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KEY DESIGN FEATURES AND 
STUDY GOVERNANCE
There are several key features of the design of 
Understanding Society that refl ect its scientifi c rationale 
and are intended to generate major innovations in scientifi c 
research. These include: 

•  Large sample size of 40,000 households to allow more 
fi ne-grained analysis; 

•  Household focus of the design with data collected on all 
members aged 10 and over within sampled households;

•  Full age range sample which complements age-focused 
cohort studies in the UK and provides a unique look at 
behaviours and transitions in mid-life and throughout 
the life course; 

•  Innovation Panel – a vehicle for methodological research, 
for survey development and to further methodological 
knowledge relating to longitudinal surveys (This Innovation 
Panel is described more fully in Chapter 13);

•  Multi-topic design to meet a wide range of disciplinary 
and inter-disciplinary research needs;

•  Ethnic minority research agenda and the inclusion 
of a boost sample of ethnic minority groups to support 
research on ethnic diversity and commonality;

•  Collection of biomarkers and health indicators 
as a resource for research at the interface of social 
and bio-medical sciences; 

•  Data linkage to administrative records and geo-coded 
data to provide signifi cant new research opportunities 
where the social survey data can be used in combination 
with administrative data. 

Understanding Society is the successor household panel study 
to the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS). The BHPS 
has collected 18 waves of data since 1991 and the sample 
will be included within Understanding Society from Wave 2 to 
enable continuing longitudinal analysis of the BHPS sample 
alongside the new samples. Fieldwork for the fi rst fi ve waves 

of the study is being conducted by the National Centre for 
Social Research (NatCen) with collaboration with the 
Central Survey Unit of the Northern Ireland Statistics 
and Research Agency (NISRA) in Northern Ireland. 

Understanding Society is funded by the UK Economic 
and Social Research Council (ESRC) with co-funding 
from several government departments including the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), Department 
for Education (DfE), Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport (DCMS), Department for Transport (DfT), the 
Department for Community and Local Government (DCLG), 
the Scottish Government, the Welsh Assembly Government, 
the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(DEFRA), and the Food Standards Agency (FSA).

The study has a 
Governing Board 
that is convened by 
the ESRC, drawing 
on representatives 
from academia, social 
policy organisations, 
and government 
departments. The 
Governing Board 
is responsible for 
oversight of the 
conduct of the study, 

strategic decision-making, and ensuring the widest possible 
use of the study data and impact of resulting fi ndings. 
In addition, a Scientifi c Advisory Committee comprised 
of external experts provides advice to the Principal 
Investigator, Nick Buck, and the scientifi c leadership team. 
The investigators of the scientifi c leadership team are based 
at the Institute for Social and Economic Research (ISER) at 
the University of Essex, the University of Warwick, and the 
Institute of Education. This committee is supported by three 
external committees focused on key areas encompassed by 
the study, including a Methodological Advisory Committee, 
a Health and Biomarkers Advisory Committee, and an 
Ethnicity Strand Advisory Committee.   

This appendix provides an overview of the design and conduct of 
Understanding Society (for further details see www.understandingsociety.org.uk). 

The fi rst section describes the main design features and governance arrangements for the study. It is followed by description 
of the sampling design and associated rules for following sample members over time. The chapter also summarises the 
questionnaires and content of the study and describes the data collection process. It concludes with a report of the Wave 1 
Year 1 response rates, and compares characteristics of the Understanding Society sample with the distribution on key 
demographic variables to those in the UK Labour Force Survey (LFS) (Offi ce for National Statistics, 2010).

The study’s
Governing Board 

is convened by 
the ESRC. It has 
representatives 
from academia, 

social policy 
organisations, 

and government 
departments

INTRODUCTION
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SAMPLE DESIGN AND 
FOLLOWING RULES
Four of the most valuable features of Understanding Society 
are its large overall sample size, its longitudinal nature, 
the household context, and the boost sample of ethnic 
minorities. These features provide an unparalleled set 
of research opportunities, but they also set considerable 
challenges for sample design. Here we describe how the 
sample design has met those challenges. 

