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INTRODUCTION 

In this worksheet we will help you to find out how to use data from a large scale survey, Understanding Society, to 

analyse the relationship between ethnicity and health. We will do this in stages. In Part One we will: 

 

 Introduce the survey Understanding Society 

 Explain the structure of this survey data 

 Show you how to find out what information is collected in the survey 

In Part Two we will introduce a data exercise in which we will show you how to do some simple analysis using data 

from this survey and the statistical software package, Stata. 

 

There is a large body of evidence on the association between health and ethnicity (for a recent review see 

Toleikyte and Salway 2018). Some of the key reasons identified for ethnic differences in physical and mental 

health, including general wellbeing, are socio-economic status, health related behaviour and, experiences of 

harassment and discrimination (Nazroo 2003). A substantial proportion of ethnic minorities are also migrants, that 

is, those who were born in another country and who came to the UK at some point. Studies have also found that 

even though migrants tend to be younger and healthier than the UK born population (as these are the kinds of 

people who are more likely to move), after arriving to the UK their health often deteriorates, perhaps due to the 

anxiety and stress of living in a new place that often brings problems of unfamiliarity with the systems and 

procedures prevalent in the new country, lack of friendship and social support networks, and in some cases 

language difficulties. 

 

In this exercise you will use data from Understanding Society to measure differences in health across ethnic groups 

and differences in health across sub-groups within each ethnic group (where sub-groups are based on sex, age, 

region of residence, country of birth).  

 

PART ONE: WHAT IS UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY? 

 

The survey 

Understanding Society: the UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS) is a survey of individuals living in private 

households in the UK. This study started in 2009 with individuals living in around 30,000 households across the 

UK. Individuals living in these sampled households are eligible for interviews every year. But remember not 

everyone who is eligible participates in a survey. Those who do participate and answer the questions asked by the 

interviewer are referred to as respondents. The purpose of the study is to allow researchers to investigate and 

understand how the lives of the UK’s population are changing over time.  

 

Every year respondents are asked questions about various aspects of their lives – their education, employment or 

other labour-market activity, their partnership and marital status, how many children they have and of what ages, 

their income and wealth, their health and wellbeing, their attitudes and values. 
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The first time this sample was interviewed is referred to 

as the first wave, the second time they are interviewed is 

the second wave and so on. In this study we will focus 

only on the data collected in the first wave. This means 

the analysis is ‘cross-sectional’, or a snapshot of one 

point in time, not longitudinal (based on change over 

time). In the next exercise we will look at changes over 

time. 

 

 

Next you will look for information on health, ethnicity, age and sex on the survey’s website. But before you do that 

you will need to know a few things about the structure of the data. 

The structure: Data files, and variable and naming conventions 

The information collected is made available in data files.  

Items of information about respondents (e.g. gender or age) 

are called variables. The dataset consists of these variables 

for all respondents where each variable has a value. For example, if a respondent is 29 years old, there will be a 

variable called age which will have a value of 29 for this respondent. Some information like sex is not numeric but 

the information is represented as numbers. For example, in this dataset sex=1 means male and sex=2 means 

female. So, if this respondent is female then the value of the variable sex for this person will be 2.  

 

Think of the data file as an excel spreadsheet where the rows consist of items of information about a person and 

the columns make up the list of variables (the items of information). Here is an example, of a data file we will use in 

this exercise, A_INDRESP 

 

PIDP A_HIDP A_SEX_DV A_AGE_DV 

1 1001 2 29 

2 1001 1 26 

3 1001 2 3 

 

Here each row refers to one person who is identified by the variable PIDP, which is a number that is unique for 

each person. The variable A_HIDP is a unique number assigned to each household. So, we can say that all three 

individuals in this table belong to the same household (as they all have the same value for A_HIDP). The variable 

A_SEX_DV captures the reported sex of the individual (where 1 means male and 2 means female) and A_AGE_DV 

captures the reported age in years of the individual at the time of the interview. So, from Table 1 we can say that 

there are 3 individuals living in this household, one of whom is a 26 year old man while the other two are women 

aged 29 and 3 years.  

