
Understanding Society: 
a living laboratory of 
British life
Understanding Society represents a step-change in the 
ambition of social scientifi c research. As a longitudinal social 
survey, it will provide a unique and enduring window on 
British society in the 21st century. It will allow researchers, 
policy-makers and the general public to learn about 
patterns of family life; people’s experiences of work and 
education; their health and their attitudes to key 21st 
century challenges, such as climate change and community 
cohesion, on a scale hitherto impossible. It will be able to 
document how these different aspects of people’s lives 
change over time in response to both their own changing 
circumstances and those in the external political, social and 
economic environment.

These developments are possible because of the signifi cant 
number of innovative features that characterise the survey.  
These features include the extraordinary scale of the survey 
and the collection of data from all members of the 40,000 
households studied. The creation of an ethnic minority 
booster sample will ensure that these communities and their 
potentially unique characteristics are covered in suffi cient 
numbers such that they are adequately represented in the 
overall picture of UK society today. The survey will include 
the collection of bio-markers and other health data. This 
will enable researchers as never before to explore the links 
between health and social factors. Finally, Understanding 
Society will pioneer linkage with a variety of Government 
datasets, thereby signifi cantly extending the scope of 
the survey.

If the ambitious goals of Understanding Society are to be 
achieved, equally ambitious developments in research 
techniques will be required, with new approaches needed 
to the collection of data and to encouraging participants to 
remain in the study. There will need to be new measures to 

regulate the management of access to the data on the part of 
the different communities that may wish to use it and there 
will be important work today in addressing the novel ethical 
issues that will arise in a study of this scale and complexity. 
However, the rewards will be commensurate – nothing less 
than the creation of a living laboratory of British life.

This volume of fi rst fi ndings gives an early taste of the kinds 
of analysis that will become possible over time, as well as 
some tantalising new insights into aspects of contemporary 
life that have already emerged from the survey. With 
regard to family life, for example, Chapter 2 shows clearly 
that eating an evening meal together has an important 
link to children’s happiness. Chapter 4 provides novel and 
important insights into sibling bullying. Chapter 10 suggests 
that the topic of sleep quality and duration has been much 
neglected by social scientists, despite its importance as an 
infl uence on health, well-being, safety, productivity and 
performance. It describes how Understanding Society will 
redress this omission and presents some important early 
fi ndings about the links between gender, health, socio-
economic circumstances and sleep. As the recession and 
recent Government cuts impact on people’s economic 
circumstances, the large and representative sample 
of Understanding Society will make it possible to track 
their effects on particular sub-groups of the population 
such as the unemployed, single-parents or older people. 
Understanding Society will also make it possible to document 
changes in the characteristics of society as a whole at this 
time of momentous political change, such as increased 
inequality and pressures on mental health. 

One of the most important features of Understanding Society 
will be the power of the unique size and scope of the survey 
to challenge taken-for-granted assumptions about cause 
and effect. Although this is likely to become increasingly 
possible over time as the longitudinal nature of the data 
allow a greater focus on change, even in this volume of 
Early Findings, there are many examples of unexpected and 
important insights which have already emerged from the 
data and are likely to prove signifi cant in informing policy-
making and professional practice. 
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In Chapter 3, for example, the data suggest that there is no 
direct link between material deprivation and life satisfaction 
for young people. Addressing the subject of health in 
Chapter 9, the authors argue that mental resilience is not 
necessarily linked to physical health. In early fi ndings on 
material well-being reported in Chapter 7, the data reveal 
that the relationship between income and deprivation is not 
straightforward but varies with levels of qualifi cation and 
house-ownership. And again, despite the received wisdom 
prevalent in society today that social bonds are in terminal 
decay, the analysis of patterns of participation reported in 
Chapter 8 offers a fascinating insight into the signifi cant 
increases in community participation that are associated 
with retirement.