The main general population sample aims to be fully 
representative of the UK resident population and to provide 
suffi cient precision for the analysis of important subgroups. 
It is based on an equal-probability scientifi c sample of 
around 1 in 500 addresses throughout England, Scotland 
and Wales and around 1 in 250 addresses in Northern 
Ireland, amounting in total to 49,920 addresses. For a 
detailed description of the sample design, see Lynn (2009). 
The sample is split into 24 monthly samples designed to 
be representative of the UK population at a quarterly level. 
The sample in England, Scotland and Wales was a two-
stage clustered design, which enhances the cost-effi ciency 
of fi eldwork. At the fi rst stage, approximately one in every 
four postcode sectors was selected, giving 2,640 Primary 
Sampling Units (PSUs). The second stage involved selecting 
18 addresses in each of those postcode sectors. Although 
equal-probability, the sample in Great Britain is therefore 
not a simple random sample. In Northern Ireland, a single-
stage sample of addresses was selected with no clustering.    

At each sample address, every person resident at the time 
of the Wave 1 fi eldwork is defi ned as a sample member. 
At subsequent waves, attempts are made to locate every 
sample member, wherever they may be, and to collect 
data about them and all other members of their current 
household (who may or may not themselves be sample 
members). This means that we must follow households 
who move to new addresses. We also have to follow sample 
members who move out of a Wave 1 household, as well as 
continuing to follow the remaining household members. The 
basic principle of the survey ‘following rules’ is very simple: 
at each wave we aim to collect data from each sample 
member and all other members of that person’s current 
household. Although considerable resources are required 
to implement these ‘following rules’, they are an essential 
component of the survey design. It is these ‘following rules’ 
that permit probability-based longitudinal analysis of a 
representative sample.

The ethnic minority boost sample involved screening around 
43,000 addresses to identify members of the relevant 
ethnic minority groups. These 43,000 addresses were not 
selected with equal probability. Instead, postcode sectors 
were sampled at different rates, based on the estimated 
ethnic composition of the sector. The sectors included in the 
sample – comprising around 30% of all sectors in Britain – 
are estimated to cover 80 – 90% of the members of ethnic 

minority populations of interest. Between 1 in 60 and 1 in 3 
addresses were selected from these sectors, depending on 
the estimated ethnic mix in the sector. The net result is that 
selection probabilities vary both within and between ethnic 
minority groups in the boost sample. In analysis, the use 
of sample weights is essential to achieve a representative 
sample. 

The ethnic minority boost sample is designed to provide 
a suffi ciently large sample size of each of fi ve key ethnic 
minority groups to allow these groups to be analysed 
separately (and compared with each other). The boost is 
designed to achieve an additional 1,000 individual interviews 
in each of fi ve groups: Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, 
Caribbean and Black African. In addition, other minority 
groups including Chinese, Turkish, other Asian and Middle 
Eastern are included.

During the screening survey, once an eligible person was 
identifi ed at Wave 1 (‘screened in’), that person was then 
deemed a sample member and the same ‘following rules’ 
are applied as described above for the general population 
sample. Further details of the design of the ethnic minority 
boost sample are provided (Berthoud, Fumagalli, Lynn & 
Platt, 2009). There is also a comparison sample of some 
500 households identifi ed from within the new general 
population sample. This sample will be administered the 
same interview as members of the ethnic minority boost 
sample, to allow comparisons between the minority groups 
of interest and the general population.

There are two other sample components. The fi rst is the 
Innovation Panel sample of 1,500 households. This is an 
equal probability sample of Great Britain (in this case south 
of the Caledonian Canal and excluding Northern Ireland) 
with 120 PSUs and 23 issued addresses per PSU. The 
second is the continuation of the existing British Household 
Panel Survey (BHPS) sample which is included in the study 
from Wave 2. 

The fi nal sample, therefore, will consist of four main 
components as in Table 1. Until year 2 of Wave 1 
is complete, we cannot provide actual numbers for the 
whole sample, so the numbers for Wave 1, Year 2 are 
estimates. Analyses in the rest of this volume are restricted 
to the fi rst twelve months of the general population sample 
only (i.e. 14,103 households).

QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN 
AND CONTENT 
The questionnaire structure for Understanding Society 
consists of:
•  Household questionnaire (including household 

membership roster) of 15 minutes
•  Individual interview for all adults aged 16 years and 

over (32 minutes for the general population sample, 
37 minutes for the ethnic minority boost sample)



APPENDIX: UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY 
DESIGN OVERVIEW 

4

•  Self-completion questionnaire for all interviewed 
adults (7 minutes)

•  Proxy interview for adults aged 16 years and over 
who are unable to be interviewed (10 minutes)

•  Self-completion youth questionnaire for children 
aged 10-15 years (on the BHPS the youth questionnaire 
was from age 11-15 years).

