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Understanding Society represents a step-change in the 
ambition of social science research. As a longitudinal social 
survey, it provides unique insights into British society in 
the 21st Century allowing researchers, policymakers and 
the general public to learn about patterns of family life, 
people’s experiences of work and education, their health 
and their attitudes to issues such as climate change and 
community. It documents how these different aspects of 
people’s lives change over time in response to both their 
own circumstances and those in the external political, 
social and economic environment.

These insights are possible because of the innovative 
features of Understanding Society. These include its 
extraordinary scale, the collection of data from all members 
of the 40,000 households studied and the creation of an 
ethnic minority booster sample which will ensure that these 
communities and their potentially unique characteristics are 
covered in suffi cient numbers to be adequately represented 
in the overall picture of UK society today. The survey 
includes the collection of bio-markers and other health 
data, enabling researchers to explore the links between 
health and social factors. Finally, Understanding Society will 
integrate with a variety of Government datasets, signifi cantly 
extending the scope of the survey.

The unique size and scope of Understanding Society will help 
challenge assumptions about cause and effect. This is likely 
to become increasingly possible over time as the longitudinal 
nature of the data allow a greater focus on change, but even 
in this volume of fi rst fi ndings, there are many unexpected 
and important insights which have already emerged from 

the data that are likely to prove signifi cant in informing 
policy and professional practice. 

Good communication will be central to ensuring the 
continued, long-term success of the survey. It will hold the 
interest of the households on which the survey depends; 
it will make the research community aware of the rich 
seam of data that Understanding Society provides and lead 
to its use across the social science community; and it will 
be key to convincing potential funders that infrastructure 
for social science is just as important as well-equipped 
laboratories and sophisticated equipment are for the natural 
and medical sciences. 
Understanding Society, by providing a high quality, integrated 
dataset of a suffi cient range and scale, will enable highly-
skilled social scientists to pursue some of the most complex 
and important questions of our age. Academia, Government, 
business and charities are already beginning to work 
together under its banner and 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 today’s society. These fi rst fi ndings offer an initial taste 
of the feast that is in store for social research.

Professor Patricia Broadfoot
Chair of the Understanding Society Governing Board

Understanding Society: 
a living laboratory of British life…
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This summary provides a fi rst view of the results from the 
study and presents some early fi ndings from researchers 
mainly, but not exclusively, based at the Institute for Social 
and Economic Research (ISER) and within the study team. 
The summaries are drawn from chapters of the fi rst fi ndings 
book and are based on data from the fi rst year of the fi rst 
wave, collected in 2009. This represents approximately 
14,000 households containing 34,503 individuals. Of these, 
22,265 adults gave a full interview and 2,163 children aged 
10-15 also gave an interview. Individual summaries provide 
further information about the specifi c samples used.
Although these are fi rst fi ndings, they cover a wide range of 
areas of people’s lives and experiences and much, though 
by no means all, of the questionnaire content included in 
the Wave 1 survey. From family life, employment during 
the recession to young people’s attitudes to climate change, 
there is a wealth of information across a wide range of 
topics. We learn how bullying often begins at home and 

Understanding Society, which will follow 40,000 UK households, 
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.

how certain social groups are excluded from some types 
of social participation; who gets the best night’s sleep 
and how where you live can affect you life chances. 
Understanding Society builds on the achievement of the 
highly successful British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) 
which is heavily used by government departments and 
by researchers within and outside the UK. It has been 
accessed by more than 2,000 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 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’s contribution to an international 
network of household panel studies. The chapters 
introduced here are the fi rst steps to realising the potential 
of Understanding Society.

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION
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Research fi ndings
•  the happiest relationships are those less than fi ve years in 

duration, between two people educated to degree level, 
who have no children and where the man is employed

• for both men and women, happiness declines with the  
 duration of the relationship, with the decline being steeper  
 for women. It is also the case that older people are less  
 happy in their relationships than younger people

• after controlling for a range of characteristics, cohabiting  
 people are signifi cantly less happy in their relationships  
 than married people 

• childless couples are happiest with their relationships  
 and those with a pre-school child are least happy, though  
 happiness increases with the age of the youngest child

• among men, being out of employment is associated with 
 lower levels of happiness in their relationship with their  
 partner. Income appears to be unrelated to relationship  
 happiness among men, and is only mildly important 
 for women