These examples represent 
only a fraction of the 
many fascinating new 
insights that this Early 
Findings publication from 
Understanding Society 
provides. More than 
anything, these early 
analyses highlight the 
potential of the study to 
provide a much more 

comprehensive picture about individuals, households 
and communities in the UK today. Uniquely, perhaps, 
the household focus of the study will allow a level of 
sophistication in our understanding of important issues such 
as attitudes to carbon-reduction and climate change, since 
as the analyses of Chapter 12 demonstrates, such attitudes 
are shaped by the subtle inter-play of intra-household 
dynamics. Perhaps even more important still, will be the 
scope that Understanding Society offers to explore the 
interaction between the various topics that it covers through 
its innovative research methods, its uniquely large scale and 
the wide and changing range of topics covered. 

But great ambitions are inevitably associated with signifi cant 
risks. Both the Governing Board of the study and the 
research team are very much aware of the challenges that 

will accompany such an ambitious project. These range 
from the signifi cant technical challenges associated with 
the scale and range of the ambitious programme of data–
collection that is planned for Understanding Society, to the 
political and ethical issues that are inextricably associated 
with working with multiple partners and datasets. They also 
include the fi nancial sustainability of the survey at a time 
of scarce Government resources. 

Good communication will be central to overcoming these 
challenges. Perhaps most important of all, effective 
communication of emerging fi ndings will be critically 
important in ensuring the continued interest of the 
households on which the survey depends. It is vital 
that attrition rates are kept to a minimum through the 
enthusiastic and willing on-going participation of the sample 
households. Good communication will also play a key role in 
making the research community aware of the rich seam of 
data that Understanding Society provides and so lead to its 
signifi cant use across the social science community. Effective 
communication will be key to convincing potential funders 
that infrastructure for social science is just as important, in 
its own way, as well-equipped laboratories and sophisticated 
equipment are to the natural and medical sciences.  

Social science has been constrained for far too long by 
a lack of suffi cient capital investment. This has made it 
impossible to achieve the research scale necessary to tackle 
some of the complex and important issues facing our 
society. With the advent of Understanding Society, highly-
skilled social scientists can get to grips with the important 
questions of our age using a high quality, integrated dataset 
that supports a hitherto unavailable range and scale of 
analysis. Academia, Government, business and charities are 
already beginning to work together under its banner. Such 
collaboration is likely to grow in response to the range and 
quality of study that data from Understanding Society will 
make possible. These are exciting times for all those seeking 
to understand more about the society we live in today. Early 
Findings offers an initial taste of the feast that is in store for 
social research.

If the ambitious 
goals of 

Understanding 
Society are 

to be achieved, 
equally ambitious 

developments in 
research techniques 

will be required
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Understanding Society 
is a major social science 
investment in longitudinal 
studies with potentially huge 
long term implications for 
the understanding of the UK 
in the early 21st century. 

This book provides a fi rst view of the results from the 
study and presents some early fi ndings from research 
carried out by researchers mainly, but not exclusively, 
based at the Institute for Social and Economic Research 
(ISER) and within the study team. The chapters are based 
on data from the fi rst year of the fi rst wave, collected in 
2009, from approximately 14,000 households containing 
34,503 individuals, adults and children. Of these, 22,265 
adults gave a full interview and 2,163 children aged 10-15 
also gave an interview. Individual chapters provide further 
information about the specifi c samples used.

We expect and hope that these early fi ndings will be rapidly 
superseded by further analyses by a much a wider range of 
researchers. The data used in this book were made available 
to the wider community of researchers in December 2010 
through the Economic and Social Data Service.  

Although these are early fi ndings, they cover a wide range of 
domains of people’s lives and experiences and much, though 
by no means all, of the questionnaire content included in 
the Wave 1 survey. The purpose of the volume is not only 
to present and share these fi ndings, but more importantly 
to give future users of Understanding Society a sense of the 
potential of the study. We look forward to demonstrating 
that potential even more clearly once Understanding Society 
has collected longitudinal data. This introduction aims to 
set these fi ndings in the longer term context of the study, 
both in terms of its role as longitudinal study and the wider 
research agenda it will support.