At Wave 1, all interviews were carried out face-to-face in 
respondents’ homes using a computer-assisted personal 
interviewing (CAPI) questionnaire for the household, 
individual and proxy questionnaires. Paper instruments 
were used for both the adult self-completion and the youth 
questionnaire. All questionnaires within the CAPI script, 
the paper self-completions, and all associated fi eldwork 
materials for respondents were translated into nine 
languages: Arabic, Bengali, Cantonese, Gujurati, Punjabi 
(Gurmukhi and Urdu scripts), Urdu and Welsh. Bi-lingual 
interviewers or translators were provided where necessary. 
Participants living in Wales were offered the choice of 
an interview in Welsh or English and Welsh speaking 
interviewers were available to conduct interviews in Welsh. 

ANNUAL AND ROTATING CONTENT

Following extensive consultation with users it was clear 
there was demand for a wide range of content to be 
included on the study. To meet this demand within the 
available questionnaire length, Understanding Society 
has adopted a model in which questions are organised in 
topical modules and modules appear annually (core) or 
on a rotating basis. Rotating modules vary in frequency 
depending on the subject matter and expected rates of 
change. The annual core is approximately 50% of the 
interview length. In addition to the core and rotating 
modules, there are questions asked only after key events, 
such as the birth of a child or moving house.   

Because some of the annual measures are BHPS questions, 
analysts can examine a longer time series for that sample 
component. Incorporation of many measures from the BHPS 
will allow longitudinal analysis in key areas to continue for 
the BHPS sample. In addition, the inclusion of some BHPS 
measures provides continuity with the new Understanding 
Society sample. See also Laurie (2010) on the relationship 
between the BHPS and Understanding Society. 

A key design task in the initial stages was to agree which 
measures were critical for the annual panel design and 
which questions should be carried annually. Table 2 sets 
out the content of the annual repeated measures and 
the rotating modules. The table also includes information 
about modules which are included as part of the additional 

coverage for the ethnic 
minority boost sample 
and the content of the 
youth self-completion 
questionnaire. 

The Wave 1 
questionnaire includes 
additional factual 
background measures, 
including details of 
parental background 
along with some life 

history information including a full cohabitation, marriage 
and fertility history and a migration history for the ethnic 
minority boost. Anecdotal evidence from interviewers and 
respondents suggests that on the whole participants fi nd the 
survey coverage interesting. These reports are refl ected in 
the interviewer observations where over 96% of respondents 
were said to have good or very good co-operation during 
the interview, with 77.3% having very good co-operation.   

Table 1 Estimated sample size components Understanding Society 

Component

New General Population Sample

Ethnic Minority Boost Sample

Innovation Panel

BHPS Sample

Total 

Achieved Interviewed 
Households 
(Wave 1, Year 1)

14,103

1,588

1,489

8,144*

25,324

Estimated Interviewed 
Households 
(Wave 1, Year 2)

12,800**

2,400

--

--

15,200

Estimated Achieved 
Households 
(Wave 1, Years 1 and 2)

26,903

3,988

1,489

8,144

40,524

*Note that the Wave 1, Year 1 BHPS numbers are in fact from BHPS Wave 18 (2008) due to the timing overlap of the two studies. The BHPS 
sample is included in the study from Wave 2 (2010). 
** The numbers in the GP sample at Wave 1, Year 2 are smaller than in Year 1 as all Northern Ireland interviews take place in Year 1 of the 
fi eldwork period.

Questions are 
organised in 

annual or rotating 
modules. Their 

frequency depends 
on the subject 

matter and 
expected rates of 

change
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Table 2 Summary of questionnaire content

Annual repeated measures

Basic demographic characteristics for all 
household members

Housing characteristics 

Housing expenditure 

Household facilities, car ownership 

Consumption expenditure 

Changes between waves – employment, 
fertility, partnering, geographic mobility, 
education and training, diagnosis health 
condition

Health status (e.g. SF12), disability, GHQ-12 

Education aspirations and expectations

Labour market activity and employment status, 
job search 

Current job characteristics, basic employment 
conditions, hours of paid work, second jobs

Childcare, other caring within and outside 
household 

Income and earnings 

Life satisfaction

Political affi liation 

Transport and communication access

Child development and parenting (from Wave 
3 for children aged 3, 5 and 8 years)

Expectations of retirement

Initial conditions, place of birth, education, 
family background, relationship and fertility 
information (at fi rst interview only)

