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General overview

• Overview of Understanding Society

• Exemplar analysis:  COVID-19

• Next Steps



• starts with randomly selected sample of 
households

• collects information about all residents of these 
households 

• These residents and their off-springs form the 
core sample

• These core sample members are followed over 
their life course at 1 year intervals and within UK

Understanding Society surveys a sample of individuals 
representing the UK population, who are interviewed within 
a household context:
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What is Understanding Society (UK 
Household Longitudinal Study)

Basic design is similar to household panel surveys in other countries 
e.g., PSID (US), SOEP (Germany), HILDA (Australia), SoFIE (New 
Zealand)



About the Study
• Began in 2009, building on British Household Panel Survey (1991)
• Different types of information collected:

• what people are experiencing: health, circumstances and key 
events in their lives as they happen

• attitudes, identity and subjective well-being
• how individuals and households respond to policies and key 

events (changes in behaviour and outcomes)
• Research possibilities

• Measurement of change over time and across the life course
• Role of household context, parental and family background on 

individual behaviour and outcomes
• Inter-generational changes in behaviour and attitudes
• Policy applications, e.g. KPI monitoring, impact, etc.
• …..
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Sample consists of: 
• General Population Sample (GPS): 26,000 UK households 

from 2009 population (from wave 1)
• Ethnic Minority Boost (EMB): 4,000 households with at least 

one individual with an ethnic minority background across five 
main ethnic groups (Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Caribbean, 
African - from wave 1)

• British Household Panel Survey (1991 - ): approximately 8,000 
households were added to continue in UKHLS (from wave 2)

• Innovation Panel: 1500 households for pioneering data 
collection and methodological research

• Total:  39,805 households (from waves 1 and 2)
• A new Immigrant and Ethnic Minority Boost (IEMB) sample 

added in 2015/6 = 2500 households with at least one person 
born outside the UK or from an ethnic minority background (from 
wave 6)
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Who provides the data?
• Most of the data is collected during interviews with adult 

household members (aged 16 years or above)
• Data is also collected from 10-15 year olds in separate 

short self-completion interviews
• Data about children 0-9 year olds is collected from their 

parents and guardians

• Prospective survey 
• … with retrospective elements – changes since last 

interview, initial histories
• Indefinite life (not fixed life)



Fieldwork Schedule
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Measuring the full richness of lives
 Multi-topic
 Annual

Key topics

Education
Employment
Family and household
Health and well-being
Income, wealth, expenditure 
and deprivation
‘Civics’: political, groups, 
neighbourhood, environment, 
etc.

Supporting topics

Characteristics
Preferences and expectations
Social networks, support, 
reciprocity
Transport
Time use
Personality traits, identity, 
beliefs

Smaller topics of interest
Environmental behaviours
Leisure activities
Neighbourhood participation
Political behaviour

Core, rotating and event/age-triggered content
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Health & wellbeing
Health data from two sources:
1. Questionnaire i.e. individual reports it, e.g.:
• Current prescriptions
• Currently has chronic condition
• GHQ measures mental health
2. Objective data measured by a nurse (in Wave 2 & 3):
• Height/weight
• Lung function, grip strength
• Blood analytes – for cholesterol, raised glucose, kidney & 

liver function, anaemia
• Genetic data
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Other health and wellbeing related 
modules for children & young adults*

• For example:
 nutrition (and food poverty from wave 12)
 physical activity/exercise
 loneliness (from wave 9)
 sleep quality
 body image and general health
 smoking, alcohol and drug use
 sports participation
 happiness with different aspects of life
 Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire
 self-esteem
 bullying
 screen time / social media
 parental relationships
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* modules vary for each group and some overlap 



Adult and children mental well-being
• Adults: Annual

General Health Questionnaire – 12 (continuous, categorical or 
caseness scales; individual items

Satisfaction
Domains: Overall life, job, leisure time, income, health  

• Waves 1, 4, 7, 10
Edinburgh-Warwick Positive well being (short form)

• Children: Annual
Happiness with different aspects of life (school work, appearance, 

family, friends, school, life as a whole - can be combined to 
create an overall happiness score)

• Biennially (start at wave 1)
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) - can create a total 

difficulties score or 5 subscales



Long term content

• Questions are repeated, which is what allows us 
to measure change over time.

• Due to time cost and respondent burden not 
every question is asked every year 
– Rotating Modules (2-3-4-6 year intervals)
– Event triggered
– Age triggered questions
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Long term content plan



Extending content (whilst maintaining 
core longitudinal consistency)

• Harvesting and linking with other data sources, e.g. 
government admin data, scrapping websites, etc.

