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The UK Data Service is a comprehensive resource funded by the ESRC. It is made up of the former 
services ESDS, Census.ac.uk, and the Secure Data Service and the survey question bank
We provide a single point of access to a wide range of social science data
As well as the data, we also provide support, training and guidance, webinars & a range of face to face 
events
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Anyone & everyone can register

Most of our regular users are HE – staff, researchers, students

BUT contrary to popular beliefs, everyone can register & we have many users from other sectors such as 
local and national government departments, charities, etc.

23,000 users across the world – 60,000 data download ever year
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Public funders are following the OECD principle that publicly funded research data should as far as 
possible be openly available to the scientific community.
RCUK adopted common broad principles.





And European Research Council



Increasingly journals / publishers have data policies
Pre-publication vs post-publication monitoring of data access
Dryad = repository basic and applied biosciences
Treebase = repository phylogenetic data
JORD, Journal Research Data Policy Bank : JISC funded
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The first set of data we will tell you about is the international macrodata. 
This type of data has been aggregated to a country or regional level. It is time series data, depending on 
the database it will be available annually, quarterly or monthly.
We update the data regularly, some databases we updated every month
It is typically produced by international governmental organisations, and we host data from the IMF, 
OECD, World Bank and the IEA. 
The databases cover a range of  socio-economic themes such as economics, trade, industry, 
employment, human development, demography, and many more!
Much of the data is only available to staff and students from UK higher/further education institutions. 
We pay for the licence cost centrally to provide access to this community, so it is free at the point of 
use. However, data such as the World Bank databases are now open access – so anyone can access 
these through us.
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Next I’ll talk about the UK census data, the census has a long history going back to 1801, it takes place 
every 10 years. We provide access to and user support for the last 5 censuses.
Census data is considered the gold standard, aims to cover 100% of the population
Used as a baseline for other statistics
Contains detailed combinations of characteristics, and there is a range of topics, which I’ll mention on 
my next slide
The data is available in many geographies, right down to small geographies. This makes it possible to 
reliably compare different areas which makes it so unique
Census data can be divided into different outputs, such as aggregate, boundary, flow, and microdata –
more about this later
Much of the census data we hold is restricted to UK higher/further education staff and students, 

except for the microdata, details on the website
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• Some of the most commonly used of our micro data are the UK Surveys

•These are mostly about individuals or households.
The surveys produce very high quality data: They are produced by experienced research organisations 
such as the ONS and the National Centre for Social Research who have had many years of experience in 
sampling, data collection, analyses etc. They have their own methodologists, researchers and teams of 
interviewers.

•They are mostly nationally representative at the UK level, or the countries within the UK level 
depending on the particular survey.  And they tend to have large sample sizes, For example, Labour 
Force Survey interviews 60,000 people every quarter.
These datasets are repeated cross-sectional surveys – many of them are repeated every or most years 
but each time they are run they use a new sample of people.
They often use the same questions each time they are run so they can be used to track trends in the 
population over time.
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So we’re going to move on to a different type of macro data, and this is data that comes from the 
census
This is the Census homepage
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the census has a long history going back to 1801, it takes place every 10 years. We provide access to and 
user support for the last 5 censuses.
Census data is considered the gold standard, aims to cover 100% of the population
Used as a baseline for other statistics
Contains detailed combinations of characteristics, and there is a range of topics, which I’ll mention on 
my next slide
The data is available in many geographies, right down to small geographies. This makes it possible to 
reliably compare different areas which makes it so unique
Census data can be divided into different outputs, such as aggregate, boundary, flow, and microdata –
more about this later

Most of the data are now open, although there may be some restrictions on some elements of 

the census data that we have. Unfortunately the licences under which we hold these data may 
be restricted to those in higher education
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Topics vary each census, and in the 2011 Census, new topics such as national identity and whether 
someone has a second home were included
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We also provide access to various (1981 to 2011) census boundaries for a range of geographies. 

The first map that you see on the top left – is the largest, regions and then you can zoom in to smaller 
and smaller geographical areas until you get to wards, and the smallest area is super output areas. Here 
you can see an example where we’ve zoomed into the Wirral.

The boundaries are available in  a range of GIS formats.!
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So moving on to our Census micro data…..

These are like surveys, but they’ve been produced from the census

Individual-level data which has been anonymised to prevent disclosure, and to protect 

confidentiality

Sample of 1-5% depending on dataset

These look like the data you would get from a social survey & you would analyse them in the 

same way using packages such as SPSS
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So just mentioning very quickly qualitative data as well..

All of the data sources we’ve looked at so far have been statistical or numeric data sources, 
Qualitative data contains many different kinds of data –
the most common is interview transcripts, although we also have a small amount of visual data as well 
as information that has been derived from focus groups, diaries, records of meetings etc.

You can search our Discover catalogue for qualitative data sources, but here’s a list of some of our 
classic sociology data collections



Here’s one example of a qualitative study, taken from the School Leavers Study of 1978 that was 
deposited with us by Ray Pahl. This was a study conducted on the Isle of Sheppey in Kent where 
students aged 15-16 years were asked to imagine that they were at the end of their life and were 
thinking back over their lives. And these data are available through us in the form of essays.
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If you want to search for any of our key data, you can do this through our Key Data pages.

The way to find your way to this section, is to use the Get data menu – click on Key Data, and then 
select the tab for whatever type of data you are looking for. And then a list of key data sources will be 
listed
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So you may be wondering how you can access all these data sources…. 

Everything is done online, and you can access both the data and the metadata through our website –
and this is freely available to look at so you can have a look at our data catalogue, download any user 
guides, questionnaires, technical reports, that are associated with a particular survey.

And the vast majority of data are freely available to anyone who registers with the UK Data Service. 
There may be some collections where the licence has been restricted so they may not be available to 
anyone, but most of our data are available under our End User Licence so you can download them in a 
variety of packages…
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DEMONSTRATION HERE
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The way you register with us can vary depending on which particular sector you come from…

So if you’re at a UK university, then you can use your own institutional username and password to log in 
and register with the UK Data Service

If you are outside a UK university, then you can still register with us, but you will first have to apply for a 
UK Data Archive username & password – so you just have a small extra step to go through.
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http://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=5151&type=Data%20catalogue
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http://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/catalogue/?sn=5151&type=Data catalogue
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You may have noticed that some of our datasets are available for online analysis using a system called 
Nesstar

In the previous example, I was downloading data in SPSS format, but I could have browsed the data 
using Nesstar – the good thing about Nesstar is that you use it in your web browser and so you don’t 
need any special software

So at the bottom of the page, you can see a link which will take you to our nesstar system
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This is what the Nesstar interface looks like

On the left hand side you can see a whole series of data collections, which is increasing all the time. 

96



And by navigating through that list, you can find a particular survey and start to produce your own 
visualisations in your own web browser 

Such as this….. This is an example taken from the Citizenship Survey 2010-11 & it’s a graph showing how 
strongly people feel they belong to a neighbourhood or community
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Discover is our search engine.

Here’s an example of a search I’ve run using health as my key word. You can see that it’s returned a 
large number of results, so you can use the options on the left side to refine your search a little – this 
will make the search more targeted, and so will return fewer results. So you can see here that if I refined 
my search by selecting Government Office regions, this would reduce the number of results to 1029.

Discover is a really good tool for searching for data sources that you may not be familiar with already, so 
I would highly recommend that you take some time to explore this when conducting any research. 
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