•  sixty per cent of young people say they are ’completely 
satisfi ed‘ with their family situation 

• children in lone-parent families were less likely to report  
 themselves completely happy with their situation

•  in families where the child’s mother is unhappy in   
her partnership, only 55 per cent of young people say 
they are ‘completely happy’ with their family situation 
– compared with 73 per cent of young people whose 
mothers are ‘perfectly happy’ in their relationships

• having older siblings is not related to children’s happiness 
 with their family, but having younger siblings in the  
 household is associated with lower levels of satisfaction  
 and this effect is greater the more younger siblings present  
 in the household

• hours spent watching TV are completely unrelated to a  
 young person’s happiness with their family situation.

It is increasingly recognised by social researchers and 
policymakers that parents’ relationships between each other 
and with their children are important for children’s cognitive 
and emotional development and the stability of families. 

At a time when there is widespread political concern about 
‘Broken Britain’, Understanding Society presents a unique 

insight into family life by offering the perspective of different family members. Initial fi ndings show that happiness with 
one’s partner declines with the duration of the union and with a person’s age; it is higher for marriages than for cohabiting 
unions; and it is higher for better-educated people. In turn, children (aged 10-15) are happier with their family situation if 
their parents are happier with their relationship with each other.

FAMILY LIFE 
IN THE UK

About the chapter

 Title

Family relationships

 Sample

6,441 women and 5,384 men and 1,268 young people 
(aged 10-15). 

 Researchers

John Ermisch is Professor of Economics. His research 
interests include the economics of the family, 
intergenerational transfer and the relationship between 
demographics and economic behaviour. Maria Iacovou 
is a Research Fellow whose research interests include 
young people, incomes and poverty, education and family 
structure and family formation. Alexandra Skew is a Senior 
Research Offi cer. Her research interests include cross 
national comparative research longitudinal data analysis 
and research on partner formation particularly among 
lone parents. All three are all based at the Institute of 
Social and Economic Research (ISER) at the University 
of Essex.



3

Research fi ndings
•  overall, youths in the UK appear to be very satisfi ed with 

their lives. Their mean life satisfaction score is 5.9 (on the 
0-7 scale)

•  seventy per cent of youths ticked one of the two categories  
representing greatest life satisfaction

•  about four per cent selected one of the three categories 
refl ecting least life satisfaction

• the average life satisfaction score of those living in   
 households with the bottom fi fth incomes is 5.8 compared  
 with 6.1 in the top fi fth

• young people do not associate their material situation with  
 their life satisfaction

• not living with both natural parents has a greater negative  
 impact on a young person’s life satisfaction than their  
 material situation 

• children are more satisfi ed with their lives the fewer other  
 children live in their household.

Policymakers across the world increasingly recognise the 
importance of life satisfaction as a desirable individual outcome 
for people at all stages of the life cycle. Yet, compared to their 
peers in other countries, children in the UK rank extremely 
low on life satisfaction1. 

Policy attention with respect to children’s well-being has 
largely focused on improving the fi nancial position of families with children. A new indicator of child poverty has been 
proposed, intended to measure differences in children’s circumstances closely linked to their well-being .

Understanding Society research suggests that the new measures of child poverty, introduced to help target effective policies 
that make a real difference to children’s lives, are not associated with children’s life satisfaction. This implies that improving 
income and material deprivation does not necessarily represent real improvements in quality of life as they are perceived by 
children themselves. The explanation for young people’s life satisfaction is likely to be more complex than can be measured 
by the material deprivation indices alone even though these remain valuable measures for increasing our understanding of 
disadvantage and poverty.

ARE YOUNG PEOPLE 
HAPPY IN THE UK?

About the chapter

 Title

Life satisfaction and material well-being of young people 
in the UK

 Sample

The Understanding Society youth sample currently 
contains data from 2,163 children aged 10-15. This age 
group represents 10 per cent of the population living in 
poverty and 33 per cent of all children in the UK.

 Researcher

Gundi Knies is a Senior Research Offi cer at ISER. Her 
research interests include income distribution, poverty 
and neighbourhood effects analysis using a range of 
datasets, including the German Socio-economic Panel 
Survey and the British Household Panel Study.