Rotating modules

Health-related behaviour, 
diet, exercise and sleep

Leisure and cultural 
participation

Wealth, assets and debts

Mental health and well-being

Psychological/personality 
traits (‘Big 5’)

Illicit/risky behaviour

Family and social networks

Family relationships

Local neighbourhood

Social support

Travel behaviour

Environmental attitudes 
and behaviour

Political engagement

Employment conditions

Time use preference and risk

Trust

Ethnic minority boost

Language and functional 
English literacy

Migration history

Remittances

Employment discrimination

Harassment

British identity

Ethnic identity

Additional items on political 
engagement

Additional items on family 
and social networks

Use of smokeless tobacco

Financial literacy and fi nancial 
inclusion

Religious practice

Civic capital/use of services

Youth self-completion

Relationships with family 
and friends

Social networks 

Illicit/risky behaviour

Experience of education 
and aspirations

Bullying at school and 
between siblings

Use of leisure time

Health, diet and obesity, 
exercise

Self-esteem and 
satisfaction with life

Strength and Diffi culties 
Questionnaire (SDQ)

Future aspirations for job, 
family, independence

Social and political 
attitudes and values

Financial behaviour and 
paid work

Caring responsibilities

Ethnic and religious identity

Table 3 Summary of bio-measures

Direct measures

Height and weight
Waist circumference
Bio-electrical impedance
Grip strength
Blood pressure and pulse rate
Lung function (nurse collection only)

Biological samples

Whole blood (nurse collection only)
Saliva (interviewer collection only)
Dried blood spots (interviewer collection only)
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BIO-MEASURE COLLECTION

Understanding Society is a bio-social survey providing 
data that will support bio-medical and social science 
research. The addition of bio-measures permits the 
examination of objective biological, anthropometric and 
functional measures within a large sample that spans many 
ages and which can be studied in a household context. 
The study provides information about social and economic 
factors that infl uence health status and the trajectory of 
health outcomes. The data will enable analysts to assess 
exposure to and antecedent factors of people’s current 
health status, give a better understanding of disease 
mechanisms, such as gene-environment interactions, allow 
an assessment of household and socio-economic effects 
on health, as well as analyses of outcomes using direct 
assessments and linkage of health administrative data with 
survey responses. The collection of bio-measures began 
during Wave 2 (2010/11) of Understanding Society and will 
continue throughout Wave 3 (2011/12). While the available 
funding does not allow collection from all sample members, 
we estimate that between 25,000 and 30,000 adults will 
have these measures. The aim is to collect these measures 
from a subsample of the Understanding Society general 
population sample at Wave 2 and BHPS sample members 
at Wave 3 so that the longitudinal survey data can be used 
in conjunction with the bio-measure data and provide early 
longitudinal results. 

The collection of bio-measures is more invasive than 
standard survey questions. It is therefore necessary to 
obtain ethical approval from the National Research Ethics 
Service (Health Survey for England, 2009) for all procedures 
and participant materials relating to the collection of bio-
measures. The nurse collection of bio-measures for Waves 
2 and 3 has been approved by the Oxfordshire A Research 
Ethics Committee. More information about this will be 
included in the documentation for Wave 2 of Understanding 
Society. 

Two types of bio-measures are being collected. The fi rst 
are direct measures and the second are biological samples 
to be stored for use in later analysis (see Table 3 for 
more information). Health researchers are increasingly 
incorporating bio-measures in the analysis of pathways to 
disease and in the exploration of the emergence of health 
disparities (for example Chandola, Brunner & Marmot, 2006; 
Seeman, Crimmins & Huang, 2004; Sabbah, Watt, Shelham 
& Tsakos, 2008). The data collection for this element of the 
study will be done either by nurse interviewers or by trained 
survey interviewers. 

The measures to be taken are set out in Table 3. There are 
some measures which are only to be taken by a nurse, or 
by an interviewer and these are indicated in the table. Direct 
measures are those where the data is available immediately 
at the point of interview. Biological samples are collected 
during the interview and despatched for storage. Results 
from any analyses on these samples will not be fed back to 

participants. In addition to the bio-measures, Wave 3 
will collect cognitive ability/functioning measures for the 
whole sample. 