 

Respondents - All 16+ year olds are eligible for 

these detailed interviews. But 10-15 year olds in 

these households are asked to fill a short 

questionnaire about issues that are relevant to them 

such as experiences of bullying, their health and 

wellbeing, their computer usage, their school 

experience, their educational and future aspirations. 

Data files are available in different formats: Stata, 

SPSS, TAB delimited.  



 Analysing ethnic differences in health using data from Understanding Society 

 

page 3 

 

When people are interviewed again the next year the information collected are stored in another file, called 

B_INDRESP. Here is an example of that file, 

 

PIDP B_HIDP B_SEX_DV B_AGE_DV 

1 2345 2 30 

2 2345 1 27 

3 2345 2 4 

 

As you can see the root name of the file (INDRESP) has not changed but the letter prefix has changed from A to B. 

The variable names also follow the same naming convention: same root name but a different letter prefix for each 

wave. 

 

The variable PIDP does not change over time. It is the unique number assigned to each person and is fixed over 

time. You will always be able to identify the person using this number. That is why this variable has no wave prefix. 

 

As the second wave interview is a year later the age has increased by one year for each person.  

 

So, if these people are interviewed again the following year their information will be stored in a data file 

C_INDRESP and will look like this. 

 

PIDP C_HIDP C_SEX_DV C_AGE_DV 

1 9611 2 31 

2 9611 1 28 

3 9611 2 5 

 

 

Looking for variables 

A number of different questions are asked about respondents’ physical and mental health and their subjective 

wellbeing. This information is then recorded in a number of variables in data files. In this section we will help you 

answer the following questions:  

 

 What are the variable names?  

 How will you look for them?  

 Where will you look for them? 

 

 

First go to the study website and click on the DATASET DOCUMENTATION tab at the top. It will take you to the 

dataset documentation page where you will see different data boxes.  

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation
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Which one should you choose? Click on “Main survey”.  The other tabs refer to other surveys or datasets that are 

related to the main survey. Ignore those for now. You can see an overview of the study here. For a more in-depth 

understanding of the study read the user guides. For now just focus on finding health variables in the survey. There 

are different ways to do this search. 

 

Method 1: Go to the main survey page and click on Variable Search on the right panel.  

 

 

 

This will take you to the variable search page with a search box. 

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/about
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/user-guide
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/dataset-documentation/datafiles
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If you type health in the Search box and click enter, you will see the search results.   
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The search result will show over 1039 items! You can filter the search by Datafile, Index Term and Wave on the 

right side panel. Next to each variable you will see its Label which is a short description of the variable, the Datafile 

in which it appears and the Wave in which it was asked. 

 

The variable health which is available in indresp looks like a possible variable for measuring general health. But its 

Label reads “long-standing illness or disability”. So, this is not a measure of general health. If you go down the list 

you will see a variable called SF1 with the Label, “general health”. 

 

Method 2 

You can go back to the variable search page and now click on Index Terms tab at the top. This will take you to a 

page with different index terms or keywords including a few with Health in their title. 

 

If you click on Health: Personal Health Condition you will be taken to a page with a large number of health related 

variables. If you look down the list you will find the variable, SF1 again.  

 

 

 

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/dataset-documentation/datafiles
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Method 3  

A third option is to first find the variable name in the questionnaires and then to search for this variable via variable 

search box (as shown in Option 1). Questionnaires are the list of questions along response options, filtering or 

routing rules (i.e., who gets asked each question) that respondents were asked in the exact order in which they 

were asked. These are provided as pdf files. Go back to the main survey page and click on Questionnaires on the 

right panel.  

 

This will take you to a page with different tabs on the left-hand side, each tab referring to a different wave. 

 

 

Click on Wave 1 and you will see three documents. You can look at all of them. But for this exercise, we suggest 

you click on Mainstage – questionnaire (CAPI) (CAPI is where an interview is undertaken using a laptop rather than 

paper questionnaire).  

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/
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Once you open this file, you will see that the first page is the content page which list all the question Modules. A 

module is a group of questions on a particular topic.  

 

 

 

Click on the module that reads Health & Disability and it will take you to that section of the questionnaire. You will 

see all the questions included in this Module including SF1.  

 

Finding information about variables without opening a datafile 

You can find out some information about a variable from the questionnaire and more information from its online 

variable description page.  