1  UNICEF 2007
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Research fi ndings
• more than half of all siblings (54 per cent) were involved in  
 bullying in one form or the other which is a rate higher  
 than has been reported in the USA, Israel or Italy using  
 similar measures

• sibling bullying is frequent and a third (33.6 per cent) of all  
 adolescents both bully their siblings and are the victims 
 of bullying at the hand of their siblings

•  there were little differences in sibling bullying involvement  
in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland. However, fewer  
children were involved in sibling bullying overall (40 per 
cent) in Wales  

•  twelve per cent of adolescents reported being victims of 
school bullying: 1.2 per cent physical victims only; 7.1 
per cent relational victims only and 3.8 per cent were both 
relational and physical victims 

• no differences between boys and girls or differences  
 according to the four UK countries in victimisation 
 were found

• all types of bullying reduced with age 

• family type had little association with victimisation, though  
 children from step families were slightly more often victims  
 of both direct and relational bullying than children from  
 other types of families 

• bullying in a school setting seems to have a more   
 detrimental effect on a child’s behaviour and well being  
 than bullying at home

•  however, children who are victims of bullying both at  
school and at home are 14 times more likely to report 
severe behavioural problems

• children who are bullied at home and at school are ten  
 times more likely to be unhappy than those not bullied 
 at all.

The intensive research on bullying over the last three 
decades can be traced to 1982 when three young boys 
killed themselves in short succession in Norway, each leaving 
notes that they had been bullied by their peers. Being a 
victim of bullying also increases the risk of a range of problems 
including problems with physical health, behaviour, and 
school performance. 

Understanding Society is the fi rst study to explore bullying by siblings as well as peers within the context of the household, 
and fi ndings show that bullying often starts at home. Sibling bullying is wide-spread and more frequent than bullying by 
peers in school, and more needs to be done to include the entire family in bullying interventions and to help parents to 
manage repeated confl icts between siblings.

DOES BULLYING 
BEGIN AT HOME?  

About the chapter

 Title

Bullied at home and at school: relationship to behaviour 
problems and unhappiness

 Sample

The Youth Questionnaire was completed by 2, 163 
adolescents aged 10-15 years. 

 Researchers

Professor Dieter Wolke is at the Department of Psychology 
at the University of Warwick. His research interests 
include social and emotional development, school and 
sibling bullying and parenting. Alexandra Skew is a Senior 
Research Offi cer at ISER. Her research interests include 
cross national comparative research longitudinal data 
analysis and research on partner formation particularly 
among lone parents.
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Research fi ndings
•  for people of both genders working long hours brings an 

increase in shorter sleep periods: 14 per cent of women 
and 11 per cent of men working more than 48 hours sleep 
less than six hours per night

•  poor sleep quality is more frequently reported by long- 
hours workers and especially among women: 31 per cent 
of long-hours women report poor sleep quality compared 
to only 23 per cent of those who work 31-48 hours 
per week

•  fourteen per cent of respondents least satisfi ed with their 
jobs reported regularly sleeping for less than six hours per 
night, compared with only eight per cent of those most 
satisfi ed with work

•  these differences are paralleled by sleep quality: 33 per 
cent of the most dissatisfi ed employees report poor sleep 
quality compared to only 18 per cent of the most satisfi ed 

• those who are most dissatisfi ed with their jobs are more  
 than six percentage points more likely to sleep for less than  
 six hours per night than the most satisfi ed employees, and  
 just over two percentage points less likely to sleep for more  
 than eight hours

•  only six per cent of managers report more than eight 
hours sleep per night compared to 11 per cent of those 
without managerial responsibilities.

Work is a dominant experience in most people’s lives. They 
spend years preparing for it through education and training, 
it is typically their main activity and means of support during 
their prime years, and pension savings from work are the 
bedrock of a decent retirement. Despite recurrent predictions 
over the years of a future leisure society, there is little evidence 
that work is getting any less important.

Understanding Society is the only UK data source to track individuals’ skills development and work experiences year-by-
year in the context of their household. Illustrated here is how the labour market can be related to the broader context of 
people’s lives with a look at how employees’ working hours, level of managerial responsibility and overall job satisfaction are 
associated with their duration and quality of sleep.

