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CLOSER

Å5 year collaborative project

ÅMaximise the use, value and impact of 

cohort and longitudinal studies

ÅBased at UCL Institute of Education



CLOSER Studies

ÅStudies:

ïAvon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC)

ïBritish Cohort Study (BCS70)

ïHertfordshire Cohort Study (HCS)

ïLife Study

ïMillennium Cohort Study (MCS)

ïNational Child Development Study (NCDS 1958)

ïNational Study of Health and Development (NSHD 1946)

ïSouthampton Womenôs Survey (SWS)

ïUnderstanding Society



CLOSER Partners

ÅOther partners:

ïUK Data Archive

ïBritish Library

ÅFunders:

ïEconomic and Social Research Council

ïMedical Research Council

ÅAlso working with Colectica and Metadata 

Technologies



Work Streams

ÅData Harmonisation demonstration 

projects

ÅData Linkage demonstration projects

ÅResearch Impact

ÅTraining and Capacity Building

ÅUniform Search Platform



Current situation

Å I want to know about smoking 

in pregnancy and effects on 

income in later life

ÅWant to look at ALSPAC, 

NCDS, NSHD, BCS and 

predictively at MCS

ÅNCDS, BCS, MCS ïUKDA

ÅALSPAC and NSHD ïcontact 

studies



The (near) future

ÅSearch for smoking on CLOSER

ÅFilter by ópregnancy & birthô life stage and 

required studies

ÅGet questions and variables

ÅSuggested items ïsimilar, nearby, in and 

cross study



Why isnôt this already there?

ÅStarted with a dream: the search platform

ÅMany have tried

ÅLimited success

ÅTechnology supports it

ÅNot about technology ïall about content

ÅMetadata not in a standard format

ÅLack of managed processes for consistency



Content needs to be é

ÅConsistent

ÅComparable

ÅSupport discovery

ÅRe-usable

ÅSupport processing

ÅSound familiar? Metadata standards

ÅDDI Lifecycle



Why DDI-Lifecycle?

ÅMaintained and developed

ÅMature

ÅInternational reach

ÅUsed by major archives (DDI-Codebook)

ÅFits longitudinal studies well



DDI is not easy

ÅLarge and complex

ÅDifficult to explain to non-experts

ÅEven harder to demonstrate to non-

experts

ÅNot commonly used in medical circles



Historical DDI is even harder

ÅData goes back to 1930s

ÅProjects go back to 1946

Å ñThe Schleswig-Holstein question is so complicated, only three men 

in Europe have ever understood it. One was Prince Albert, who is 

dead. The second was a German professor who became mad. I am 

the third and I have forgotten all about it.ò 

ˈ Lord Palmerston

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1581470.Lord_Palmerston


Getting started

ÅAssess the scale 

of the problem

ÅTry stuff

ÅDonôt panic

ÅAssess the risks 

and challenges
BilbioArchives/Library Archives @Flickr



Metadata Project Cake Recipe

Å500g Expert knowledge

Å250g Project management

Å250g Patience (you may need to add more 

as required)

Å100g Software

Å500g Funding

Å1 kg of Commitment



Challenges: Scale
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INSTRUMENTS

ÅInstruments: 381



Challenges: Scale

ÅHuge:

Å>200k questions and 

variables

Å>300 questionnaires

ÅAmbitious ïno one has 

attempted this scale 

before
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QUESTIONS AND VARIABLES

Questions Variables



Solution: Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

ÅLimited DDI profile

ÅDefine allowable entries

ÅDetermine content to enter

ÅImport from older DDI

ÅImport from databases, spreadsheets, etc.



Solution: Manageable chunks

ÅUnit of measurement: the questionnaire or the 

dataset

ÅEstimation:

ïEffort per questionnaire

ïEffort per question

ïBonus for complexity

ïControlled runs

ïFlexible

ÅWorkflow



Pilot

ÅHad developed a tool for questionnaire 

entry (Caddies)

ÅPiloted this

ÅOutcomes:

ïConsistency

ïStudy capacity (not about money)

ïTimelines



1. Ingest

ÅManual entry

ÅMetadata Team

ÅManual and standard operating procedures

ÅCovers all types:

ïQuestionnaire

ïClinical tool

ïData extract



Principles

1. Maintain and do not alter the semantic 

meaning of the questionnaire

2. Do not correct the questionnaire

3. Only record what is contained within the 

questionnaire

4. Do not allow the data recorded (i.e. the 

variables) to inform the metadata 

archiving



Nothing is ever easy é



é but its still possible



2. Verification

ÅStill within the Metadata Team

ÅChecks for accuracy

ÅAlso checks for consistency



3. Mappings

ÅMap all questionnaires against variables

ÅE.g. q1 is mapped to variable N123

ÅProcess also accommodates derived 

variables

ÅTopic mappings



4. Repository ingest

ÅReturned to CLOSER

ÅPut through systematic checks before 

entry

ÅQueries from checks addressed

ÅEntered into Colectica repository

ÅMade available in USP at this point



Process

Study

CLOSER central

Questionnaire 

metadata entered

Questionnaire and 

variables made 

available

Questionnaire 

metadata quality 

checked

Initial question-

variable mapping 

completed

Metadata 

delivered to 

studies

Questionnaire 

metadata and 

mapping checked

Controlled 

vocabularies 

applied

Further metadata 

enhancements 

applied

Metadata 

returned to 

CLOSER 

central

Metadata put into 

Colectica

Metadata published 

on USP

Harmonisation pilot 

work

Final processed 

metadata returned 

to studies for 

ongoing use

ÅProcess bound ïeach 

step relies on those 

prior

ÅEfficiency/consistency 

of CLOSER central 

and subject expertise 

of studies



Challenges: varied material

ÅAge of questionnaires

ÅCondition of questionnaires and data

ÅVariation in methodology ïPAPI, CAPI, 

CATI, etc.

ÅMedical data, images, videos, biosamples, 

etc.



Challenges: Intent

ÅWhat was the intent of a question?

ÅLayout

ÅMachine logic

ÅLimitations of technology

ÅAssumptions & implied logic



BCS 1970



Challenges: Computers

ÅNo machine logic

ÅNo machine readable copies

ÅLimited variable creation

ÅThen, when computers arrive é

ÅMILLIONS of questions



MCS Birth


