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Understanding Society: The UK 
Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS)

• Started in 2009-10 with a sample of around 30,000 
UK households 

• Household survey

• Longitudinal survey

• Geographical locators provided 
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What happens when people 
move, households change?
• But what happens when individuals move? 

 We follow them as long as they are still living in 
UK (including to institutions) BUT 

 We don’t interview them in places it is difficult to 
get access to, e.g., prisons

• But what happens when individuals move into the 
households of the core sample? 
 We interview them but only as long as they are 

living with the core sample members
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Who provides the information?

• household & enumeration grid 
– answered by any adult at the doorstep

• household questionnaire 
– answered by an adult household member who 

knows about the household 

• Individual adult questionnaires:
– answered by adults (16+ years) in the household
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Who provides the information?

• Proxy questionnaire 
– answered by spouse or adult child of a respondent 

if respondent not available for interview 
– shorter than the face-to-face individual 

questionnaire, consists of factual questions but not 
subjective attitudinal questions

• Youth questionnaire 
– answered by10-15 year olds in the household
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Multi-disciplinary content

Key Topics: significant research domains
• Education
• Employment
• Family and household
• Health, health behaviours, wellbeing
• Income, housing, wealth, expenditure & deprivation
• Attitudes, values and beliefs
• AND ETHNICITY & MIGRATION
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• [2009-10] In addition to a nationally representative 

sample of 26,000 households: General Population 
Sample (GPS)

• Oversamples of ethnic minorities and immigrants:
− [2009-10] Ethnic Minority Boost Sample (EMBS) 4000 hhs
− [2015] Immigrant and Ethnic Minority Boost Sample 

(IEMBS) 2900 hhs
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• [2009-10] In addition to a nationally representative 

sample of 26,000 households: General Population 
Sample (GPS)

• Oversamples of ethnic minorities and immigrants:
− [2009-10] Ethnic Minority Boost Sample (EMBS) 4000 hhs
− [2015] Immigrant and Ethnic Minority Boost Sample 

(IEMBS) 2900 hhs

Large enough sample sizes of different ethnic groups to 
allow analysis of these groups separately
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• [2009-10] In addition to a nationally representative 

sample of 26,000 households: General Population 
Sample (GPS)

• Oversamples of ethnic minorities and immigrants:
− [2009-10] Ethnic Minority Boost Sample (EMBS) 4000 hhs
− [2015] Immigrant and Ethnic Minority Boost Sample 

(IEMBS) 2900 hhs

Always include all samples in your analysis – not just the 
boost samples – to avoid coverage error
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EMBS: design

• Screening households in high ethnic minority density 
areas of Great Britain

• The doorstep screening question asked “Does anyone 
living at this address come from, or have parents or 
grandparents from any of the following ethnic groups” 
(see screening question on next slide)

• If they said yes, then the household was selected with a 
positive but different probability depending on the group 
identified
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Screening question: Does anyone living at this 
address come from, or have parents or grandparents 
from any of the following ethnic groups?

– 01 Indian
– 02 Mixed Indian – (parents or grandparents from Indian ethnic group AND parents or 

grandparents from a non-Indian ethnic group)
– 03 Pakistani
– 04 Bangladeshi
– 05 Sri Lankan
– 06 Caribbean / West Indian
– 07 Mixed Caribbean/West Indian (parents or grandparents from Caribbean/West Indian 

ethnic group AND parents or grandparents from a non-Caribbean/West Indian ethnic group)
– 08 North African
– 09 Black African
– 10 African Asian
– 11 Chinese
– 12 Far Eastern (includes Filipino, Thai, Malaysian, Japanese, Vietnamese, Singaporean, 

Indonesian, Korean, Burmese)
– 13 Turkish
– 14 Middle Eastern / Iranian (includes Israeli, Palestinian, Lebanese, Syrian, Jordanian, 

Yemeni, Saudi, Iraqi, Afghani, other Gulf states)
– None of these → zero selection probability
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IEMBS: design

• Screening households in high ethnic minority density 
areas of Great Britain

• There were 2 doorstep screening questions
• First question asked “Is there anyone living at this 

address who was born outside the UK?” 
• If they said yes, the household was selected
• If they said no, the EMBS screening question was asked.
• If they said yes, then the household was selected
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• Ethnicity is a core area of the study
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• Ethnicity is a core area of the study

