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Today

• CLOSER
• About longitudinal studies
• Overview of findings
• Finding and accessing data
• Key resources



• Objective: to maximise the use, value 
and impact of the UK’s longitudinal 
studies

• Consortium: 8 longitudinal studies, the 
British Library and the UK Data Service

• Funded by the ESRC and the MRC

About CLOSER



1930 1950 1970 1990 2010

Understanding Society: UK Longitudinal Household Study

Millennium Cohort Study

Southampton Women’s Survey

Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC)

1970 British Cohort Study

1958 National Child Development Study

MRC National Survey of Health and Development

Hertfordshire Cohort Study



• Research and guidance on data 
harmonisation and data linkage

• Data discovery
• Training and capacity building
• Promoting the value of longitudinal 

research

Key areas of CLOSER’s work



About longitudinal studies
What they are, how they work, why we need them



What is a longitudinal study?



What is a longitudinal study?

A longitudinal study is a prospective 
observational study that follows the same 
subjects repeatedly over a period of time 

The UK is home to the largest and longest-
running portfolio of longitudinal studies in the 
world



Longitudinal vs cross-sectional

Cross-sectional Longitudinal

One point in time Several points in time

Different samples Same sample

Snapshot of a given point in time, 
change at a societal level Change at the individual level

Examples: Census, British Social 
Attitudes Survey

Examples: British Birth Cohort 
Studies, Understanding Society



Types of longitudinal studies

• Cohort studies: follow groups of 
individuals with specific temporal 
boundaries

• Household panel surveys: follow 
households made up of 
groups of individuals

• Record linkage studies: follow individuals 
by linking their administrative records over 
time



Some key scientific questions 
longitudinal studies can address

1. Transmission of advantage and disadvantage 
between generations

2. Influence of early life circumstances
3. Individual change over time
4. Generational differences
5. Natural experiments and other methods for 

addressing causation vs association



Data sources

• Study members at multiple age points
• Other key people in the study members’ lives
• Wide array of information collected - cognitive 

assessments, clinical assessments, biological 
samples, event histories, time diaries, 
qualitative data

• Linkage to administrative records
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The 1958 British birth cohort





Age7 11 16 33 42 4623

1958

Training & 
skills

Savings

Exam 
results

Life events

Sweeps1981 1991 2000 20041965 1969 1974

Job 1 Job 2 Job 3

Parental 
interest in 
school work

Maths & 
reading tests

Teacher’s 
assessment of 
behaviour

Union 
membership

Domestic division 
of labour 

Psychological 
wellbeing

Birth

Savings

Training & skills

Psychological 
wellbeing

Working 
hours 
preferences

Hypothetical life history

Child ChildMarriedParents divorceMother smoking



Advantages

• Volume, detail and accuracy of information 
collected

• Data allow us to explore questions that can 
not be addressed with cross-sectional data 
(eg patterns of change and the dynamics of 
individual behaviour)

• Help us get closer to understanding causal 
effects



Establishing causality
• Temporal order – longitudinal studies help us 

determine the order in which 
events/experiences/changes occur

• Controlling for related factors – longitudinal studies 
allow us to control for a wide range of potential related 
factors, which can help us understand mechanisms 
and processes

• Exploiting natural experiments – using longitudinal 
data to take advantage of natural discontinuities 

• Statistical techniques – to allow us to test whether 
relationships are likely to be causal



Disadvantages

• Samples shrink over time in a non-random 
manner random (attrition)

• Timeliness
• Complexity of the datasets
• Comparing one cohort to another (challenges 

of harmonisation)



Questions?



Some key findings
Examples of key findings from different longitudinal 
studies



Some key scientific questions 
longitudinal studies can address

1. Transmission of advantage and disadvantage 
between generations

2. Influence of early life circumstances
3. Individual change over time
4. Generational differences
5. Natural experiments and other methods for 

addressing causation vs association



Some key scientific questions 
longitudinal studies can address

1. Transmission of advantage and 
disadvantage between generations

2. Influence of early life circumstances
3. Individual change over time
4. Generational differences
5. Natural experiments and other methods for 

addressing causation vs association



Intergenerational transmission of 
advantage & disadvantage



Intergenerational transmission of 
advantage & disadvantage

• Douglas (1964) used data from the 1946 cohort 
to identify socio-economic differences in 
grammar school attendance

• Feinstein (2003) & others identified substantial 
gaps in preschool attainment between children 
from different socio-economic backgrounds, 
which did not reduce as a result of schooling



• One in 4 children 
growing up in 
poverty in leave 
primary school 
unable to read well, 
and this gap begins 
in the early years

• Report identifies 
four sets of factors 
that shape 
language skills

• Analysis by 
WISERD of MCS 
Welsh data



Some key scientific questions 
longitudinal studies can address

1. Transmission of advantage and disadvantage 
between generations

2. Influence of early life circumstances
3. Individual change over time
4. Generational differences
5. Natural experiments and other methods for 

addressing causation vs association



Influence of early life

• NCDS data showed 
smoking in pregnancy 
linked to lower birth 
weight & higher rates of 
foetal/neonatal death

• Subsequent findings on 
long-term outcome of 
exposure to smoking in 
pregnancy



• Physical capability = 
everyday physical 
tasks like standing up, 
grip strength

• Socioeconomic 
circumstances at age 
4 associated with 
lower overall physical 
capability at 53

Influence of early life



Some key scientific questions 
longitudinal studies can address

1. Transmission of advantage and disadvantage 
between generations

2. Influence of early life circumstances
3. Individual change over time
4. Generational differences
5. Natural experiments and other methods for 

addressing causation vs association



Individual change over time

• Exploring plans for 
retirement among 
generation born in 1958, 
using NCDS data 

• Interest in working 
patterns among different 
income groups, and 
their implications for 
retirement



Person A
Person B
Person C
Person D
Age 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28

Full time employment
Part time employment
Education 
Unemployed

Individual change over time



Individual change over time



Individual change over time



Individual change over time
New Policy Institute 
report, ‘Dynamics of 
low income’ (2014), 
based on BHPS data

Interest in exploring 
‘persistent’ & 
‘transient’ poverty, and 
difference between 
England and Wales



Some key scientific questions 
longitudinal studies can address

1. Transmission of advantage and disadvantage 
between generations

2. Influence of early life circumstances
3. Individual change over time
4. Generational differences
5. Natural experiments and other methods for 

addressing causation vs association



Generational differences

• Hardy et al (2016) analysed information on the 
height, weight and body mass index (BMI) of 
56,632 people born in the UK from 1946 to 
2001

• Children born since 1990 are up to three times 
more likely than older generations to be 
overweight or obese by age 10. 

• Requires ‘harmonisation’ of data to allow 
comparisons to be made between studies.



Generational differences



Some key scientific questions 
longitudinal studies can address

1. Transmission of advantage and disadvantage 
between generations

2. Influence of early life circumstances
3. Individual change over time
4. Generational differences
5. Natural experiments and other methods 

for addressing causation vs association



Natural experiments



Natural experiments

Focus on behaviour 
pre & post introduction 
of plastic bag charge

Able to compare with 
England (no charge)

Found only small 
impact on other pro-
environmental 
behaviours





Questions?
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