In the UK, there are well-developed protocols for the 
collection of bio-measures by nurse interviewers on studies 
such as on the Health Survey for England. The collection 
of some of the proposed measures by trained interviewers 
rather than nurses, in particular taking saliva and dried 
blood spots, has never been done on large scale surveys in 
the UK. There is experience in major US population surveys 
of successful use of these minimally invasive approaches 
being carried out by well-trained survey interviewers 
(McDade, Williams & Snodgrass, 2007, Lindau & McDade, 
2008; Weinstein, Vaupel & Wachter, 2008). We are drawing 
on this experience in developing our procedures. The 
protocols and interviewer training for this element are 
therefore innovative for the UK.

DATA COLLECTION AND FIELDWORK 
PROCEDURES

DATA COLLECTION MODES

The fi rst wave of Understanding Society is principally a 
face-to-face survey, with a self-completion additional 
element; the interviews are conducted by interviewers who 
visit participants’ homes. The survey is administered using 
a computer-assisted personal interviewing instrument 
(CAPI). Each interviewer has a secure and encrypted laptop 
which contains the survey instrument written using Blaise 
software. The advantage of using a CAPI instrument is that 
it allows for complex routing and fi ltering of questions, it is 
able to perform some quality checks on the responses and 
can use information given earlier in the interview. The CAPI 
software enables interviewers to ‘toggle’ between English 
and another language. Where a bilingual interviewer is not 
available to carry out the interview, a translator accompanies 
an interviewer to the household. Adults who give a full 
interview are also asked to fi ll out a short paper self-
completion questionnaire. 

FIELDWORK DESIGN

As described above, one of the key features of 
Understanding Society is its large sample size. However, this 
does present a challenge in terms of fi eldwork capacity. The 
solution to this was to randomly allocate the sample to 24 
monthly samples and spread the fi eldwork for each wave 
over two calendar years. Sample members are interviewed 
annually. Therefore, there is an overlapping sample design; 
with the second year of Wave 1 being in the fi eld at the 
same time as the fi rst year of Wave 2. 

Interviewers have one month to contact the households 
in their allocated sample and carry out Understanding 
Society interviews with all eligible adults and young people. 
Households in which no interviews are achieved in the fi rst 
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month are returned to NatCen. Those which had 
been non-contacts or ‘soft’ refusals are then re-issued, 
often to a different interviewer. The re-issue period also 
lasts a month. 

The fi eldwork timetable in Northern Ireland is slightly 
different. The survey was not put into the fi eld in January 
2009, but started on the 2nd of February 2009. To ensure 
that a quarter-year is still representative, the February 
and March samples are slightly larger than the average for 
April-December. The Wave 1 Understanding Society sample 
in Northern Ireland is spread over 11 monthly samples 
(February-December) rather than 24. 

The screening phase for the ethnic minority boost sample 
is separate to the interviewing phase. It takes place three 
weeks prior to the sample fi eld month. If the screening 
interview identifi es a household as eligible for the ethnic 
minority boost, the information is recorded and that 
household is allocated to the interviewer working in that 
area. There is no ethnic minority boost sample in Northern 
Ireland. The BHPS sample did not form part of the Wave 
1 fi eldwork. That sample will be incorporated from Wave 2 
onwards. 

COMMUNICATION WITH PARTICIPANTS

An important study like Understanding Society needs a 
strong brand image so that it is recognisable to participants. 
This helps to foster loyalty to the study. The survey name 
and logo is used in all respondent materials. In addition, 
there is contact information on all participant documents 
to enable them to contact ISER easily and without cost 
using a Freephone number, email address or Freepost 
address. The advance materials can be seen at 
http://data.understandingsociety.org.uk/documentation. 
The participant materials consist of:
•  On the doorstep – information leafl et about the study, 

appointment card
•  During the interview – participant pack with Participant 

Handbook, fridge magnet with sample month printed on, 
pen, self-completion questionnaires

•  After the interview – participant reports (small leafl et with 
initial fi ndings from the study), change-of-address card, 
participant website

A participant website has been set up to give participants 
more information about the study. The website is used to 
provide participants with updated information and fi ndings 
coming out of the study as well as being an additional 
means for participants to update their personal name and 
address details. As part of the between-wave mailing, when 
participants receive a short report based on initial analysis 
of the data, they are given a unique ‘invitation code’, which 
can be used to register with the website. Once registered 
and verifi ed, the sample member is then able to inform 
us of any change in their contact details. There are now 

419 registered sample 
members of which 303 
have used the website to 
update their address or 
personal details. Registered 
sample members can access 
additional information about 
the fi ndings of the study 
and comment on stories 
and news items which are 
posted on the website. In 

the period May 1st to November 1st 2010, there were 951 
unique visits to the participant web site. This initial high 
level of interest suggests that with continued promotion 
the website can contribute to building an active forum for 
Understanding Society participants.  

