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Why document data?

• enables you to understand/interpret data

• needed to make data independently understandable

• ensures informed and correct use, reduces chance of 
incorrect use/misinterpretation

• if using your data for the first time, what would you 
need to know?

• UKDA uses data documentation to: 

– create/supplement catalogue record for dataset

– create user guide(s) and data listing for dataset

– ensure accurate processing and archiving



3

What is data documentation?

1. Wider contextual information about project and data

• background, project history, aims, objectives, 
hypotheses

• publications based on dataset
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2. Data collection methodology and processes

• sampling

• data collection process - fieldwork, interviewer instructions

• instruments used - questionnaires, showcards, interview 
schedules

• temporal/geographic coverage

• data validation - cleaning, error-checking 

• derived variables - compilation

• weighting: factors and variables, weighting process

• secondary data sources used

What is data documentation?
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3. Info on dataset structure

data files, relationships between files, records, 
cases…

4. Variable-level documentation

labels, codes, classifications, missing values, 
derivations, aggregations

What is data documentation?
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5. Data confidentiality, access and use conditions

• anonymisation carried out 

– aggregation, banding, coding and top-
coding, disclosure control

– editing of sensitive material in interview 
transcripts

• consent conditions/procedures

• access or use conditions of data 

What is data documentation?
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Metadata

• Standardised structured core data documentation for:

– bibliographic reference

– resource discovery (searchable)

• International standards/schemes

– Data Documentation Initiative (DDI)

– Dublin Core

– ISO19115

– Metadata Encoding and Transmission Standard 
(METS)

– General International Standard Archival Description 
(ISAD(G))
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Metadata

• Core metadata for archived datasets:
Dataset title
Name, institution and contact details of data owner/researcher
Abstract
Keywords/subject categories
Funding source and award number 
Temporal coverage (data collection start and end dates)
Geographic coverage (country, region, longitude/latitude)
Data availability/access conditions
Copyright holder
Data submission date
Data parameters:  type, format, sample size/units, sampling 

procedure

• Created from data deposit form/tool and information/ 
documentation submitted by data owners/researchers

• At UK Data Archive: DDI metadata, rich detailed content, 
enables sharing (OAI)
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How to create data documentation?
• Researchers can embed certain documentation in data files:

• quantitative data: variable/value labels; worksheet information; 
table relationships and queries in relational database; GIS data 
layers/tables

• Examples:
SPSS: variable attributes documented in Variable View (label, code, 

data type, missing values) 
MS-Access: variable descriptions and attributes documented in 

Design View; relationships 
ArcGIS: shapefiles (layers) and tables in geodatabase; metadata 

created in ArcCatalog.
Excel: base worksheet data-related documentation.

• qualitative data/text documents: interview transcript speech 
demarcation; respondent details; context in document headings

• Additional documents: final report, published reports, user guide, 
working paper, publications, lab books
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• Metadata: through data deposit forms/tools

• DDI documentation derived from software packages using 
DDI tools 

http://tools.ddialliance.org/

• http://www.ddialliance.org/codebook/index.html

• metadata tools: http://tools.ddialliance.org

• German Institute for Educational Progress (IQB) –
educational data codebooks www.iza.org

How to create data metadata?

http://tools.ddialliance.org/
http://www.ddialliance.org/codebook/index.html
http://tools.ddialliance.org/
http://www.iza.org/
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TIPS

• Good metadata enables easy discovery of data

provide meaningful information (titles, 
descriptions, abstract, keywords)

• Submitting good documentation and metadata 
enables data archives/data centres to create rich and 
detailed metadata

• Good data documentation leads to good data re-use

• Detailed yet comprehensive documentation

• Where possible integrate within dataset
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UKDA metadata

• UKDA collects and creates structured metadata for each 
archived dataset 

• created during ingest data processing (Data-level metadata)
– data dictionaries, format transfer, data listing, ingest processing details and 

information gathered in ‘readme’ file for users

• Catalogue record and keyword index
(mix of Study-/Data-level metadata - ‘Catalogue metadata’. Also contains 
‘Administrative metadata’, such as access conditions, date of publication, 
etc.)
– data deposit form 
– keyword index covers data elements and concepts
– international standards: DDI, METS, ISAD(G), TEI
– standardised elements + controlled vocabularies = consistent search and retrieval
– sufficient information for users to decide if the data suitable
– information on the provenance of a dataset
– record of publications
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Providing good documentation

• quality of the information provided by the data creator 
determines ease of discovery and appropriate re-use

– comprehensive and comprehensible documentation 
and metadata

– complete the deposit form as fully as possible 

• contact the UKDA if not sure what to produce or provide:

– see advice on our Managing and Sharing web pages: 
http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/sharing/metadata.asp

– contact acquisitions@esds.ac.uk

http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/sharing/metadata.asp
http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/sharing/metadata.asp
http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/sharing/metadata.asp
mailto:acquisitions@esds.ac.uk
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Recap – why document data?

• enables you to understand/interpret data

• needed to make data independently understandable

• ensures informed and correct use, reduces chance of 
incorrect use/misinterpretation

• if using your data for the first time, what would you 
need to know?
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Examples

• English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) – very 
large study

• Quantitative dataset – depends on size and scale

– Health Survey for England (HSE)

– BHPS provides link to documentation site

– smaller scale study, less documentation

• Qualitative dataset – depends on size and scale

– data listing, interview schedules, methodology
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ELSA documentation
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Quantitative study

• smaller-scale study - user guide may just contain survey  
questionnaire, methodology information

• example from HSE 2007 – documents separated, bigger study
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Qualitative study 1

• User guide contains variety of documents
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Qualitative study 2

• Data Listing