Understanding Society builds on the success of the highly 
successful British Household Panel Survey (BHPS). The 
BHPS is heavily used by government departments and 
by researchers within and outside the UK. It has been 
accessed by more than 2000 users and generates more 
than 150 publications per year. However, the ambitions 
of Understanding Society go well beyond what has been 
achieved with the BHPS, and to support a much wider 
range of research. It is an extremely important addition to 
the UK’s rich portfolio of longitudinal studies and continues 
and enhances the UK contribution to an international 
network of household panel studies, including the US Panel 
Study of Income Dynamics, the German SOEP, Australia’s 
HILDA, the Swiss Household Panel and many others.

Just over 16 years ago, some of the people involved in this 
book were also involved in a somewhat similar exercise, the 
production of Changing households: the British Household 
Panel Survey 1990-19921. This was amongst the fi rst 
publications based on the BHPS, and as indicated above, 
it was followed by many hundreds more. Nevertheless, 
it was an important opportunity to introduce the novelty 
of a household panel and its opportunities in Britain. 
BHPS and other UK longitudinal studies have had a major 
impact on the research environment and indeed the way 
we understand society in terms of ‘the complex pattern of 
continuity and change that make up the lives of individuals 
and households’ (p10).1  

OVERVIEW OF 
UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY 
This volume contains an appendix providing information on 
the design of the study and the data collection for Wave 1.  
Here, we summarise some of this, in order to set the context 
for the rest of the book.

The study consists of four distinct samples: (a) a new 
random sample representative of the whole UK population 
large enough for the investigation of sub-populations, 
of around 27,000 households; (b) an ethnic minority 
boost facilitating minority group research, around 4,000 
households; (c) the incorporation of the existing BHPS 
sample of around 8,200 households, and (d) an Innovation 

INTRODUCTION

1  Along with the author of this chapter, this book was edited by Jonathan Gershuny, David Rose and Jacqueline Scott, who were all key infl uences on the successful development 
of the BHPS and hence on the ultimate establishment of Understanding Society.

Nick Buck, Principal Investigator
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Panel of around 1500 households, used primarily for 
testing purposes. The BHPS has 18 waves of data, which 
provides opportunities for early analysis of long durations. 
The target of 40,000 households across the study’s samples 
gives a unique opportunity to explore issues for which 
other longitudinal surveys are too small to support effective 
research. It permits analysis of small subgroups, such as 
teenage parents or disabled people, and analysis 
at regional and sub-regional levels, allowing examination 
of the effects of geographical variation in policy, for example 
differences between the countries of the UK. For example, 
Taylor’s chapter on employment and unemployment reports 
differences in employment status and fi nancial well-being 
by country. The large sample size also allows high-resolution 
analysis of events in time, for example focussing on single-
year age cohorts.

As indicated, Understanding 
Society includes a signifi cant 
sample boost for key 
ethnic minority groups 
and specially designed 
questionnaire supplements, 
to provide the base 
for major longitudinal 
analysis of minority 
experiences in the UK. 
Based on the importance 

of increasing ethnic diversity, examination of ethnic variation 
will contribute to many aspects of the research agenda.

Because of its large sample size, the fi eldwork for 
Understanding Society takes place over a two-year period. 
However, we have maintained the BHPS practice of a 
12-month gap between interviews with participants. It 
is important from an analysis perspective to carry out 
interviews relatively frequently with participants in order 
to capture information about changes in their lives over 
relatively short periods, before events are forgotten. Thus, 
there is an overlap between the waves. So Wave 1 of the 
main survey started in January 2009 and ended with 
a sample issued in December 2010. Wave 2 started in 
January 2010 and will end at the end of 2011 and so on.

Wave 18 data from members the BHPS sample was 
collected in autumn 2008, and they become fully integrated 
into Understanding Society from Wave 2. The fi rst year 
of data from the ethnic minority boost is available, but 
numbers in each of the key groups are still rather small 
with only half the target, and results from this sample will 
be reported when the whole of Wave 1 is released in the 
latter part of 2011.  

The study also opens exciting prospects for advances at the 
interface between social science and bio-medical research. 
It will provide the opportunity to assess the relationships of 
a wide range of exposures and antecedent factors to health 
status. The addition of appropriate health-related measures 
to the study will also contribute to the relationships between 
our genetic make-up and our social environment and 
background. 

UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY 
AS A LONGITUDINAL STUDY
The development of longitudinal studies has advanced social 
science methods, the understanding of major social changes, 
and better assessment of policy interventions. The UK has 
taken a prominent role in the development of longitudinal 
studies, especially with its unique portfolio of birth cohort 
studies, the ONS Longitudinal Study of the Census, the 
English Longitudinal Study of Ageing, the Longitudinal 
Study of Young People in England, the British Household 
Panel Survey, and many others. These studies provide an 
understanding of social change, the trajectories of individual 
life histories, and the dynamic processes which underlie 
social and economic life.  

Understanding Society is a major addition to this portfolio. 
As a longitudinal study it is following individuals over time, 
regularly collecting data about each participant and his or 
her household. It will provide unique information on the 
persistence of such states as unemployment, child poverty 
or disability, on factors which infl uence key life transitions, 
such as marriage and divorce, labour force entries and exits 
and retirement, and will provide information on the effects 
of earlier life circumstances on later outcomes. 

Understanding 
Society builds 

on the success 
of the highly 

successful 
British Household 

Panel Survey 
(BHPS)
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It will support research relevant to the formation and 
evaluation of policy and will also foster the development 
of improved and more reliable analytical techniques. Cross-
sectional data, based on only a single observation of each 
individual cannot achieve these aims.

The UK, in common with most western societies, is 
undergoing multiple forms of socio-economic change.  
We have an ageing population, an increasing diversity of 
ethnic background, and increasing levels of instability in 
working careers and in family life. These take place in the 
context of an increasingly complex situation of international 
globalisation, with confl icting pressures, sometimes 
towards European centralisation, others toward regional 
specialisation and devolution. Longitudinal studies have a 
major role in understanding these social changes since they 
collect data about different time points within an individual’s 
life, or indeed to look across generations, by collecting and 
linking data from different points in the lives of parents and 
children. Longitudinal analysis can provide very different 
understandings from cross-sectional ones. Specifi c examples 
of anticipated uses for the longitudinal data are included 
in the chapters. Here are some important issues for which 
we anticipate contributions from the longitudinal data of 
Understanding Society:

•  The analysis of the incidence of states and events such 
as poverty or unemployment over time. 

•  The measurement of the rates of transition between 
states, and the factors associated with them. These might 
include spells of illness or transitions in partnerships. 
The analysis of associations between the life courses 
of different household members, and of their mutual 
interactions, is enabled by Understanding Society 
interviews with all household members from age 10 
to examine the dynamics of household formation and 
dissolution and associated outcomes. 

•  The analysis of the association between change in the 
different domains (e.g. health and the labour market), 
to understand causal ordering.  

•  Analyses which take account of unobserved differences 
through the use of repeated measures. The accumulation 
of life history data, to analyse the long-term accumulation 
of personal and fi nancial resources and their outcomes. 

•   The sustained collection of short-term data makes it 
possible to accumulate long-term sequences of high 
quality biographical information across multiple domains. 
The central purpose of Understanding Society is then to 
understand the individual dynamics of change experienced 
by the population of the UK. With a national sample 
covering the whole population, Understanding Society 
will also provide representative cross-sectional population 
estimates for each wave as shown in this volume. 
Nevertheless, its real strength will be the provision 
of nationally representative longitudinal data at the 
individual and household level across a range of 
substantive domains. 

THE LONGER TERM 
UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY 
RESEARCH AGENDA 
Understanding Society has broadly conceived goals. It aims 
to provide a resource across the social sciences and beyond 
to embrace bio-medical sciences and other physical sciences, 
e.g. the environmental sciences. It is beginning to collect 
physical measures and information in a variety of ways, as 
well as qualitative, visual and audio data.  

The study has a much 
broader research agenda 
compared with other 
household panel studies and 
focuses on major new and 
emerging research agendas 
for the next decades. Because 
it involves the collection 
of data on all members 
of sampled households 

and their interactions within the household, there are 
major advantages for important research areas such as 
consumption and income, where within-household sharing 
of resources is important, or demographic change, where 
the household itself is often the object of study. Observing 
multiple generations and all siblings allows examination of 
long-term transmission processes and isolates the effects 
of commonly shared family background characteristics. 
The design of Understanding Society will also provide 
opportunities to explore linkages outside the household.