Lots of questions relevant for ethnicity & migration 
research…. Questions on  

o (Census) Ethnic group
o Own/parents’/ grandparents’ countries of birth
o Year of arrival to UK 
o Religious background
o Childhood (main) language
o National identity, Britishness….
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• Extra 5 minute question time set aside for some 

questions relevant for ethnicity and migration research
• E.g., questions on

− Harassment
− Discrimination
− Migration history
− Ethnic identity
− Remittances
− Migration intensions….
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• Extra 5 minute question time set aside for some 

questions relevant for ethnicity and migration research
• Who were asked these questions?

− These were NOT ASKED of the whole sample 
− These WERE ASKED of boost samples – EMBS, 

IEMBS 
− These WERE ASKED of some GPS hhs for 

comparative analysis
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Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• Extra 5 minute question time set aside for some 

questions relevant for ethnicity and migration research
• Who were asked these questions?

− These were NOT ASKED of the whole sample 
− These WERE ASKED of boost samples – EMBS, 

IEMBS 
− These WERE ASKED of some GPS hhs for 

comparative analysis
− Ethnic minorities in the GPS who live in low ethnic 

minority concentration areas
17

3



Why Understanding Society for 
ethnicity & migration research?
• Extra 5 minute question time set aside for some 

questions relevant for ethnicity and migration research
• List of extra five minutes questions – click here
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mai
nstage/dataset-documentation/index/extra-5-minutes-
variables
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Waves
Ethnic group 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
white 

British/ English/ Scottish/ 
Welsh/ Northern Irish 36,892 41,618 38,345 36,254 34,619 31,910 30,463 28,779 
Irish 732 1,205 1,088 986 914 909 853 821 
Gypsy or Irish traveller 18 13 11 11 13 13 12 10 
Any other white background 1,503 1,425 1,216 1,141 1,047 1,773 1,480 1,325 

Mixed
white and black Caribbean 356 303 287 290 301 331 298 297 
white and black African 158 124 108 109 107 123 111 98 
white and Asian 203 181 170 166 161 194 173 167 
any other mixed background 188 160 148 147 149 196 167 159 

Asian or Asian British 
Indian 1,982 1,630 1,442 1,398 1,333 1,872 1,748 1,603 
Pakistani 1,533 1,292 1,208 1,164 1,116 1,660 1,584 1,487 
Bangladeshi 1,181 927 838 804 756 919 824 803 
Chinese 331 241 183 185 174 234 183 155 
Any other Asian background 653 537 484 457 427 545 456 423 

Black/African/ Caribbean/ 
Black British

Caribbean 1,183 898 819 765 696 946 811 753 
African 1,499 1,111 967 886 844 1,347 1,112 933 
Any other black background 91 78 70 62 64 84 73 56 

Other ethnic group
Arab 291 203 178 149 136 248 179 167 
Any other ethnic group 276 231 201 179 171 223 186 167 
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https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/ethnicity-immigration
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https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/ethnicity-immigration



For more information
• Main survey User Guide:

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstag
e/user-guides
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For more information
• Main survey User Guide:

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstag
e/user-guides

• Online dataset documentation: 
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstag
e/dataset-documentation
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For more information
• Main survey User Guide:

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstag
e/user-guides

• Online dataset documentation: 
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstag
e/dataset-documentation

• Questionnaires: 
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstag
e/questionnaires
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Publications on specific study design 
aspects

QUALITY PROFILE
• Lynn, P., Knies, G. (ed.) (2016) Understanding Society: the UK Household Longitudinal 

Study: Wave 1-5 Quality Profile. Colchester: University of Essex.

