family Finances
• Family Resources Survey
• Living Costs and Food Survey

Crime
• Crime Survey for England and Wales
• Scottish Crime and Justice Survey

Attitudes and opinions
• British Social Attitudes Survey
• NI Life and Times Survey
• Eurobarometer
• European and World Values Surveys

Housing and the local 
environment
• English Housing Survey
• Living in Wales



Which of these variables do you think we hold?
Mentimeter
• Total daily expenditure for 2 weeks
• Surveyor report on properties
• Blood samples
• Number of sexual partners
• Covid-19 test results
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Types of information collected in UK surveys
The Living Costs and Foods 

Survey • expenditure and food

The English Housing 
Survey • a surveyor's report on housing conditions

Health Survey for England
• a nurse visit to a sub-sample of participants includes 

both a blood and saliva test as well as taking height 
and weight measurements

The National Survey for 
Sexual Attitudes and 

lifestyles
• asks detailed questions about sexual experiences, 

behaviours, and views

Understanding Society 
(Covid waves)

• test results, vaccination, infection, social and 
employment changes arising from Covid
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Survey examples
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British Social Attitudes survey

• Public attitudes 
• Patterns of continuity and change
• Most years since 1983
• Sample ~3,000 
• Core questions (asked most years)

• Including background and classificatory questions

• Modules on social, economic, political and moral 
issues

• some asked regularly, others less often
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Labour Force Survey
ONS survey – main source of data in the labour 
market 
• Measures employment, unemployment and 

economic activity 
• Plus related topics - occupation, training, 

hours of work and personal characteristics of 
household members aged 16 years and over

Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 1992-
• ~60,000 interviewed per quarter
Datasets  
• Quarterly: individual and household  
• Longitudinal datasets (linking quarters) 
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Health Survey for England
• General health, longstanding illness, 

smoking and alcohol
• Core questionnaire plus focus topic for 

the year
• Annual survey, run since 1991 
• Currently ~13,000 interviews a year
• Questionnaire with physical 

measurements and the analysis of 
blood sample

• Reports: 
http://healthsurvey.hscic.gov.uk/support
-guidance/public-health/health-survey-
for-england-2018/
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Evidence for Equality National Survey (EVENS)
• A survey of ethnic minorities during the 

COVID-19 pandemic
• Funded by ESRC grant
• More than 14,000 responses
• Unique evidence from smaller ethnic 

groups including health, well-being, 
financial security, employment and 
experiences of racism 

• Unique survey methodology to make non-
probabilistic sample nationally 
representative

• Free e-book Racism and Inequality in a time of crisis: 
Findings from the evidence from equality national survey

15

https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/ethnic-inequalities-in-a-time-of-crisis
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/ethnic-inequalities-in-a-time-of-crisis


Survey documentation
Understanding the survey
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Documentation
Key documents
• found on the catalogue page
• user guide: summarises design, 

sampling, derived variables, using 
weights, funding, how to link to 
main survey and details of special 
access datasets

• questionnaires for each wave
• participant information
• data dictionary
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Questionnaires 
• questions asked
• variable name
• routing information (conditions on 

whether question is asked, and to 
who)

• Sometimes time and date stamps 
for start and completion are 
included

The example from Understanding 
Society asks about long Covid 
symptoms.
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Resources
The Resources tab provides links to
• details of related studies / datasets
• case studies that analyse key 

messages from the dataset
• publications that have used the 

dataset
• other relevant information (in some 

cases, links to the data producer's 
website)
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Survey weights
• Survey datasets contain weighting variable(s) 
• Make the sample data better represent the population – results can be 

incorrect without weights
• Easy to use in statistics packages
• Details of weighting variables will be in the survey documentation

For more information see our guides and training 
materials: 
•Weights in social surveys: An introduction (Video)
•Guides to SPSS, Stata and R - GitHub
•Data skills modules
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Finding and Accessing
Searching for data and access conditions
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Access Conditions

OPEN ACCESS
Available with few restrictions, teaching datasets

SAFEGUARDED
Most survey data is safeguarded, End User Licence (EUL), Need to register and agree to 

conditions, May have additional conditions (special licence) 

CONTROLLED
Applications checked, Must complete SecureLab training , Accessed through a secure 

access agreement, Accessed through a physical or virtual secure environment



Searching for data from the UK Data Service

• New UKDS catalogue 
• Demonstration  
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Other resources
Training and support with data
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UKDS Training and online learning: Topics

Accessing and using 
data in our catalogue
- survey & longitudinal 

data
- Census 
- international 

databases
- qualitative data

Research Data 
Management
- ethics
- planning to share
- documentation
- anonymising data

Computational 
Social Science
- coding
- new forms of data
- new methods



Training 

• Learning Hub: 
Survey data page 

• Data Skills Modules 
• Quick Start Guides
• YouTube channel
• Training and events
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Support with data

• Help pages
• UKDS Helpdesk
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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/
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Upcoming events
• Data in the spotlight: Longitudinal data
• Safe researcher training
• Introduction to anonymisation techniques for social sciences research data
• UK Data Service essentials: Introduction, finding and accessing data
• Data in the spotlight: International time series databanks
• Data in the spotlight: Qualitative and mixed methods
• Data in the spotlight: Census and population studies
• Code Anxiety Club
• Computational social science, survey data and SecureLab drop-ins

For more information and registration, see our events page: https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/training-events/ 

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

Placide Abasabanye 
placide.abasabanye@manchester.ac.uk 

Alle Bloom
alle.bloom@manchester.ac.uk
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