• Adapting content and ensuring relevance: gig working, 
use of mobile devices and apps, nutrition, environmental 
interaction, etc.

• New ways of collecting data, e.g. via wearable technology, 
mobile phones, participant provided bio-measures, etc.

• Event triggered data collection, e.g. when a participant 
changes their job

www.understandingsociety.ac.uk



Understanding Society Website
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Covid-19 survey of panel members
• COVID-19 survey started in April 2020 as a monthly online survey till July - and 

bimonthly from Sept 2020 to March 2021
• Researchers can draw on past information collected from previous 

Understanding Society interviews (BHPS 1991–2008, UKHLS 2009–)
• Wave 1 COVID-19 survey sample eligibility condition:

 All Understanding Society sample members who were 16+ years old in April 2020 
AND in households that participated in at least one of the last two waves of the main 
survey

 Except for:
– unknown postal addresses or addresses abroad
– adamant refusals or mentally or physically unable to make an informed 

decision to take part
• For waves 2 to 4, everyone eligible in wave 1 continued to be eligible 

irrespective of whether they had participated in any of the previous surveys
• From the September 2020 (wave 5) survey onwards, only sample members 

who had completed at least one partial interview in any previous web surveys
• Children of eligible members surveyed in July (5-11 year olds and Special 

education needs 5-17 year olds - SDQ only) and November 2020 (10-15)



Sample size & response rates

• Non-respondents: Never participated in the web survey, or dropped out 
before the end of the coronavirus module

• Partial Interview: Completed the survey only up to the finance module
• Full Interview: Completed survey up to and beyond the finance module

Covid-19 survey content: taken from mainstage survey but also new 
pandemic specific questions
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First results from the COVID-19 
data
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Percent of respondents* reporting COVID-19 symptoms by key 
characteristics

April 2020

From: M Benzeval, C Booker, J Burton, TF Crossley, A Jäckle, M Kumari, 
and B Read (2020) Understanding Society COVID-19 Survey April Briefing 
Note: Health and Caring, Understanding Society Working Paper No 11/2020, 
ISER, University of Essex.



COVID-19: exemplar analysis

Potential of pandemic and policy response to impact 
mental health
• impact of disease itself
• Lockdown

– ‘protect the NHS’
– New working patterns

– Home working
– Home schooling

– Shut down of the economy
– isolation

www.understandingsociety.ac.uk
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The ‘new normal’?:  psychological 
distress worsened and partially 
recovered

www.understandingsociety.ac.uk
From Chandola, Kumari, Booker and Benzeval, Psych Med 2020



Lockdown stressors
April/May/June April/May/July

N(observations) 12166 12765

N (individuals) 4264 4477

Reported at least oneCOVID-19 symptoms (ref=none) 1.6(1.3-1.9) 2.0 (1.6-2.4)

Working from home (ref=always)

Often 0.9(0.7-1.1) 0.8(0.6-1.0)

Sometimes 0.8(0.6-1.1) 0.5(0.4-0.7)

Never 0.7(0.5-0.9) 0.5(0.4-0.6)

No work 1.1(0.9-1.5) 0.8(0.6-1.0)

Health treatment planned (ref: no treatments planned)

Treatment cancelled/postponed 1.2(1.0-1.4) 1.2(1.0-1.5)

I cancelled treatments 1.4(1.0-1.9) 1.5 (1.0-2.2)

Alternative treatment scheduled 1.3(1.1-1.6) 1.3(1.1-1.6)

How often feel lonely (ref: hardly ever/never)

Some of the time 3.1(2.8-3.5) 3.1(2.8-3.5)

Often 11.1(8.5-14.3) 16(11.1-21.0)

Hours per week childcare/homeschool (ref:no child)

1-15h/week 1.2(0.9-1.6)

16+/week 1.4(1.0-1.9)

Subjective financial situation (ref: living comfortably)

Doing alright 1.0(0.9-1.1)

Just about getting by 1.4(1.1-1.8)

Finding quite/very difficult 2.4(1.7-3.3)
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Next steps
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Data collection Data Deposit
April May Questionnaire
May June Questionnaire
June July Questionnaire
July September Questionnaire
September November Questionnaire
November January Questionnaire
January March Questionnaire
March May Questionnaire 
May July Questionnaire and serology
July September Questionnaire 
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COVID-19 output
• 60 papers/reports
eg

• Evidence to SAGE, eg

• New papers:  eg shielding and mental health
» Long COVID

www.understandingsociety.ac.uk
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