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Overview
A crucial part of making data user-friendly, shareable and with longlasting usability is to ensure they can be understood and interpreted
by any user. This requires clear and detailed data description,
annotation and contextual information.

Areas of coverage
•
•
•
•
•

Why documentation is important
Study-level documentation and context
Data-level documentation
Metadata
Context debate

What is documentation?
• Data doesn’t mean anything without documentation
• A survey dataset becomes just a block of meaningless numbers
• An interview becomes a block of contextless text

• Data documentation might include:
• A survey questionnaire
• An interview schedule
• Records of interviewees and their demographic characteristics in a
qualitative study
• Variable labels in a table
• Published articles that provides background information
• Description of the methodology used to collect the data

Why document your data?
• Enables you to understand/interpret data when you return to it
• Needed to make data independently understandable i.e. reusable
• Helps avoid incorrect use/misinterpretation
• If using your data for the first time, what would a new user need to
know to make sense of it?
• The UK Data Archive uses data documentation to:
• supplement a data collection with documents such as a user guide(s)
and data listing
• ensure accurate processing and archiving
• create a catalogue record for a published data collection

What should be captured?
Any useful documentation such as:
• final report, published reports, user guide, working paper, publications, lab books
Information on dataset structure
• Inventory of data files
• relationships between those files
• records, cases…
Variable-level documentation
• labels, codes, classifications
• missing values
• derivations and aggregations

What should be captured?
Contextual information about project and data
• background, project history, aims, objectives, hypotheses
• publications based on data collection
Data collection methodology and processes
• data collection process and sampling
• instruments used - questionnaires, showcards, interview schedules
• temporal/geographic coverage
• data validation - cleaning, error-checking
• compilation of derived variables
• weighting: factors and variables, weighting process
• secondary data sources used
Data confidentiality, access and use conditions
• anonymisation carried out
• consent conditions/procedures
• access or use conditions of data

Consider documentation early on
• Good data documentation and metadata depends on what you as
the creator can provide
• Start gathering meaningful information from as early on in the
research process as possible
• This consideration forms an important part of data management
planning (which you will hear more on later in the course)

Quantitative study
• Smaller-scale study – single user guide may contain compiled
survey questionnaire, methodology information
• Example from Understanding Society, a bigger study - many
documents presented separately:

Qualitative study – user guide and doc
• A user guide could contain a variety of documents that provide
context: interview schedule, transcription notes, even photos

Qualitative study – data listing
• Data listing provides an at-a-glance summary of interview sets

Data-level documentation
• Certain types of data file may contain important information which
should be preserved:
• variable/value labels; document metadata; table relationships and
queries in relational databases; GIS data layers/tables

• Some examples:
• SPSS: variable attributes documented in Variable View (label, code,
data type, missing values)
• MS Access: relationships between tables
• ArcGIS: shapefiles (layers) and tables in geodatabase; metadata
created in ArcCatalog
• MS Excel: document properties, worksheet labels (where multiple)

Embedded data-level metadata in SPSS file

Data-level documentation: variable names
• All structured, tabular data should have cases/records and variables
adequately documented with names, labels and descriptions
• Variable names might include:
• question number system related to questions in a survey/questionnaire
e.g. Q1a, Q1b, Q2, Q3a
• numerical order system
e.g. V1, V2, V3
• meaningful abbreviations or combinations of abbreviations referring to
meaning of the variable
e.g. oz%=percentage ozone, GOR=Government Office Region,
moocc=mother occupation, faocc=father occupation
• for interoperability across platforms - variable names should be max 8
characters and without spaces

Data-level documentation: variable labels
• Similar principles for variable labels:
• be brief, max. 80 characters
• include unit of measurement where applicable
• reference the question number of a survey or questionnaire
e.g. variable 'q11hexw' with label 'Q11: hours spent taking physical exercise in
a typical week' - the label gives the unit of measurement and a reference to
the question number (Q11b)

• Codes of, and reasons for, missing data
• avoid blanks, system-missing or '0' values
e.g. '99=not recorded', '98=not provided (no answer)', '97=not applicable',
'96=not known', '95=error'

• Coding or classification schemes used, with a bibliographic ref
e.g. Standard Occupational Classification 2000 - a list of codes to classify
respondents' jobs; ISO 3166 alpha-2 country codes - an international
standard of 2-letter country codes

Data-level documentation: transcripts
• Qualitative data/text documents:
• interview transcript speech demarcation (speaker tags)
• document header with brief details of interview date, place, interviewer
name, interviewee details, context
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What is metadata?