HOW SATISFACTION AT 
WORK AFFECTS SLEEP 
PATTERNS

About the chapter

 Title

Measuring work: prospects for labour market research in 
Understanding Society

 Sample

The fi ndings for this chapter were drawn from 15,098 
respondents of working age (16-60/65 years) not in full-
time education.

 Researcher

Mark Bryan is a Senior Research Fellow at ISER. His 
research interests include working time, the impacts of 
training, the low-paid labour market, informal care giving, 
and the gender pay gap.
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Research fi ndings
•  fi fty-eight per cent of men were in full-time employment, 

fi ve per cent in part-time work, and 13 per cent self 
employed

•  seven per cent of men were unemployed and 17 per cent 
were economically inactive (not in work and not searching 
for a job)

•  thirty-fi ve per cent of the economically inactive men 
reported they were long-term sick or disabled, 29 per 
cent were retired, and a further 23 per cent referred to 
themselves as ‘unemployed’ despite not looking for a job 
in the last four weeks

•  forty-one per cent of women were in full-time 
employment, 25 per cent were in part-time work and 
six per cent self employed

•  three per cent of women were unemployed and 25 per 
cent were economically inactive  

•  fi fty-two per cent of the economically inactive women 
were looking after their family or home, while 18 per cent 
reported they were long-term sick or disabled. A further 
16 per cent referred to themselves as ‘unemployed’ but 
had not looked for a job in the last four weeks

• people currently unemployed were disproportionately  
 more likely to have been employed in the construction,  
 wholesale/retail and hospitality sectors, and less likely 
 to have been employed in the public administration,  
 education and health sectors 

• the fi ndings confi rm the disproportionate impact of the  
 recession on young people, with unemployment rates  
 highest, at 15 per cent, among workers under 25

•  unemployed people (those actively looking for work)  
remain optimistic about their prospects with almost two- 
thirds expecting their fi nancial situation to improve in the  
next year, compared with 30 per cent of those in work and 
25 per cent of the economically inactive

• when accounting for other characteristics, among young  
 people (aged less than 25), economic inactivity is   
 associated with the highest life satisfaction (a predicted  

 life satisfaction of 5.5), followed by unemployment (5.4)  
 and full-time work (5.3). Being unemployed has no impact  
 on the mental well-being among young people, all else  
 being equal 

• in contrast, unemployment is associated with lower life  
 satisfaction among both ‘prime-aged’ people and those  
 approaching state pension age, relative to those in the  
 same age group in full-time work (4.9 and 5.2 compared  
 with 5.1 and 5.3 respectively).

The British economy is currently emerging from its fi rst 
recession in almost 20 years, during which unemployment has 
remained lower than in each of the previous recessions of the 
early 1980s and early 1990s, despite a relatively larger fall 
in GDP. 

Unemployment has a number of negative associations for 
those it affects, however initial fi ndings have revealed surprisingly high levels of optimism among the unemployed in 
relation to their fi nancial situation improving, and no negative associations with mental well-being amongst the under 25s. 
Findings suggest that the recession, in increasing unemployment among particular population subgroups, will introduce or 
exaggerate inequalities in fi nancial and mental well-being across the population.

EMPLOYMENT AND 
UNEMPLOYMENT AT A 
TIME OF RECESSION   

About the chapter

 Title

Employment and unemployment at a time of recession

 Sample

15,098 men and woman of working age (16 – 60/65) 
and not in full time education.

 Researchers

Mark Taylor is a Reader at ISER His research interests 
include labour market economics and dynamics and 
unemployment.
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Research fi ndings
•  the most common single household income was only 

£1,000 per month

• in comparison with the Department for Work and Pensions  
 Family Resources Survey, Understanding Society reports  
 more households below £1,000 per month, fewer at  
 about £1,000, more in the range £3,000-£4,000 and  
 fewer between £6,000 and £8,000

•  about one household in six is in poverty. As expected,  
poverty rates are higher than average for pensioners, 
and for families with children: 23 per cent of pensioner 
households are poor as are 20 per cent of households 
with children

•  sixty-four per cent of households with more than four 
children and 47 per cent of lone-parent households suffer 
from poverty

• among non-pensioner households, deprivation scores  
 are higher than income might have led us to expect among  
 families with children (especially lone parents).

