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Health related longitudinal datasets

• National Child Development Study 
(NCDS)

• 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70)
• Millennium Cohort Study (MCS)
• Understanding Society/UK Household 

Longitudinal Study (UKHLS)
• British Household Panel Study (BHPS)
• Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and 

Children (ALSPAC)
• English Longitudinal Study of Ageing 

(ELSA)
• Life Opportunities Survey (LOS)
• Health and Lifestyle Survey (HALS)



Birth Cohort Studies

• 1958 National Child Development Study (NCDS)
• 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70)
• Millennium Cohort Study (MCS)

• Different decades 
generational change

• Health/medical 
focus 

• Social and 
economic 
circumstances



National Child Development Study (NCDS)



9 Sweeps to date:
• 1965 (age 7)
• 1969 (age 11)
• 1974 (age 16)
• 1981 (age 23)
• 1991 (age 33)
• 1999-2000 (age 41-42) 
• 2004-2005 (age 46-47)
• 2008-2009 (age 50)
• 2013-2014 (age 55)

Future sweeps:
• 2018 (age 60)

Topics include:
• child development from birth 

to early adolescence, 
cognitive and social growth

• health, medical care, physical 
statistics

• school readiness, educational 
progress 

• home environment, family 
relationships; parental 
involvement; child care  

• economic activity, income, 
and training; housing

National Child Development Study (NCDS)



1970 British Cohort Study 



1970 British Cohort Study

Topics include:
• Strictly medical focus at 

birth 
• Physical and educational 

development (age 5), 
• Physical, educational and 

social development (ages 
10 & 16) 

• Physical, educational, 
social and economic 
development (age 26, 29, 
34, 38 and 42 years)

8 Sweeps to date:
• 1975 (age 5)
• 1980 (age 10)
• 1986 (age 16)
• 1996 (age 26)
• 1999-2000 (age 29-30)
• 2004-2005 (age 34-35)
• 2008-2009 (age 38-39) 
• 2012 (age 42)

Future sweeps:
• 2016 (age 46)
• 2020 (age 50)



Millennium Cohort Study



Millennium Cohort Study
Sweeps to date:

• 2001-2003 (age 9 months) 
• 2003-2005 (age 3)
• 2006 (age 5) 
• 2008 (age 7) 
• 2012 (age 11) 
• 2015 (age 14) 

Future Sweeps:
• 2018 (age 17)

Topics include:
• parental situation 
• parenting activities 
• child's health 
• child care 
• grandparents and friends 
• parents' health 
• employment, income and 

education employment history 
• housing and local area 
• new families

Child Assessments conducted included:
• British Ability Scales 
• Braken Basic Concept Scale
• Height and weight 

An older sibling self-completion 
questionnaire used where appropriate. 





The Cohort Studies in the news…



Understanding Society



About the study

• Began in January 2009, and builds on the long running British 
Household Panel Survey (BHPS) established in 1991

• Tracks change at individual and household level by examining:
 what people are experiencing (circumstances and key events in 

their lives as they happen)
 attitudes, identity and subjective well-being (expressions)
 how individuals and households respond to policies and key 

events (behaviours)
 changes in societal conditions (outcomes)



Health content in Understanding Society 

1. Questionnaire i.e. individual reports it
•Self-assessment of overall health
•Height and weight
•Current prescriptions
•Health conditions
•Long-standing impairment or disability
•Current chronic health conditions
•GHQ measures mental health
•Health behaviours: smoking, drinking, exercise, diet



Prevalence of different health conditions

An asterisk means that the difference is statistically significant with a two-tailed test at the 95% 
confidence level. 
England is the reference category. 



Health content in Understanding Society

2. Nurse health assessments
•Data collection 2010-2012.
•ESRC funding to ISER and Sanger Institute to analyse blood and DNA

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/health-assessment



Nurse assessments



Biomarkers

“a characteristic that is objectively measured and 
evaluated as an indicator of normal biological 

processes, pathogenic processes, or 
pharmacologic responses to a therapeutic 

intervention”

Important considerations when analysing them (time of day, 
medications, recent events etc.): see the User Guide
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/health-assessment



Value of biomarkers (1)

 Objective rather than self report

 More precise measures of health and illness.

 Specific conditions

 Undiagnosed illness

 Pre-disease risk factors

 Effectiveness of treatment



Value of biomarkers (2)

 ‘How the social gets under the skin’ - biological pathways between 

social factors and health

 ‘How the biological gets outside the skin’ – the interaction of genes 

and environment



Blood analytes



Data Access

• Data from all 3 birth cohort studies and Understanding Society 
(including Nurse data) is deposited in the UK Data Archive

• More sensitive data requires approval e.g. geographic 
identifiers, more detailed information on country of origin, 
month of birth.

• More sensitive information is accessed through the Secure 
Lab, including linked data to the National Pupil Database, and 
postcodes.



Additional access information for 
Understanding Society
Data Access Committee governs access to genetic data linked to 
survey data.

Genetics data only:
•Researchers who ONLY wish to access the genome wide scan data 
should apply to do so directly from the European Genome-phenome 
Archive

Genetics data combined with Understanding Society survey data:
•Researchers who wish to combine genetic information with other data 
from Understanding Society need to apply to the METADAC. 

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/about/health/data



Direct Access

Department of Health staff can submit requests for support:
• Basic technical queries about the data
• Assembly of simple datasets/descriptive statistics
• Quality checking, e.g. weighting, inferences, etc.
• Sign-posting to research on a particular topic
• Proposal for an Innovation Panel experiment
• Or to discuss a longer term and more substantial project.

Contact Nicole Martin or Ricky Kanabar in the first instance 
(nmartin@essex.ac.uk and rkanabar@essex.ac.uk) 



Questions

ukdataservice.ac.uk/help/

Follow us at:
ukdataservice@jiscmail.ac.uk
twitter.com/ukdataservice 
facebook.com/ukdataservice