INTERVIEWER BRIEFINGS

Before fi eldwork started, all interviewers working on 
Understanding Society attended a one-day face-to-face 
project-specifi c briefi ng. These were held at different 
locations around the country to minimise interviewer travel 
(Birmingham, Bristol, Derby, Glasgow, Leeds, London, 
Manchester). The Wave 1 briefi ngs started one month before 
Understanding Society went into the fi eld. There were 12 
briefi ngs in December, 13 in January and then some later in 
the year for interviewers newly recruited to Understanding 
Society. Generally, each briefi ng was attended by 12-20 
interviewers, one or two people from the fi eldwork agency 
and the area managers from the area in which the briefi ng 
was being held. Staff from ISER also attended the December 
briefi ngs. 

The topics covered were at the briefi ngs were:
•  Fieldwork design: timetable, targets for working, screening 

procedures
•  Sample design: general population and ethnic minority 

boost samples
•  Branding: study name and logo, different stages of contact 

with sample members
•  Contact and co-operation: methods to minimise non-

contacts, evidence from call patterns, maximising response
•  Procedures: using the Address Record Form (ARF), dealing 

with multiple dwelling units and/or households, different 
ARFs for general population and ethnic minority samples, 
exercises in completing ARFs

•  Screening and language: screening process, dealing with 
non-English speaking households, translations

•  Interview process: overview of instruments, overview 
of procedures, eligibility rules, use of proxy interviews, 
importance of getting contact details, collecting consents 
for data linkage, self-completions, incentives

•  CAPI questionnaire: structure, individual modules, 
consents, self-completions, demonstration.

The overall 
household 

response rate 
for Wave 1, 

Year 1 
was 59.3%
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ADVANCE CONTACTS

Advance cards were sent to the selected addresses before 
an interviewer or screener called. The sample was a sample 
of addresses, without names, and so the advance cards 
were addressed to ‘The Occupier’. The advance card for 
the general population sample contained a £10 voucher 
and contained the information that if anyone else in the 
household was interviewed, they would also receive a £10 
voucher. The advance cards for the screening sample were 
different, since such a large number of addresses were 
being issued for screening. The cards for the screening 
sample said that an interviewer would be calling, and would 
ask them a few questions ‘and may ask your household 
to take part in an interview.’ The advance cards for the 
screening sample did not contain a voucher, but said that if 
anyone in the household is interviewed they would receive 
the £10 voucher. The advance cards were sent by NatCen 
and were timed to be received around one week before an 
interviewer called. 

INTERVIEWER CONTACT

When the interviewer calls at an address they are required 
to make a number of observations about the neighbourhood 
and the house. These observations include whether the 
address has been split into more than one dwelling units, 
such as apartments or fl ats. If there are up to three dwelling 
units at the address, the interviewer includes all of them in 
the sample. If there are more than three dwelling units, the 
interviewer uses a set of rules (a Kish selection grid, see 
Kish, 1949) to randomly select three units. Likewise, if a 
dwelling unit is found to contain up to three households, all 
households are eligible to participate. If there are more than 
three households, then a Kish grid is used to select three 
households. 

The interviewer fi rst seeks to make contact with an adult 
member of the household. The fi rst part of the interview 
is the enumeration of household members. This is a list of 
all those who live in the household. The interviewer then 
conducts the household interview with the person in the 
household responsible for the rent or mortgage, or spouse. 
All adults aged 16 years or older are asked to participate in 
an individual interview. Adults who complete an individual 
interview are asked to fi ll in a self-completion questionnaire. 
If there are any children aged 10-15 years in the household, 
the interviewer asks the parent or guardian for their 
consent (verbal) to ask the child to complete a short paper 
questionnaire. If an individual is not going to be present 
during the fi eldwork period, or is present in the household 
and does not want to participate but is willing for someone 
to answer questions on their behalf, a proxy interview may 
be carried out. 

If there are people living in the household who are not present 
when the interviewer calls, the interviewer is expected to call 
back. Multiple calls to households are expected. 

RESPONSE RATES

The response rate for the general population sample for 
the fi rst year of Wave 1 in England, Scotland and Wales was 
59.0% of eligible households. The response rate in Northern 
Ireland was 62.2%. The overall response rate for Year 1 was 
59.3%. There were 14,103 co-operating households at Year 
1 of Wave 1. A co-operating household is one in which at 
least one adult participated.