Trends in the growth – or decline – in the national average 
income are among the key indicators on which governments 
are judged, and by which countries are compared. Surveys 
measuring the incomes of households provide important 
information about the distribution of income across the 
population, from rich to poor. 

Data collected during the recession in 2009 gives an overview of how Understanding Society might be used to study 
income, poverty and material well-being and how people’s underlying living standards change over the years, as people 
move into and out of work, into and out of relationships and parenthood, into disability or into retirement. In the longer 
term the survey will show how far poverty in childhood is predictive of continued poverty among adults; and how far 
disadvantage in working life is predictive of poverty among pensioners.

INCOME AS A MEASURE 
OF MATERIAL WELL-
BEING

About the chapter

 Title

Income and other measures of material well-being

 Sample

The analysis was conducted on a sample of households 
which excluded households with extreme values 
of household income from a sample size of 13,505 
households. Exclusions totalled 4.3 per cent of the 
households in the sample.

 Researcher

Richard Berthoud is a Research Professor at ISER. His 
research interests include social policy relevant to the 
distribution of employment and income within and 
between families, deprivation and living standards and 
disadvantaged groups.
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Research fi ndings
• people with degree level education are more likely to score 
 highly on the measures of trust, social expenditure and  
 political interest and they are also more ready to invest in  
 energy saving measures in support of the environment

• social consumption is highest among pensioners

• neighbourhood participation is more closely related to age,  
 increasing noticeably among people aged 50 and above

• differences in participation relating to ethnicity are   
 small and will need to be examined again when the full  
 Understanding Society results become available. However,  
 as far as can be ascertained, at this time material and  
 social consumption and trust are lower among minority  
 groups, but neighbouring and political interest are higher

• English respondents tend to have the lowest 
 neighbouring scores 

• Welsh respondents average the highest 
 neighbouring scores

• Scottish respondents have below average scores 
 on social expenditure 

• respondents from Northern Ireland have the highest  
 scores on trust and the least interest in politics

• adults living with school aged children tend to have 
 higher levels of material and social consumption than  
 other groups

• the presence of school aged children increases the 
 incentive for people to be more involved in their own  
 neighbourhood.

Society is bound together through the participation of its 
members, who in turn, share the benefi ts that fl ow from 
participation: social, material and political resources; a sense 
of identity and belonging; and the reciprocity that makes 
for citizenship. However, the characteristics and norms of 
participation are constantly evolving, including some people 
while excluding others. 

The fi rst data available from Understanding Society provide a tantalising glimpse of social participation in British society. 
It has proved possible to identify six distinct dimensions: three based around consumption, material, social and 
environmental; and three related to social participation: neighbouring, trust and political interest. 

Material and social consumption both demand fi nancial resources to sustain them and hence are, in large measure, denied 
to those on low incomes; it is at least possible that in an era of fi nancial austerity the gap between the ‘haves’ and the 
‘have-nots’ will increase as the latter lose their jobs and access to services unless policy is deliberately progressive in 
favouring the disadvantaged.

Neighbouring (including the sense of local identity) seems to be the only area in which society’s less advantaged members – 
ethnic minorities, women, and those with no or elementary educational qualifi cations – score more highly than other groups.

WHO PARTICIPATES 
MOST IN BRITISH 
SOCIETY?   

About the chapter

 Title

The determinants of participation in the United Kingdom: 
a preliminary analysis

 Sample

The entire Wave 1 sample of around 14,000 households 
and 22,000 individual interviews.

 Researchers

Emanuele Ferragina is a Researcher who’s research 
interests include social capital, comparative social policy, 
inequalities and regional studies. Mark Tomlinson is a 
Senior Research Offi cer. His research interests include 
the sociology of work and labour markets, poverty and 
deprivation, and comparative social policy. Robert Walker 
is Professor of Social Policy and Deputy Department Head. 
His research interests include poverty, social exclusion, 
family dynamics and budgeting strategies.