 

In the questionnaire, just below the variable name you will see the exact text of the question that was asked 

(marked Text) and below that you will find Interviewer Instructions if any. Just below that are the response options, 

and a field marked Universe which shows the filtering or routing rule, that is, who gets asked that question.  

 

If you click on SF1 on the variable search page (using Method 1 or 2) you will arrive at the variable page for SF1  

where you will find a lot of information about the variable. 

 

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/dataset-documentation/variable/sf1
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/dataset-documentation/variable/sf1
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Important information about a variable is provided in a Variable Note. As you can see here, the Universe shows 

that the question was asked of proxy respondents only. But you can see from the Variable Note that in the first 

wave this question was asked of everyone. From onwards the second wave it was decided to ask this question 

within the self-completion questionnaire and that variable was named SCSF1. This question in its current form 

continued to be asked of the proxy respondents. So, the Universe here indicates that this was being asked of proxy 

respondents. If you check the Wave 1 questionnaire, you will see that the Universe indicates it was asked of 

everyone.  

 

Below this you will see wave the cascading wave blocks with the title Wave specific data. If you click on a specific 

wave you will see the frequency of the variable for that wave. By default the most recent wave in which the variable 

was asked will appear (and only the waves in which the variable was asked will appear). In this case it is Wave 9.  

Proxy respondent and proxy questionnaire:  When a person cannot give an interview, their spouse or adult 

children are asked if they would complete a short questionnaire, focussing on factual questions only, on their 

behalf. This is the proxy questionnaire and the respondent on whose behalf the interview is done is the proxy 

respondent. 

Variable label or a short description 

 

The data file in which you will find 

this variable 
 

Index Terms associated with the 

variable 

 

The text of the question 

 

Who was asked this question? 
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Then the Wave 1 tab will open. 

 

Click on the tab for 
Wave 1 to look at the 
frequency 
distribution of this 
variable for Wave 1 
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 This is a table of frequency of responses. In a data file, the information collected is recorded as numerical 

values (In this case, 1 2 3 4 5 -1 -2 -9) and then the data providers attach value labels so you can see what 

these values mean.  

 What this table shows is that in Wave 1, 50994 individuals were interviewed of which 9583 individuals 

when asked to report on their general health said it was “Excellent”, 3688 said it was “Poor” and so on… 

This table also shows that 13 people said they didn’t know and 18 refused to answer. But there are 63 

cases where the value of the variable is “missing”. What does that mean? It means that due to some 

coding or scripting error this information is not available for these 63 people. 

 Different surveys have different ways of presenting the missing values. This study presents them as 

negative values. For all variables the same convention is used:  

-1 (Don’t Know) means the person did not give a valid answer because they didn’t know 

-2 (Refusal) means they refused to answer  

-9 (Missing) means something went wrong in recording or coding the information 

For some of the other variables, you will also find two other negative values -7 and -8. These don’t show up here as 

there are no such cases: 

-8 (Inapplicable): This value is assigned to a question when that question was not asked of a respondent 

because they did not qualify for it. For example, a question about the usual monthly pay, W_PAYGU, is 

only asked of those who say they are in paid employment. All those who said they are not in paid 

employment get a value of -8 for W_PAYGU. 

-7 (Proxy): This value is assigned to a question when that question was not asked of the respondent 

because they were being interviewed by proxy and this question was not included in the proxy 

questionnaire. 

 

The variable A_SF1 we discussed, was a simple question where individuals had to choose one answer. Their 

answers were then recorded as 1, 2, …5. But what if they could choose more than one answer? 

 

Let’s look for another question “DISDIF” – you can find it using any of the methods above. If you find it in the 

questionnaire you will see an item below the question text reads “CODE ALL THAT APPLY” Here is an extract from 

the questionnaire: 
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“CODE ALL THAT APPLY” means that a person can choose more than one response options. Or they can choose 

96 which means none of the 12 options were relevant for the person. So, how can this information be recorded in 

the data file? The response to this question is provided as a series of 13 variables each of which has a value 1 if it 

was mentioned and 0 if it was not. These are named A_DISDIF1… A_DISDIF12 A_DISDIF96. 