This book contains a sample of fi ndings from the potential 
areas of research which Understanding Society is supporting. 
The content of the questionnaire is shaped by the basic 
research agenda, but it is important to realise that other 
topics can also be explored. 

Here are some of the key issues facing UK society where 
Understanding Society is providing, and will continue to 
provide, research opportunities.

•  Understanding Society can contribute to understanding 
how households and families are changing. Analysis of 
the stability and shifts within one family’s home will be 
supplemented with information on kin and friends outside 
the household to examine social support opportunities and 
the balance of formal and informal provision social care.

•  Understanding Society will be used to examine the 
formation of well-being over the life cycle. This includes 
the effects of health and also economic factors of income, 
savings, asset accumulation, and pensions on the 
economic and social well-being of older persons.

•  Understanding Society gives opportunities to examine 
different defi nitions of well-being, ranging from 
traditional economic measures based on income or 
consumption and more subjective measures of happiness 
and satisfaction.

Longitudinal 
studies have a 

major role in 
understanding 
complex social 

changes
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•  Education, training, and life-long learning are important 
issues with implications for labour market success, 
citizenship, consumption, and socio-economic well-being. 

•  The labour market is changing. This presents questions 
about wage determination and job matching, job qualities 
and how these relate to global processes, e.g. migration. 
Changing patterns of labour market regulation and policies 
are also important here. 

•  Understanding Society will be useful for understanding 
the balance of market and non-market work, as well as 
the dynamics of the work-life balance. These questions of 
balance apply both to individuals and within households. 

•  Understanding Society will make major contributions 
in the study of changing patterns of economic 
opportunities, including the prevalence of persistent 
poverty and social exclusion. 

•  Part of Understanding Society’s research agenda is 
motivated by understanding the effects of state policies. 
For example, it is important to trace the impacts of state 
responses to economic stress in the form of deregulation 
and reduction in the protection offered by the welfare state. 

•  There are changes in the macro-economic environment 
concerning the management of risks. How do individuals 
and households adapt in the UK and internationally? 

•  There is an important social mobility agenda, both, inter- 
and intra-generational, where Understanding Society can 
complement the work of the birth cohort studies. This 
study offers a wider range of inter cohort comparison, and 
much greater possibilities for sibling comparisons. 

•  More generally, there is potential for Understanding 
Society to be exploring the longer term social and 
economic consequences of potentially disadvantaging or 
stigmatising states, such as disability, mental illness, drug 
taking, criminality, truancy, teenage pregnancy, redundancy 
or unemployment at individual and household level. 

•  The panel design facilitates the examination of migration 
and geographic mobility, including life course dynamics 
of relocation, and their consequence for local areas. 

•  Issues concerning diversity are of increasing salience 
for public policy and the understanding of UK society 
or societies. Diversity is defi ned in terms of a range of 
cultures, practices and identities: class, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual orientation, citizenship, national identity, age group, 
disability status, consumption and lifestyle groups. It is 
important to understanding the impacts of inequalities 
associated with this diversity for life chances and for 
social cohesion. 

•  Changing patterns of political engagement and civic 
participation and how far people are willing and able to 
step in to provide services or resources on a voluntary 
basis if there is a diminishing availability of formally 
organised public sector provision can be investigated 
with Understanding Society. 

•  Understanding Society will support research on a wide 
range of questions relating to environmental change, 
and how individuals and households organise to support 
their environmental preferences and values. 

•  Through the collection of appropriate biomarkers and 
objective health indicators, Understanding Society will 
provide the basis for understanding the interactions 
between biology and environment in the formation 
of health and other outcomes and behaviours. 

The above list is one view of the research agenda, but 
its realisation depends on large numbers of researchers 
taking up the opportunities the study offers. And it will be 
up to these researchers, along with the users of research 
to shape the actual agenda. The chapters presented in 
this volume are fi rst steps to realising the potential of 
Understanding Society.

The chapters 
presented in this 
volume are fi rst 

steps to realising 
the potential of 
Understanding 

Society


