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In a nutshell… 



Motivations 
Data linkage (DL) is now a popular feature of many 
surveys   

- potential to overcome some of the main challenges currently 
facing survey practitioners 

- Key: asking for respondents’ informed consent  
 

Research on DL 
- Mainly focussed on the process of gaining respondents’ 

consent and the role played by respondents’ and 
interviewers’ characteristics  

- mixed findings 

- Survey design features may play a role in this process 

- Currently, relatively little is known about their role   

- This lack of knowledge: impact on DL implementation 

 (relevant decisions based on anecdotal accounts rather 
 than evidence)  



Aims  
1. Investigate the impact of survey design features on consent 
to DL   
 H1: Position of the consent question: 
 consent rates: higher when the consent question is asked after a series of 
 questions on a similar topic (“in context”) than when the consent question 
 is asked at the end of the questionnaire 
 
 H2. Stage of the life of a panel 
 consent rates:  higher for respondents who are asked for consent later in     
 the life of a panel 
 
 H3: Question type 

 respondents reminded of their previous answers more likely to repeat 
previous answers than those asked independently 

 

2. Provide a deeper understanding of the reasons for 
consenting/not consenting 



Data 

Experimental data (mainly from wave 4) of the  

Innovation Panel (IP) from Understanding Society: 

the  UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS)   

 

• Initial sample in 2008 of 1,500 households 

• Household panel study: all adults (age 16+) interviewed 

• Clustered and stratified sample 

• Fieldwork each spring 2008-2013 

• Higher attrition rate than main survey - refreshment sample 

of 500 households at wave 4   

• Multiple experiments in each wave 

 



Data linkage in IP 

• The decision to seek respondents’ consent to DL: 

scientific motivations & practical considerations 
• A number of experiments were designed and implemented 

over time (more later) 

• Consent procedure on IP4: 

• Consent question, verbal consent recorded in CAPI 

• Consenters need to read an information leaflet and sign a 

consent form at the end of the interview (with the exception 

of consenters in the DI group), written consent recorded in 

CAPI 

• Question wording and position of consent question vary by 

treatment groups 
• Different procedure to the one implemented in the BHPS (see Knies 

et al. 2012) but not dissimilar in spirit 



  Wave 

1 
Wave 

2 
Wave 

3 
Wave 

4 
National Insurance contributions, 

benefits and tax records, savings 

and pensions 

 

56.9% 
     

62.2% 

Education:  4-15 year olds  b 

65.1% 


c 

55.6% 
    

Education: 16-24 year olds8  b 

69.0% 


c 

78.9% 
    

Health: 0-15 year olds   
d 

72.6% 
    

Health: 16+ year olds9   
d 

79.6% 
    

Unweighted data 

Data linkage in IP 



Implementation Experiment 1:  
Do consent rates vary by the location of the 
consent question? 

 • Random allocation of IP4 adult respondents 

(aged 16+) to two groups (equal size) 

 

• Control group, “at the end”: consent asked at the 

end of the interview 

 

• Treatment group, “in context”: consent asked 

after a module of questions which asked about 

the receipt of state benefits and other payments  

 



Implementation Experiment 2:   
Do consent rates vary by the time in the life of 
the panel the consent question was asked? 

• Random allocation of IP1 respondents to two groups 
(unequal size, C: 2/3, T, 1/3) 

 

• Control group “asked at wave 1”: consent asked at 
wave 1 

 

• Treatment group “asked at wave 4”: consent first 
asked at wave 4 

 
Note: an implementation error occurred. More later 

 



Implementation Experiment 3:   
Do consent rates vary by type of question? 

• Random allocation of IP4 respondents who were 

asked for consent in IP1 to two groups (equal size) 

 

• Control group “INDI”: independent consent question 

asked at wave 4* 

 

• Treatment group “DI”: dependent consent question 

asked at wave 4. 

  
*All who have not been asked for consent before were asked INDI

  



Methods 
• Dependent variable: (1=respondent provided oral 

consent, 0=respondent did not consent) IP4: 62% 

consent [IP4 refreshment sample: 60% and IP1: 57%] 

• Bivariate and multivariate logistic regression analysis 

• Bivariate analysis: comparison of consent rates at the relevant 

waves and samples (t-test)  

• Regression analysis: the key independent variable is an indicator of 

the experimental treatment groups  

• Results are weighted for unequal selection 

probabilities and non-response  

• Analysis uses Stata svy commands to take into 

account complex survey design 



Q1:  Do consent rates vary by the  
location of the consent question? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes: Standard errors adjusted for the complex survey design. Results weighted for unequal selection probabilities 

and non-response. Sample includes all IP4 adult respondents. Differences in experimental group means * 

significant at the 0.1 level   

Consent status  Consent asked:  

at the end  of the 

questionnaire 

Consent asked: 

  in context  

Consent given  58%  65%* 

Consent not given 42% 35% 

N 1,114 1,065 
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Notes: Standard errors adjusted for the complex survey design. Results weighted for unequal selection probabilities 

and non-response. Sample includes all IP4 adult respondents. Differences in experimental group means * 

significant at the 0.1 level   
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Consent given  58%  65%* 

Consent not given 42% 35% 
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Regression analysis: confirms results  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consent status  Consent asked 

first in: IP1 

Consent asked first 

in: IP4 

Consent given 60%  71%* 

Consent not given 40% 29% 

N 1,096 174 

Q2:  Do consent rates vary by the time  
in the life of a panel? 