Metadata – data about data
• In some ways, just another kind of documentation
• But much more highly structured
• Standard data collection metadata includes:
• Components of a bibliographic reference
• Core information that a search engine indexes to make the data
findable

• International standards/schemes
•
•
•
•
•

Data Documentation Initiative (DDI)
ISO19115
Dublin Core
Metadata Encoding and Transmission Standard (METS)
Preservation Metadata Maintenance Activity (PREMIS)

Where to begin?!

Metadata at the UK Data Archive
• Metadata for archived datasets at should include:
• Core fields: title, abstract, details of data owner/creator
• Administrative: Funding information source and award number, copyright holder
• Detailed descriptive info: temporal coverage (data collection start and end dates),
geographic coverage (country, region, longitude/latitude), keywords and
subject categories
• Methodological: sample size/units, methodology
• Data availability/access conditions
• Publications/references
• Digital Object Identifier (DOI)

• Created from data deposit form/tool and information/documentation
submitted by data owners/researchers
• UK Data Service: DDI metadata, rich detailed content
ukdataservice.ac.uk/manage-data/document/metadata.aspx

How to create metadata for data
• Can be compiled using data deposit forms/tools
• Currently not many available that are user friendly and maintained
• May be better to take things into your own hands – create a
spreadsheet!
• Data Documentation Initiative (DDI) documentation can be created in
software packages using certain DDI tools: tools.ddialliance.org
• Colectica Designer for survey data
www.colectica.com/software/designer
• Convert SPSS internal metadata to DDI using Nesstar Publisher
www.nesstar.com/software/publisher.html
• German Institute for Educational Progress (IQB) – educational data codebooks
www.iza.org

Metadata entry for UK Data Service ReShare

Exercise – how to document this data?
You carry out research on the public understanding of climate change and associated risks in the UK.
Your data-generating research consists of:
•
An online survey with 2000 invited members of the public in the UK to assess their understanding
of climate change and climate change risks, as well as their sources of information.
•
Interviews with 20 key stakeholders in climate policy and science communication.
•
Qualitative content analysis of secondary data taken from newspapers and popular science
journals, evaluating reporting about climate change in the media.
Data resulting from the online survey are transferred to SPSS for analysis.
Interviews are audio-recorded and transcribed into MS Word. Transcripts are imported into the NVivo
software for content analysis.
Secondary textual data from newspapers and journals are also imported into NVivo for content
analysis.

How would you document your resulting research data, to enable their future use by other
researchers?

Exercise – some possible answers
For the survey data file, ensure that the SPSS file contains the full question text as variable label for
each corresponding variable, or as detailed a description of the question text as possible. Variable
names should consist of meaningful codes. Variable attributes are clearly defined, complete and
without any abbreviations, explaining codes, categories and missing data values for each variable.
The online survey questionnaire is exported as a PDF file to complement the SPSS data file.
Each interview transcript contains an introductory paragraph providing the context and setting for the
interview. The collection of 20 transcripts is accompanied by a data listing. Alternatively in NVivo a
classification is created for all interviewees and interviews, capturing: for interviewees’, relevant
demographic and background characteristics (identifier or pseudonym) such as gender, age,
profession, organisation and communication medium used; and for interviews, date, place and
interviewer name.
A list or table of bibliographic references contains all sources of information used for the secondary
analysis of media content.

A published article provides background information on the research methods used, sampling and so
on.

Questions?
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