PAPERS ON SAMPLE DESIGN
• Lynn (2009) “Sample design for Understanding Society”. Understanding Society Working 

Paper 2009-01, Understanding Society Working Paper Series No. 2009-01
• Berthoud et al. (2009) “Design of the Understanding Society ethnic minority boost 

sample”. Understanding Society Working Paper Series No. 2009-02
• McFall et al. (2012) “Implementing the Biosocial Component of Understanding Society –

Nurse Collection of Biomeasures” Understanding Society Working Paper Series No. 
2012-04

• Lynn, P., Nandi, A., Parutis, V. and Platt, L. (2017). Design and implementation of a high 
quality probability sample of immigrants and ethnic minorities. Understanding Society 
Working Paper 2017-11. Colchester: University of Essex.
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Ethnicity related research
• Go to the PUBLICATIONS page on the 

Understanding Society website
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https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/research/publications



Ethnicity related research
• Go to the PUBLICATIONS page on the 

Understanding Society website
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https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/research/publications
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Ethnicity and immigration research 
using Understanding Society data

• Employment, unemployment dynamics
• Earnings and wages
• Poverty – incidence, persistence, entry
• Wellbeing: life satisfaction, mental health
• Ethnic and racial harassment
• Ethnic identity, Britishness, acculturation
• Voting behaviour, political partisanship
• Attitudes, values: expectations of family transitions
• Inter-ethnic marriages 
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“Ethnic minorities are not only more likely 
to face unemployment, previous 
experiences of unemployment also carry 
more enduring scars for them than for the 
majority group in terms of reemployment 
and pay.” 
Li and Heath (2018) “Persisting disadvantages: a study of labour 
market dynamics of ethnic unemployment and earnings in the 
UK (2009–2015)” JEMS Special Issue

“The main determinant of ethnic 
unemployment differentials seems to be 
the longer duration of unemployment for 
ethnic minorities, which, however, remains 
largely unexplained after the inclusion of 
individual and household characteristics.” 
Longhi (2018) “A longitudinal analysis of ethnic unemployment 
differentials in the UK” JEMS SI
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“We find that differences in levels of parental 
partisanship and political engagement are the 
key factors in explaining the difference in minority 
and white UK acquisition and retention of party 
attachment during this critical period of political 
development.” Martin and Mellon (2018) “The puzzle of high political 
partisanship among ethnic minority young people in Great Britain” JEMS 
Special issue

We also show that there are 
unobserved factors jointly implicated 
in individuals' political and ethnic 
identities, which we interpret as 
providing suggestive evidence of 
more general political mobilisation of 
ethnicity. Nandi and Platt (2018) “The relationship 
between political and ethnic identity among UK ethnic 
minority and majority populations” JEMS Special Issue 
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“We find that expectations for marriage 
and parenthood are unanimously high, but 
that there is greater uncertainty among 
white British and black Caribbean 
adolescents as to the age at which these 
transitions will occur.” 
Berrington (2018) “Expectations for family transitions in young 
adulthood among the UK second generation” JEMS Special 
Issue

“Those who became citizens subsequently 
reported lower interest in politics, relative to 
those who remained non-citizens; in addition, 
they were not more likely to be active in 
organizations (e.g. political parties and trade 
unions).”
Batram (2018) “The UK citizenship process: political integration or 
marginalization?” Sociology
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“We find life satisfaction is lower among 
ethnic minorities, and especially for the 
second generation, even controlling for 
individual and area characteristics.” 
Knies, Nandi and Platt (2016) “Life satisfaction, ethnicity and 
neighbourhoods: Is there an effect of neighbourhood ethnic 
composition on life satisfaction?” 60: 110-124

“We also find that ethnic minority men and 
women who report stronger ethnic 
maintenance are less likely to binge 
drink.”  
Luthra, Nandi and Benzeval (2018) “Unravelling the ‘immigrant 
health paradox’: ethnic maintenance, discrimination, and health 
behaviours of the foreign born and their children in England ” 
JEMS Special Issue



Help, support and training
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New! Interactive online Helpdesk Hour every Wednesday 2-3pm
EMAIL:  usersupport@understandingsociety.ac.uk TO REGISTER
For more info: https://iserswww.essex.ac.uk/support/news/36



Analysis tips
1. Use all samples together for your analyses
2. Use appropriate weights: See the user guide on how to choose 

the correct weight
3. Statistical softwares assume that the data was collected from a 

Simple Random Sample, but as Understanding Society 
samples are Clustered & Stratified, you will need to “tell” the 
software in order for it to correctly estimate Standard Errors: 

Variable representing Primary Sampling Unit: w_psu
Variable representing Strata: w_strata
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