All three are at the Department of Social Policy and 
Intervention at the University of Oxford.
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Research fi ndings
•  in contrast to earlier surveys, there are no differences 

between males and females, with 50 per cent rating their 
health as either ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’ 

•  thirty-seven per cent of males and 38 per cent females 
have a long term illness, of these 68 per cent of males 
and 71 per cent of females reported limitations in the last 
month. Climbing stairs and the amount and kinds of work 
one could do were the most common, with women tending 
to report recent limitations more than men 

•  around 28 per cent of people over the current retirement 
age and without long term illness or limitation were still in  
employment. This is reduced to just 13 per cent employed 
among those people with limiting long term illness

•  forty-three per cent of people over the current retirement 
age, who are not working, suffer from a limiting long term 
illness. This suggests that while the majority of those who 
are currently retired could be gainfully employed, there 
would still be a large minority of people unable to work

•  asthma, arthritis and high blood pressure are the three  
most prevalent conditions, each affecting over ten per cent 
of the sample

• low levels of physical functioning caused by conditions 
 such as diabetes, cancer, cardiovascular and respiratory 
 diseases do not translate into low levels of mental   
 functioning and people who have debilitating conditions  
 can be mentally resilient.

The population of the UK is changing, increasing as well as 
getting older and these changes alter the health profi le of 
the country. Understanding Society follows a sample of the 
UK population as they get older, change their health-related 
behaviours and experience different health issues, giving a 
valuable life course approach to health analysis. 

Initial fi ndings show that from a policy perspective there is still more work required to understand the health profi les of 
people over 60. Among our UK wide sample the proportion that suffer from multiple health impairments and do not work 
suggests that even if the retirement age is raised there will be signifi cant minority who will not be able to work due to 
illness. This also has implications for current debates around incapacity benefi ts and how they are assessed and structured.

HEALTH OF 
THE NATION

About the chapter

 Title

Health over the life course: associations between age, 
employment status and well-being

 Sample

Around 22,000 people. Not everyone provided answers to 
all questions, so the sample sizes vary across the fi ndings.

 Researcher

Amanda Sacker is Professor of Quantitative Social Science. 
Her research takes a life course perspective to examining 
the social epidemiology or the social determinants of 
health, including differences in health (both physical and 
mental) by social class, gender and ethnicity.
Cara Booker is a researcher Her research interests 
range from exploring the psychosocial and physiological 
determinants of health over a lifetime to psychological 
well-being and resilience among the unemployed. Amanda 
and Cara are both based at ISER.
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Research fi ndings
•  women are more likely to report problems getting to sleep  

within 30 minutes, 24 per cent on three or more nights a 
week, compared to 18 per cent of men

• problems getting to sleep on three or more nights per  
 week are particularly high under age 25, then decline  
 slightly for men with age, but increase with age for women

•  one in ten people report taking sleeping medication 
on three or more nights a week (nine per cent of men and 
ten per cent of women)

• women are more likely to negatively rate their sleep  
 quality, 26 per cent compared to 20 per cent of men

•   thirty per cent of women aged 45-54, and 18 per cent 
aged 75-84 report ‘fairly’ or ‘very bad’ sleep  

• married people report the best sleep, while the divorced/ 
 separated are most likely to report more problematic 
 sleep – the widowed also report signifi cantly poorer sleep

• those with no qualifi cations and in the least advantaged  
 occupations report the poorest sleep

• the best sleep is reported by those who are employed 
 or self-employed

•  twelve per cent of respondents report very short sleep of 
under six hours per night, while only three per cent report 
very long sleep of at least 9.5 hours

• age has a much greater effect on sleep duration than  
 gender.

Social scientists have paid scant attention to sleep quality 
or duration. This is surprising given the importance of sleep 
problems to society in terms of health, well-being, safety, 
productivity and performance. Poor sleep is implicated in 
increased sickness absence and accidents, as well as the high 
costs of sleeping medication. Sleep is therefore a relevant issue 
for public health and public policy.

Given the links between sleep, social and economic circumstances and poor health found in this and other surveys, 
health promotion campaigns need to be open to the possibility that the increased incidence of sleep problems among the 
disadvantaged in society may be one factor leading to their poorer health.

HOW WELL DO WE 
SLEEP AT NIGHT?

