
Universal access to research 
ready data: An introduction to 
finding, accessing, and using 
health data from the UK Data 
Service

Vanessa Higgins, University of Manchester, UK Data Service

Cristina Magder, University of Essex, UK Data Service

Nov 2023

1Copyright © year Institution. Created by Organisation, UK Data Service. 



UK Data Service

• Funded by the UK Government: Economic and 
Social Research Council

• Largest repository of social science research 
data in UK (over 7,300 datasets), available for 
secondary analysis 

• Flagship service. Pioneers of data curation. 
Secure long term research access to data. 
Data policies used by national data archives 
and international research organisations

• Sources of data: National Statistical Institutes, 
Government departments, Research Institutes, 
Individual Researchers 

• Types of data: survey microdata, census data, 
international macrodata, qualitative/mixed 
methods

• Wide range of topics such as health, ageing, crime, 
economics, education, housing, politics, poverty……



Who is it for?
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• Academic researchers/lecturers and students (70%)

• Government analysts

• Charities and foundations

• School students and teachers

• Business consultants and data analysts

• Independent researchers and think tanks

• Independent researchers

• Wide range of disciplines – not just social scientists!

• Data widely used for health research/epidemiology



Key types of health data available from UK Data Service

Type of data Examples

Cross-sectional surveys (many are 

repeated annually or at other time 

periods for analysis of trends over 

time)

• Health Survey for England/Scottish Health Survey

• Dental Health Surveys

• Psychiatric Morbidity Surveys

• National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles 

• Smoking, Drinking and Drug Use among Young people 

• National Diet and Nutrition Surveys

• Active Lives Survey

• NHS Patient Survey Programme 

• Evidence for Equality National Survey: a Survey of Ethnic Minorities 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic, 2021

Longitudinal/cohort studies (follow 

the same people over time)

• Understanding Society/UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS)

• English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA)

• National Child Development Study (1958)

• British Cohort Study (1970)

• Millenium Cohort Study (2000)

• Growing Up in Scotland

Cross-national data • European Quality of Life Survey

• OECD Health Statistics



Why use cross-sectional & longitudinal/cohort survey data?

The quality, utility and flexibility of the data:

• High quality, nationally representative data

• Large sample sizes for sub-group analyses

• Many have objective health measurements (biomarkers, blood samples etc)

• Range of covariates for multivariate analyses

• Intra household analyses (e.g. parents and children)

• Microdata – flexible, can derive your own variables for your own concepts



A few examples of use



Finding data in the UK Data Service: browsing

Find data — UK Data Service

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/find-data/


Finding data in the UK Data Service: browsing



Finding data in the UK Data Service: Data Catalogue



UK Data Service training programme
Research Data Management Finding and Accessing Data 

from the UK Data Service

Using data (introductory 

skills)

• Data management planning: 

sharing, archiving and preserving 

data

• Anonymisation and licence/access 

frameworks

• Documentation and metadata 

standards

• Ethical and legal considerations

• New project Sept 2023 (ESRC & 

MRC funded) – training for 

Population Research UK 

• Data discovery

• How to access data

• Safe Researcher Training for the 

most confidential data

Introductions to data we hold:

• Datasets e.g Census, LFS

• Data types e.g Surveys

• Substantive themes e.g health

• Evaluating data for research

• Preparing data/data handling

• Basic data analysis skills

• Basic software/tools

• Teaching with data

• User conferences

+ Computational Social Science

+ Reproducible research

Health-data specific training:

Annual health studies user conference

Health-themed webinars/workshops

At the heart:

• Secondary data analysis

• Introductory level

• Training for the data that we hold 
(Survey, Census, Longitudinal, Cohort, International Aggregate)

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/about/research-and-development/population-research-uk-skills-development-for-managing-longitudinal-data-for-sharing/


UK Data Service Training programme

• Training and events — UK Data Service

• 100+ training events per year

• 6000+ attendee per year

• Learning Hub and YT channel 

• Learning Hub 15000+ unique visitors per 
month

• YouTube channel 7000+ views per month

• All free of charge!
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https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/training-events/
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/learning-hub/
https://www.youtube.com/user/UKDATASERVICE


Licensing and access framework
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Open
Available under open licences 
with almost no restrictions on 

reuse, registration is not 
required

15% of studies

Safeguarded
Available under the End User 
Licence Agreement, requires 

registration and additional 
conditions of use may apply

82% of studies

Controlled
Available under the Five Safes 

Framework, requires 
registration, project approval, 
user training and safe settings

3% of studies

On average, data from the Service are downloaded or accessed 

every 6 minutes, every day, throughout the entire year



Registering with the UK Data Service
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Students and members of staff at a UK institution of higher or further education or 
members of organisations part of the UK Access Management Federation can 
register with us using the username and password issued by their institution

Any other researchers can register with us by applying for a username

Registration and login FAQs

http://www.ukfederation.org.uk/content/Documents/AccountableIdPs
https://beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk/myaccount/login
https://beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk/myaccount/credentials
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/help/registration/registration-login-faqs/


Why is registration required?

Registration and agreeing to the 
terms and conditions of the End 
User Licence Agreement and any 
additional access conditions are part 
of your ethical responsibility in 
secondary data analysis

The conditions of use require 
researchers to act responsibly and 
ethically with the data, thoughtout 
the project and at the end of their 
project
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Source

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/app/uploads/cd137-enduserlicence.pdf
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/app/uploads/cd137-enduserlicence.pdf
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/app/uploads/cd171-researchdatahandling.pdf


Five Safes Framework

• Safe data: treated and de-identified

• Safe projects: approved by data 
owners/Research Accreditation Panel 
and must demonstrate public good

• Safe people: complete the Safe 
Researcher Training and gain 
Accredited Researcher status 

• Safe settings: environment prevents 
unauthorised access i.e. UKDS 
SecureLab

• Safe outputs: screened and 
approved to ensure no disclosive 
information leaves the Safe Settings
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Bespoke data licences and reproducibility
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Repositories (national/institutional) employ different 
access/licence frameworks, including open and 
bespoke ones

Data published under bespoke (i.e. non-open) licences
can rarely be shared without permission from the 
original data creator

Always check the licence agreement e.g. End User 
Licence Agreement before sharing data obtained from 
a repository, if unsure get in touch.

Sharing well documented code ensure reproducibility 
and increases the visibility of your research, while 
respecting the usage terms and conditions



Sharing code guidance
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code/syntax file are clean, well formatted and do not contain any data

avoid including unnecessary personal information

code/syntax file are well commented

always include the full citation (including the persistent identifier) for the data used

provide in-depth metadata describing the files and methods used

provide a ReadMe/Methods document for ease of use for secondary users



English Longitudinal Study of Ageing example
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Images source 

https://reshare.ukdataservice.ac.uk/854277/


Metadata records for code

Ensures resource discovery and 
citation supported with persistent 
identifiers (DOIs)

Make your code available via 
ReShare
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https://reshare.ukdataservice.ac.uk/


Thank you

Cristina Magder: dcmagd@essex.ac.uk

Vanessa Higgins: vanessa.higgins@manchester.ac.uk

http://ukdataservice.ac.uk
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