Table 4 Household response rates on the general population sample: Year 1 Wave 1

England

 10,915

 58.9%

 969

 5.2%

 6,109

 33.0%

 539

 2.9%

Responding

 

Non-contact

Refusal

 

Other non-response

Wales

 697

 64.4%

 50

 4.6%

 306

 28.3%

 29

 2.7%

Scotland

 1,199

 58.2%

 124

 6.0%

 658

 31.9%

 81

 3.9%

Northern Ireland

 1,292

 61.7%

 88

 4.2%

 689

 32.9%

 25

 1.2%

Total

 14,103

 59.3%

 1,231

 5.2%

 7,762

 32.7%

 674

 2.8%

*Eligible households only / ineligible addresses excluded from the base
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Table 5 Adult (16 years and over) response rates: Year 1 Wave 1

England

 17,246

82.0%

1,061

5.0%

67

0.3%

616

2.9%

1,430

6.8%

614

2.9%

21,034

Full interview

Proxy interview

Partial interview

Non-contact

Refusal

Other non-response

Base

Wales

 1,138

 84.5%

 42

 3.1%

 5

 0.4%

 35

 2.6%

 89

 6.6%

 37

 2.7%

 1,346

Scotland

 1,808

 81.6%

 67

 3.0%

 4

 0.2%

 78

 3.5%

 178

 8.0%

 80

 3.6%

 2,215

Northern Ireland

 1,977

 76.5%

 91

 3.5%

 20

 0.8%

 147

 5.7%

 268

 10.4%

 81

 3.1%

 2,584

Total

 22,169

 81.6%

 1,261

 4.6%

 96

 0.4%

 876

 3.2%

 1,965

 7.2%

 812

 3.0%

 27,179

Base = all persons aged 16+ enumerated in co-operating households

Table 6 Household screening and response rates on the ethnic 
minority boost sample: Wave 1 Year 1 

Phase 1: Screening Survey

Issued

Ineligible address

In scope

Screened

Screened

Ineligible for inclusion

Refusal

Non-contact

Other

Eligible for inclusion 

Phase 2: Interview

Responding

Refusal

Non-contact

Other

N Eligible households

N addresses

21,817

 1,681

 20,136

 18,543

 18,543

 15,701

 150

 1,240

 194

 2,842

 1,588

 791

 33

 430

 2,842

Col %

 100.0

 7.7

 100.0

 92.1

 100.0

 78.0

 0.7

 6.2

 1.0

 14.1

 55.9

 27.8

 1.2

 15.1

 100.00

Table 7 Individual-level response rates for co-operating 
households in the ethnic minority boost sample: Year 1 Wave 1

Full interview

Proxy interview

Partial interview

Non-contact

Refusal

Other non-
response

Total N

England

3,145

68.2%

240

5.2%

60

1.3%

211

4.6%

700

15.2%

258

5.6%

4,614

Wales

24

64.9%

0

0.0%

3

8.1%

1

2.7%

3

8.1%

6

16.2%

37

Scotland

21

91.3%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

8.7%

0

0.0%

23

Total

3,190

68.2%

240

5.1%

63

1.3%

212

4.5%

705

15.1%

264

5.6%

4,674
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Table 5 gives the individual-level co-operation rate, 
conditional on a household response, for the fi rst year of 
Wave 1. These are response rates for individuals within 
co-operating households as we do not know how many 
individuals were present in non-co-operating households.

The household co-operation rate, conditional on being 
screened in, for the ethnic minority boost in the fi rst year 
of Wave 1 was 55.9%. In Table 6, the upper panel gives 
information about the outcomes at the screening phase 
of the ethnic minority boost. The lower panel takes 
all those screened in as the base and gives information 
about the outcome during the main stage of fi eldwork. 
There were 1588 responding households in the ethnic 
minority boost in the fi rst year of Wave 1. We have not 
reported these fi gures by country, since the sample was 
not designed to provide a representative sample of each 
minority group within each country. Details of the sample 
design and selection procedures for the ethnic minority 
boost sample can be found in Berthoud et al (2009). A 
change in the way that outcomes were coded occurred in 
September 2009, which saw an increase in the proportion 
of refusals and a decrease in the proportion of ‘other’ 
unproductive households.

Table 7 gives the individual-level response rate within 
co-operating households in the fi rst year of Wave 1 for 
the ethnic minority boost sample.