About the chapter

 Title

Social and health patterning of sleep quality and duration

 Sample

17,326 respondents

 Researchers

Professor Sara Arber is a professor of sociology and 
co-director of the Centre for Research into Ageing and 
Gender. Sara’s internationally recognised research has 
spanned inequalities in health, ageing and gender and 
has latterly pioneered the sociology of sleep. Dr Robert 
Meadows is a lecturer in sociology. His research interests 
lie at the intersection of the sociology of health and illness 
and the sociology of the body. Rob has spent ten years 
involved in sleep research. Sara and Robert both work at 
the University of Surrey.
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Research fi ndings
•  twenty-fi ve per cent of the population living in the most 

deprived areas of England are non-white, compared to 
only nine per cent in the least deprived areas

• people living in the most deprived neighbourhoods of the  
 UK are on average younger (44-46 years compared to 
 49-50 years) and in worse physical and mental health  
 than their counterparts in the least deprived areas

• greener neighbourhoods are likely to have older retired  
 residents, people who have lived there for a long time 
 (16 years on average compared to 12 years in the least  
 green neighbourhoods) and, not surprisingly, fewer people  
 wanting to move

•  only nine per cent of residents in the greenest areas live in 
social housing, while the least green areas have more than 
a fi fth (21 per cent) of residents in social housing 

• women are more likely to provide answers expressing a  
 stronger sense of community than men, as are people in  
 households with children rather than childless households

• self-employed individuals have a greater sense of cohesion  
 than those not economically active, but employment status  
 is otherwise not associated with cohesion

• the more highly educated you are the less likely you are  
 to regularly stop and talk to neighbours and your sense 
 of community is lower. However, more highly educated  
 people are more likely to borrow and exchange favours 
 and be willing to work with others within their   
 neighbourhood.

Local environments can affect educational attainment, teenage 
pregnancy, delinquency and health. Policymakers face an 
ongoing challenge to create policies that are targeted effectively 
at local level and are suffi ciently fl exible to adapt to differing 
needs. Understanding how social and economic inequalities 
might be shaped by the spaces in which people live is an 
important fi rst step in developing effective local policy. 

Initial fi ndings give an overview of what we can learn about different outcomes in different types of neighbourhood and 
about perceptions of neighbourhoods, with a look at the characteristics of the most and least deprived neighbourhoods 
in the UK and at social cohesion within communities.

WHERE YOU LIVE 
AFFECTS YOUR 
LIFE CHANCES

About the chapter

 Title

Local environments

 Sample

Data collected from individuals as part of Understanding 
Society is merged with existing data on neighbourhood 
levels of crime, unemployment and pollution. It is also 
possible to link data at the level of local authority 
districts for local government services and health service 
institutions such as Primary Care Trusts.

 Researcher

Nick Buck is Director of Understanding Society and 
Deputy Director of the ISER. Nick has a long and 
prestigious career in longitudinal studies and helped to 
design and develop the British Household Panel Study. 
Birgitta Rabe is a Research Fellow at ISER. Her research 
interests include population and labour economics, 
educational attainment and residential mobility. She has a 
particular interest in data linkage.
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Research fi ndings
•  sixty per cent believe that if things continue on their 

current course, we will soon experience a major 
environmental disaster

•  one in fi ve (21 per cent) think that it is too late to do 
anything about climate change and less than a third (29 
per cent) believe it is not worth Britain trying to combat 
climate change because other countries will just cancel out 
what we do

•  fi fty-nine per cent of the respondents agree that “any 
changes I make to help the environment need to fi t in with 
my lifestyle” and only half (50 per cent) would be prepared 
to pay more for environmentally friendly products

•  fi fty-eight per cent of all respondents reported that they 
never leave the TV on standby overnight, 63 per cent 
always switch off lights in rooms that are not in use and 
also state that they always or very often take their own 
shopping bag when shopping 

•  thirty-nine per cent of respondents claim to use public 
transport rather than travel by car quite often, very 
often or always, while 60 per cent walk or cycle for 
short journeys

•  older people are more likely to report environmentally- 
friendly behaviour for six of the 11 environmentally-
friendly behaviours listed

•  women are more likely than men to adopt pro-  
environmental behaviours, for example they are more  
four per cent more likely, on average, to be willing to pay 
more for environmentally-friendly products

• the presence of dependent children in the household  
 is associated with a lower willingness to pay more for  
 environmentally-friendly products

•  people with degrees are 25 per cent more likely, on 
average, than people with no education qualifi cations to 
adopt pro-environmental behaviours, at least in terms of 
paying more for environmentally-friendly products. Yet, 
they are less likely to turn the TV off overnight, to switch 
off lights in unused rooms and to use public transport 
rather than travel by car

• employed people seem less likely to adopt pro-  
 environmental behaviours – especially by putting on more  
 clothes when cold and reducing the frequency of fl ights –  
 than people who are outside the labour market.