 

You will also notice that there is an item called Universe just below the question: 

 

Universe 

If (Health = 1) // Has a long-standing illness or disability 

 

 

What does that mean? It means that this question was NOT asked of everyone, but only those who said they had a 

long-standing illness or disability, that is, chose the response option 1 to the question HEALTH. If you go back a bit 

further up in the questionnaire you can find the question HEALTH. 

 

Now look for one of these variables, say, A_DISDIF1 using the variable search box. After you find it click on it, and 

then click on the Wave 1 tab, you will see, 
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The “Frequencies” table shows that 50994 individuals were interviewed but 30850 people were never asked this 

question (“inapplicable”) and for 3262 people we don’t have this information as this question was not included in 

the proxy questionnaire (“proxy”). It also shows that 6187 people did choose this option “mobility (moving around at 

home and walking)” while 10686 people did not choose this option.  

 

So, basically this question was NOT ASKED of 30850+3262 = 34112 people and WAS ASKED of 

4+5+10686+6187 = 16882 people. 

 

Exercise 1: Does this mean that 16882 people answered Yes to the question A_HEALTH? Check the Frequency 

table for A_HEALTH! Actually 17745 respondents including proxy respondents answered Yes to this question. 

What happened to 17745 – 16882 = 863 people? Why were they not asked this DISDIF question? These 863 

people are proxy respondents: remember although A_HEALTH was asked of proxy respondents the follow-up 

DISDIF was not. You can check this in Exercise 4. 

 

 

 

Exercise 2: Find variables to identify ethnic group, age, sex, region of residence, whether born in the UK. Write 

down the names of these variables. 

 

 

When searching for variables you may sometimes come across different variables measuring the same thing. Then 

which one do you choose? This will mostly happen if you have a “derived variable” version of the same variable. 

For example, A_DVAGE and A_AGE_DV both measure age but A_AGE_DV is the one derived by the data team. 
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These “derived variables” generally have a suffix _dv. You can also find them from the Index Terms section by 

clicking on derived variables. 

 

What are derived variables? These are variables produced by the data providers for different reasons:  

 

 When the computation of the variable requires combining different variables the data team produces these 

variables to make it easier for users. An example of this is the highest educational qualification variable, 

A_HIQUAL_DV. It is computed from a number of variables (see description of A_HIQUAL_DV for a 

complete list).  

 If a variable has missing values for some cases, then in those cases are the value is imputed. An example 

of such a variable is the gross usual monthly variable, A_PAYGU_DV.  

 Sometimes respondents make mistakes in reporting and by using other information that they have reported 

across different years the data team produces a more consistent version. An example of this is the derived 

age variable, A_AGE_DV. 

 If a question is only asked the first time a person is interviewed (as this generally does not change over 

time) then the data team collects this information from across the different waves and produces a collated 

version. An example is the ethnic group question, W_RACEL. All those who were interviewed for the first 

time in Wave 1, will have a valid value (greater than 0) for A_RACEL except for those who refused to 

answer this question (value = -2), said they didn’t know the answer (value = -1), were interviewed by proxy 

and so were not asked this question (value = -7), or there was some coding error (value = -9). But note no 

one should have a value of -8… valid skip. Click A_RACEL, to check this. In Wave 2, only those who were 

interviewed for the first time in that wave were asked this question. So, all those who had already been 

interviewed in Wave 1 will not need to be asked this question again and will have a value of -8 for 

B_RACEL. Click B_RACEL and look at the “Universe” for this question to verify that only those who are 

being interviewed for the first time in Wave 2 are asked this question. The data team then combines the 

response to A_RACEL, B_RACEL,…. across all waves and puts all that information together into a 

combined derived variable versions, A_RACEL_DV, B_RACEL_DV,…..  

 

NEXT… Part TWO: Data exercise

 

 

 

 

HELP AND SUPPORT 
 

Understanding Society has a wealth of information on our website:  

It is a highly comprehensive online source of information regarding its variables, methodology, survey 

design and implementation. It is also an up to date source of training courses, webinars, videos, data 

releases and other relevant news regarding longitudinal research. 

Email User Support if you have any comments or suggestions about this teaching resource. 
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