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• Benefits of documenting microdata

• Locating the documentation process phase within the Generic Statistical Business 
Process Model

• Main features of good documentation

• International metadata standards (DDI and Dublin Core)

• Main features of the Nesstar Metadata Editor



Benefits of documenting microdata



Benefits of documenting microdata

Documenting microdata:

•Helps understanding what the data are measuring and how the data have 
been created.

•Good metadata reduce the risk of misunderstanding and misusing microdata.

•Helps users assess data quality

•Researchers can understand if data are relevant for a particular research question

•Helps users to locate data they are interested in. Any cataloguing and resource 
location system (manual or digital) is based on metadata.

•Helps creating transparency and increased credibility of data



Benefits of documenting microdata

Documenting microdata also allows:

• Preserving institutional memory

• Generating training material for future statisticians

• Replicating data collection and analysis

• Re-using or re-purposing metadata

“The replication standard holds that sufficient information exists with which to 
understand, evaluate, and build upon a prior work if a third party can replicate the 
results without any additional information from the author”

http://gking.harvard.edu/files/replication.pdf



When should we start documenting microdata?

Document

As

You

Survey

Typically, datasets are documented after completion of 
the whole survey or census operation. At that stage, it is 
however often too late to capture all the metadata 
information produced during the life cycle of a data 
collection activity. 



Generic Statistical Business Process Model

Source: UNEC/HLG-MOS



What is good documentation?

Metadata: usually defined as “data about data”. Good metadata should contain 
much more than a data dictionary.

“From the archivist and end user’s perspective, a good dataset is one that is easy to use. Its 
documentation is clear and easy to understand, the data contain no surprises, and users are able to 

access the dataset with relatively little start-up time.” 

Guide to Social Science Data Preparation and Archiving, ICPSR

From the data producer’s perspective, good documentation is one that provides 
credibility and transparency to the results (tables and analysis). And that would allow 
replication of the data collection in such a way that comparability of data is 
guaranteed.



Status in statistical agencies around the World

• Documentation of microdata is often unsatisfactory. Too little attention is paid
to generate, preserve, organize and disseminate metadata.

• But major progress are being made by many countries with the adoption of the
Data Documentation Initiative (DDI) metadata standard which improve the
quality of metadata by providing a rigorous framework for documenting
surveys and censuses.



Data Documentation Initiative (DDI) Metadata Standard

Recommended set of standards for documenting microdata.

• The DDI is a metadata standard used by most social science data archives in the 
world to document microdata.

• The DDI provides a structured and comprehensive list of elements (or fields)
that can be used to document a dataset.

• The DDI has been designed to encompass the kinds of data generated by 
surveys, censuses, administrative records, etc.



Data Documentation Initiative (DDI) Metadata Standard

The DDI elements are organized under four sections:

• Document description: used to document the documentation process
(“metadata on metadata”).

• Study description: Information about the study (survey, census): title, primary
investigator, dates and method of data collection, sampling methodology,
funding agencies, etc.

• Data file description: Content, producer, version, etc.

• Variable description: Includes literal question text, universe, variable and value
labels, derivation and imputation methods, and so on.



Other Metadata Standard: Dublin Core

• Based on the same principles as the DDI specification.

• Consists of a set of elements (or “tags”), organized to form an XML file.

• Includes a limited number of tags, such as Title, Description, Type, Creator, 
Publisher, Date, Format, and Language.



What is XML?

• XML stands for eXtensible Markup Language. It is used to structure information to be
shared on the Web or exchanged between software systems.

• XML is a file format, readable by any text editor (e.g. Notepad).

• XML tags text for meaning.

• In an XML file, the information is wrapped between an opening tag and a closing tag.
The tag name indicates its content.



What is XML? An example

“The NSO of Popstan conducted an Annual Agricultural Survey with the financial support of FAO in 2019. 
5,000 households, representing the overall population of the country, were randomly selected to participate 
in the survey, following a two-stage stratified sampling methodology”. 4,900 of these households provided 
information”. In XML language, this could look like this:

<titl> Annual Agricultural Survey 2019</titl>

<altTitl> AAS 2019 </altTitl>

<AuthEnty> National Statistics Office (NSO) </AuthEnty>

<fundAg abbr= “FAO">Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations </fundAg>

<nation> Popstan </nation>

<geogCover> National </geogCover>

<sampProc> 5,000 households, stratified two stages </sampProc>

<respRate> 98 percent </respRate>

This does not look very easy… but luckily we don’t need to learn to write XML language



Generating DDI using a Metadata Editor

• DDI files can be generated easily by using a specialized Metadata Editor.

• The International Household Survey Network (IHSN) and the World Bank 
developed a DDI-compliant Microdata Management Toolkit based on the 
Nesstar Publisher (freeware by the Norwegian Center for Research data)

• This Toolkit provides a user-friendly Metadata Editor, and other tools to 
convert DDI metadata into on-line survey catalogues.



Tools to document and publish

A specialized DDI metadata editor (Nesstar)

And a cataloguing/dissemination 
solution (NADA)

(http://anda.inec.gob.ec/anda/ind
ex.php/catalog)



http://anda.inec.gob.ec/anda/index.php/catalog


Conclusions and Recommendations

• Adopt and comply with international metadata standards

• All stages in the production process must be documented

• Avoid important information getting buried and lost on staff member’s hard-disk.
Centralize all data and related metadata

• Plan for documentation at the very outset of the survey program

• Make quality assurance of documentation a regular activity



Conclusions and Recommendations

Document As You Survey Disseminate

MoA / NSO



Thank you

Selected links:

• Software:

• Nesstar publisher: http://ihsn.org/software/ddi-metadata-editor

• Guidelines and learning material:

• Quick Reference Guide for Data Archivists: 
http://ihsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/DDI_IHSN_Checklist_OD_06152007.pdf

• Principles and Good Practice for Preserving Data: http://ihsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/IHSN-WP003.pdf

http://ihsn.org/software/ddi-metadata-editor
http://ihsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/DDI_IHSN_Checklist_OD_06152007.pdf
http://ihsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/IHSN-WP003.pdf