Society faces signifi cant environmental challenges including 
climate change, water quality and shortages, air pollution, 
and loss of biodiversity. Simple technological solutions to 
these challenges will not be suffi cient since effi ciency-
based improvements tend to be surpassed by changes in 
consumption. 

The extent of the threat and the ability of society to adapt to changes will be determined by the actions of governments and 
other organisations but also by individual behaviour. Initial fi ndings suggest that across all sections of society, there remains 
a considerable reluctance to take part in environmentally-friendly behaviour that has a personal cost, even though the 
importance of doing so is recognised by the majority of people.

DO PEOPLE CARE ABOUT 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND 
THEIR ENVIRONMENT?

About the chapter

 Title

Environmental attitudes and behaviour: who cares about 
climate change?

 Sample

22,268 interviewed and of those 19,168 fi lled in a self-
completion questionnaire.

 Researchers

Peter Lynn is Professor of Survey Methodology his 
research interests lie in all areas of quantitative survey 
methodology. Simonetta Longhi is a Research Fellow her 
research interests span spatial econometrics, regional 
wage and unemployment disparities and job search 
behaviour. Both authors have a personal interest in 
environmental issues. Peter and Simonetta are based 
at ISER.
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Longitudinal studies present particular methodological issues 
for those who design and conduct them. Questionnaires must 
extend those of one-off surveys and be designed in such a 
way as to ensure that they produce reliable estimates and 
accurate measurement of change, as well as making sure that 
questions are clearly understood by those taking part. Gaining 
a high response rate and making people feel valued members 

of the study are key objectives for any survey, but for longitudinal studies these activities must be sustained to minimise 
participants leaving. The long-term quality of the study as a whole is damaged if people drop out over time because they 
fi nd the survey process too burdensome.

Understanding Society has a strong commitment to innovation in panel data collection methodology. The Innovation 
Panel (IP) is designed explicitly to enable methodological research into the best ways of asking questions and conducting 
fi eldwork operations. 

The IP has directly improved the design of Understanding Society and as the study is now going into its third year of data 
collection, it is now open to survey methodologists and other researchers to make use of it for their own research purposes  
From IP Wave 3 onward there will be an open competition in which researchers can propose an experiment or set of 
experiments for inclusion on the IP.

PIONEERING METHODS 
FOR ALL RESEARCHERS

About the chapter

 Title

Using experiments to guide decision making in 
Understanding Society: introducing the Innovation Panel

 Sample

The Innovation Panel sample is separate to the main 
Understanding Society study and includes 2,760 
addresses in 120 areas of Great Britain.

 Researcher

Dr Uhrig is a Research Fellow at ISER. His research 
interests lie in survey methodology, interviewer-
respondent interaction and measurement error in 
panel surveys.
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Understanding Society is a world leading study of the 
socio-economic circumstances and attitudes of 100,000 
individuals in 40,000 British households.
The study allows for deeper analysis of a wide range of 
sections of the population as they respond to regional, 
national and international change. Understanding Society 
will greatly enhance our insight into the pathways that 
infl uence peoples longer term occupational trajectories; 
their health and well-being, their fi nancial circumstances 
and personal relationships.

• Understanding Society has been commissioned by the  
 Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC). The  
 research team is led by the Institute for Social and  
 Economic Research at the University of Essex. The   
 National Centre for Social Research delivers the Study. 

• The ESRC have contributed £27 million towards the  
 funding of Understanding Society, and have successfully  
 secured a total of £19.4 million from the Department for  
 Business, Innovation and Skills Large Facilities Capital  
 Fund. A further £2.61 million has been secured from a  
 consortium of government departments. This funding  
 will support the fi rst fi ve waves of the study until 2015. 
 It is envisaged that the study will continue for up to 
 20 years. 

• The ESRC is the UK’s largest organisation for funding  
 research on economic and social issues. It supports  
 independent, high quality research which has an impact  
 on business, the public sector and the third sector. 
 At any one time the ESRC supports over 4,000   
 researchers and postgraduate students in academic  
 institutions and independent research institutes.

Further information


