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Example: Dataset1

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M
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Variable example

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M
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Different variable representation types

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M

text numeric date code
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Variable with code representation

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M
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Variable - code representation

code category

S Single

M Married

maritalstatus codes

maritalstatus
(variable)
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Three similar datasets

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M

firstname personheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2010

Bob 70 1995-09-02 S

Lars 76 1954-06-21 M

Gerald 66 1972-11-23 S

dataset2

firstname imperialheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2018

Lisa 69 1995-09-02 S

Bart 75 1954-06-21 M

Homer 68 1972-11-23 D

dataset3

dataset1
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Three similar datasets – code representation

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M

firstname personheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2010

Bob 70 1995-09-02 S

Lars 76 1954-06-21 M

Gerald 66 1972-11-23 S

dataset2

firstname imperialheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2018

Lisa 69 1995-09-02 S

Bart 75 1954-06-21 M

Homer 68 1972-11-23 D

dataset3

dataset1
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Variables re-using sets of codes

maritalstatus codes

code category

S Single

M Married

maritalstatus
(variable)

maritalstatus2010
(variable)

maritalstatus2018
(variable)

maritalstatusplus codes

code category

S Single

M Married

D Divorced

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Documenting comparabilities among variables

maritalstatus
(conceptual variable)

maritalstatus2010
(variable)

maritalstatus
(represented variable)

maritalstatus
(variable)

maritalstatus2018
(variable)

maritalstatusplus
(represented variable)

Conceptual variable
Common variable 
specification without a 
representation

Represented variable
Common variable 
specification with a 
code representation

Variable
Variable specification within 
a dataset context
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Three similar datasets - text representation

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M

firstname personheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2010

Bob 70 1995-09-02 S

Lars 76 1954-06-21 M

Gerald 66 1972-11-23 S

dataset2

firstname imperialheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2018

Lisa 69 1995-09-02 S

Bart 75 1954-06-21 M

Homer 68 1972-11-23 D

dataset3

dataset1
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Variables with the same text representation type

text representation

property value

length 50

name
(variable)

firstname
(variable)

firstname
(variable)
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Documenting comparabilities among variables

name
(conceptual variable)

firstname
(variable)

name
(represented variable)

name
(variable)

firstname
(variable)

Conceptual variable
Common variable specification 
without a representation

Represented variable
Common variable 
specification with a text 
representation

Variable
Variable specification 
within a dataset context
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Three similar datasets - numeric representation

name height birthdate maritalstatus

John 178 1998-09-02 S

Gill 200 1934-06-12 M

Alice 182 1922-12-24 M

firstname personheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2010

Bob 70 1995-09-02 S

Lars 76 1954-06-21 M

Gerald 66 1972-11-23 S

dataset2

firstname imperialheight dateofbirth maritalstatus2018

Lisa 69 1995-09-02 S

Bart 75 1954-06-21 M

Homer 68 1972-11-23 D

dataset3

dataset1
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Variables with different unit of measure

numeric representation

property value

measurementUnit cm

height
(variable)

personheight
(variable)

imperialheight
(variable)

property value

measurementUnit in

numeric representation
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Documenting comparabilities among variables

height
(conceptual variable)

imperialheight
(variable)

heightinches
(represented variable)

personheight
(variable)

height
(variable)

heightcm
(represented variable)

Conceptual variable
Common variable specification 
without a representation

Represented variable
Common variable 
specification with a text 
representation

Variable
Variable specification 
within a dataset context
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• Specify comparability across variables allows comparison across 
datasets

• Structure for facilitating harmonization across datasets / studies

• Variable names and representations can change

• Documenting changes over time

• Planning for future data collection to ensure comparability

Benefits of the variable cascade structure
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England & Wales Census – Tenure *

* the conditions under which land or buildings are held or occupied
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England & Wales Census – Variable Cascade
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Tenure in Longitudinal studies*

Study TENURE7181 TENURE91 TENURE0111

ALSPAC X X

BCS70 X X X

Census Longitudinal Study X X X

NCDS X X X

NSHD X X X

Millennium Cohort Study X

Southampton Women’s Study X

Understanding Society / BHPS X X

* simplified

X – single variable X – multiple variables
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