COMPARISON OF SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION WITH 
EXTERNAL ESTIMATES

In Table 8 we present some initial comparisons of year 1 
of the general population sample of Understanding Society 
with the Labour Force Survey (2009, Quarters 1-4, fi rst 
wave of interview only), in terms of some key demographic 
variables. The Labour Force Survey (LFS) was chosen for 
this comparison because it is a national survey with a 
large sample size and a good response rate, and fi eldwork 
spread throughout the year, like Understanding Society. 
Also, both surveys attempt to cover the same population, 
namely all persons living at domestic residential addresses. 
The LFS estimates use the person weight (PWT09), which 
compensates for non-response and aggregates to the 
population total. This provides the best available estimates 
for 2009 on these variables. The analysis is restricted to the 
Great Britain sample of both surveys. The Understanding 
Society sample is weighted using the design weight 
(dweight) without any non-response adjustment. The design 
weights adjust for unequal probability of selection at the 
sample design stage. The design weights vary for multiple 
dwellings and households and for the sample design in 
Northern Ireland.   

As Table 8 shows, the two surveys have very similar sample 
distributions on the characteristics compared. There is no 
difference between the surveys on housing tenure status 
but the Understanding Society sample appears to have 
a higher proportion of female participants than the LFS, 
a higher proportion of children younger than 16 years 
and a lower proportion of those aged 65 or older. The 
Understanding Society sample has a higher proportion 
of divorced individuals and a lower proportion of those 
who are widowed. The Understanding Society sample 
contains a lower proportion of participants who are in paid 
employment and higher proportion of those who are not 
in paid employment or looking for work. Although these 
differences are statistically signifi cant, the sample sizes are 
large and so the actual percentage differences between the 
two samples on these key characteristics are quite small.

CONCLUSION
Understanding Society is designed to provide high quality 
longitudinal data to answer research and policy needs over 
the coming decades. The study represents a signifi cant 
investment in the social sciences in the UK. Every effort is 
being made to conduct the study to the highest standards 
of best practice in survey methodology and the methodology 
of conducting longitudinal surveys. This appendix has briefl y 
described some of the key elements of the design and 
conduct of the study. As the data now become available, 
the wider user community can begin to benefi t from this 
investment. The large sample size offers new opportunities 
to study sub-groups that may be too small for separate 
analysis on other studies while the UK-wide sample 
affords new avenues for comparative country, regional 
and geographic research. The new content included in 
Understanding Society, not least the bio-measures, provides 
exciting prospects for interdisciplinary research across the 
social and medical sciences. The Innovation Panel is already 
proving to be an invaluable resource for methodological 
research which pushes the boundaries of knowledge within 
longitudinal survey methodology. Finally, the inclusion of 
the BHPS sample within Understanding Society enables this 
long running panel to continue into the future, opening up 
inter-generational research and the opportunity to look at 
very long-term trajectories of change.
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Table 8 Comparison of Great Britain Labour Force Survey sample and Understanding Society general population sample on key 
characteristics

Sex

Male

Female

Base: all in respondent households

Age

0-15

16-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65+

Base: all in respondent households

Marital status (age 16+)

Single, never married

Married, living with husband/wife

Married, separated from husband/wife

Divorced

Widowed

Civil Partner

Base: all in respondent households aged 16 +

Housing tenure

Owned outright

Being bought with mortgage or loan

Part rent, part mortgage

Social housing renting

Private renting and other

Base: respondent households

Employment Status

Employee

Self-employed

Looking for work

Not in employment or looking for work

Base: respondents aged 16-69

Labour Force Survey

 49.2

 50.8

 114,307

 18.9

 12.1

 13.0

 14.8

 13.6

 11.9

 15.8

 114,307

 32.8

 49.8

 2.5

 7.9

 6.7

 0.2

 94,373

 30.8

 35.6

 0.4

 18.3

 14.8

 49,938

 58.0

 8.7

 6.3

 27.0

 80,022

Understanding Society

 48.4*

 51.6*

 34,502

 21.0*

 12.0

 12.5*

 14.8

 13.4

 12.1

 14.3*

 34,477

 32.6

 50.1

 2.4

 8.7*

 6.0*

 0.2

 27,163

 30.9

 35.2

 0.5

 18.6

 15.0

 14,103

 56.8*

 8.0*

 5.4*

 29.8*

 19,241

* signifi cant at 1%
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