Notes: Standard errors adjusted for the complex survey design. Results weighted for unequal selection 

probabilities and non-response (and attrition).  Differences in experimental group means * significant at the 0.1 

level, 

But what about attrition?  

Only about 50 per cent of interviewees at IP1 being re-interviewed in IP4 

No effect of asking consent in IP1 on participation in IP4 



Q2:  Do consent rates vary by the time  
in the life of a panel? 

An error occurred while implementing the experiment at 

IP1  
• Allocation to treatment groups did not take place during 

 the first two months of fieldwork in IP1  

 

• Implications: the treatment group may over represent “hard 

to get respondents”; our results may be conservative  

 

We re-run the analysis on the sample in which the 

experiment was corrected implemented (but small N) 
 

• Consent rate is lower; same pattern (although not sig.)  



Q3:  Do consent rates vary by question  
wording? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consent status  DI INDI 

Consent given 67% 59% 

Consent not given 33% 41% 

N 578 510 

Type of 

question  

IP1 consenters*** IP1 non-consenters*** 

Consent status at IP4 Consent status at IP4 

 

Consent 

given 

Consent NOT 

given 

Consent 

given 

Consent NOT 

given 

DI 94%*** 6% 24%*** 76% 

INDI 68% 32% 46% 54% 

Notes: Standard errors adjusted for the complex survey design. Results weighted for unequal selection 

probabilities and non-response (and attrition). Differences in experimental group means * significant at the 0.1 

level, ** significant at the 0.05 level, *** significant at the 0.01 level.   

 

Source: Innovation Panel, Waves 1-4, IP4 release. 
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Regression analysis: 

confirms these 

findings 



Why people consent? 

Different things can be important when deciding to give consent to add information 

from DWP administrative records to survey data. What were you considering when 

answering?   

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

No considerations/concerns mentioned

Other considerations: positive

Other considerations: negative

Concerns about sharing of confidential data

Trust in survey/fieldwork agency

Influenced by others

Feeling of "duty" as a respondent

Having a clear understanding of why

Being helpful with the research

Graph 1 

Reasons for agreeing or disagreeing to data linkage by consent status  

All

Consenters

Non-consenters

Source: Innovation Panel, Wave 4. All results consider the complex survey design and are weighted. 



Conclusions: Question location  

When asked “in context” consent rates are 7 percentage 

points higher than when the consent question is asked at 

the end of the interview (significant at the 0.1 level) 

 

• To maximize CR, some evidence that request for 

consent may be asked “in context” rather than at the 

end of the questionnaire   

    BUT 

• further research needed to  

 (i) check whether results are robust and consistent amongst 
 different domains (health, education)   

   (ii)  explore the reasons that drive these effects (contextual 

 explanation vs survey fatigue explanation) 



Conclusions: Stage in the life  
of a panel  

When asked later in the life of a panel, consent rates are 11 
point higher than when consent is asked at wave 1 (significant at 
the 0.1 level) 

 

- To maximize consent rate, some preliminary indication that 
request for consent may be asked later in the life of a panel    

- But… because of attrition, smaller sample size in later waves! 
Trade-off between high consent rate of smaller sample, or 
lower consent rate of larger sample… 

- A possible strategy for maximising the number people for 
whom you have linked data:  to ask at the first wave, and then 
to re-ask those who did not give consent at a later wave 

- As with our first experiment further research is needed before 
clear guidelines on this issue could be provided 



Conclusions: Question type 

People tend to be consistent with their previous survey 

responses. 

To maximize CR, strong evidence that: 

• previously consenting respondents: DI question  

• previously non-consenting respondents: INDI 

 question 

 

BUT: wording of the consent question may need to be 

negotiated with government agencies/ethical issue 

 

 



Conclusions  

To maximize consent rates: 

• Carefully drafted question wording highlighting the 

research potentials that data linkage opens up 

• Effective interviewer training programme dealing 

with psychological techniques to reassure 

respondents and deal with concerns about 

confidentiality 
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for the analysis 

IP4 respondents 
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T: N=1,065 

C: N=1,114 

 

Refreshment 

sample  included  

continuing IP1 

respondents in IP4 
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T: N=174 

C: N=1,096 
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allocated to T and 
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T: N=578 

C: N=510 

 

Refreshment 
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