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Overview

A crucial part of making data user-friendly, shareable and with long-
lasting 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 to be covered
• What is documentation?
• Why documentation is important
• What information should be captured?
• Study-level documentation and context
• Data-level documentation
• Quality control of data
• Metadata
• Versioning, naming and organising data



What is documentation?

• Data does not 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 provide background information
• Description of the methodology used to collect the data
• Consent forms and information sheets
• A ReadMe file



Why document your data?

• Enables you to understand and interpret data when you return to it
• It is needed to make data independently understandable and 

reusable
• Helps avoid incorrect use or 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 information should be captured?
Contextual information about the project and data

• background, project history, aims, objectives and hypotheses
• publications based on data collection

Data collection methodology and processes
• who collected the data and when 
• data collection process and sampling
• instruments used – questionnaires, showcards and interview schedules
• temporal/geographic coverage
• data validation – cleaning and error-checking 
• compilation of derived variables
• secondary data sources used
• what data manipulations (if any)

Any useful documentation such as:
• final report, published reports, user guide, working paper, publications and lab 

books



Information on dataset structure
• inventory of data files
• relationships between those files
• records and cases…

Variable-level documentation
• labels, codes, classifications
• missing values
• derivations and aggregations

Data confidentiality, access and use conditions
• anonymisation carried out 
• consent conditions or procedures
• access or use conditions of data 

What information should be captured?



Documentation should be considered early 
on

• Start documenting data early

• 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



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: 



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

Qualitative study



In practice: transcript format



Qualitative study – data listing

• Data listing provides an at-a-glance summary of interview sets



Data-level documentation

• Aim to embed this documentation in your data file:

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

data type and missing values) 
• MS Excel: document properties, worksheet labels (where multiple)

• Qualitative data/text documents:
• interview transcript speech demarcation (speaker tags)
• document header with brief details of interview date, place, interviewer 

name, interviewee details and context



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, 
motoc=mother occupation, fatoc=father occupation

• for interoperability across platforms – variable names should be max 8 
characters, without spaces and not start with a number, question marks, 
exclamation marks or special characters (these are reserved for specific 
purposes in software applications)



Data-level documentation: variable labels

• Similar principles for variable labels: 
• be brief, maximum of 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



Embedded data-level metadata in an SPSS 
file



Embedded data-level metadata in an MS 
Access database file



Embedded data-level metadata in a MS 
Excel file



Quality control of data

• Quality control of data 
• Integral part throughout the research project

• During data collection
• Data entry
• Data checking 

• Data collection and entry
• Calibration of instruments
• Taking multiple measurements
• Using standardised methods and protocols 

• Data checking
• Checking inputted correctly
• Checking data completeness 
• Adding variable and value labels 



Metadata – data about data 
• Similar to documentation in that it provides context and description, but 

is much more structured and facilitates the cataloguing and discovery of 
data

• Machine readable

• 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 (geographic)
• Dublin Core
• Metadata Encoding and Transmission Standard (METS)
• Preservation Metadata Maintenance Activity (PREMIS)



Versioning files
• Version control of files: 

• How many versions to keep? How long for?
• It can be difficult to identify the correct version of a file if no 

standard naming practice is implemented 
• Major revisions vs minor revisions
• 02-00
• 02-01



Naming files
• Naming of files: 

• Version
• Dates – YYYY-MM-DD (e.g. 2017-11-28)
• Creator
• Description of content
• Spacing, special characters and dots – (e.g. Interview Transcript 

01)
• Interview20%Transcript20%01
• Underscores – (e.g. Interview_Transcript_01)
• Avoid very long names
• Bulk file renaming



Organising data

• Plan in advance how best to organise data
• Use a logical structure and ensure collaborators understand

Examples
• hierarchical structure of files, grouped in folders, e.g. audio, 

transcripts and annotated transcripts
• survey data: spreadsheet, SPSS,

relational database
• interview transcripts: individual 

well-named files



Organising data examples



Recommended file formats

https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/manage-data/format/recommended-formats


