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Introduction 
“Longitudinal studies are uniquely suited to help us 
understand social change. Unlike a one-off research project 
which can give information about people’s lives at one point, 
like a snapshot photo, longitudinal studies follow individuals 
through time collecting data at different points, more like a 
photo album. They tell a story of people’s lives at a moment in 
time, but also over time, showing how individuals or families 
have changed within a wider social context. 
…. 
The development of longitudinal studies over the last decade 
has underpinned advances in social science methodology. 
The studies provide an understanding of social change, of the 
trajectories of individual life histories and of the dynamic 
processes that underlie social and economic life.” 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), UK 

 



Rowntree’s lifecourse approach to 
poverty 

Source: Rowntree (1902), p.136 
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What can longitudinal studies 
do…? 

 Indicate causal pathways  
 Enhance our understanding of the social world.   
 Insight into causal processes 
 Test interventions or shocks 
 Dynamic rather than stable circumstances 
 Importance of duration 
 Inherently longitudinal phenomena 

 
Focus attention on solutions rather than symptoms… 
 
 



Dyanamic analysis… 

[…gets us closer to treating causes, where static analysis often 
leads us towards treating symptoms. ... If, for example, we ask 
who are the poor today, we are led to questions about the 
socioeconomic identity of the existing poverty population. 
Looking to policy, we then typically emphasise income 
supplementation strategies. The obvious static solution to 
poverty is to give the poor more money. If instead, we ask what 
leads people into poverty, we are drawn to events and 
structures, and our focus shifts to looking for ways to ensure 
people escape poverty. (Ellwood 1998: 49.) 

  
 Ellwood, D. (1998). ‘Dynamic Policy Making: an Insider’s 
Account of Reforming US Welfare’, in L. Leisering and R. 
Walker (eds), The Dynamics of Modern Society: Policy, Poverty 
and Welfare. Bristol: The Policy Press, 49–59. 

 



Types of study 

Household panel 
Birth cohort / age cohort 
Administrative records 
Linked census records 
Short panel 
Combined approaches 
 
 
 
 

Variation in 
Household or individual 
Specific cohort versus some / 

all ages 
Population coverage 
Level of detail provided 
 
 
 



Examples: Household panels 

Understanding Society: The UK Household Longitudinal Study 
–  www.understandingsociety.ac.uk	

German Socio-economic Panel (SOEP) 
–  h3p://www.diw.de/en/soep	

Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) 
–  h3ps://psidonline.isr.umich.edu/	

Household Income and Labour Market Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 
–  h3ps://www.melbourneins:tute.com/hilda/	

 
Coverage of all individuals in family households – context 
And all ages 
Follows the individuals into new households 
Births and deaths allow panel to remain representative of population 

(apart from immigration, sometimes covered with additional boosts) 
Annual follow-up typically – though may be less frequent over time 
 

 
 



Examples: Cohort Studies 

National Child Development Study (1958 Cohort) 
–  www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/ncds	

Millennium Cohort Study 
–  www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/mcs	

Growing up in Ireland 
–  www.growingup.ie	

Growing up in New Zealand 
–  www.growingup.co.nz	

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 
–  www.growingupinaustralia.gov.au	

Chilean Longitudinal Survey of Early Childhood (ELPI) 
–  h3p://www.elpi.cl/	[but	site	under	construc:on]	

Next Steps (The Longitudinal Study of Young People in England) 
–  h3p://www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/nextsteps/	

 
Starts in: birth or pregnancy – or youth 
Single cohort or multiple cohorts 
Sampled from registers, or all born in a given week, or other forms of recruitment 
Clustered or simple random sampling 
Direct measures: e.g. height weight, cognitive development 



Older cohorts 

Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe 
(SHARE) 
– www.share-project.org/home0/overview.html	

English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) 
– www.elsa-project.ac.uk	

Health and Retirement Survey (HRS) 
–  h3p://hrsonline.isr.umich.edu	
	

Start at 50 plus; but not a single cohort 
Capture later life transitions for contemporary older 

populations 
Rely on retrospective data for earlier life experiences 



Examples: Administrative records 

National Pupil Database (England) 
–  h3ps://na:onalpupildatabase.wikispaces.com	

Benefit (social security) records 
Tax records 

–  www.gov.uk/government/sta:s:cs/work-and-pensions-
longitudinal-study	

 
Total records 
Certain sections of the population 
Have to be eligible for inclusion 
May be potential to link to other studies – to render them 

longitudinal – or enhance detail / histories for existing 
longitudinal studies 



Examples: linked census records 

ONS Longitudinal Study 
–  www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/user-guidance/
longitudinal-study/index.html	

Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study 
–  www.nisra.gov.uk/nils/index.htm	

Scottish Longitudinal Study 
–  h3p://sls.lscs.ac.uk	

 
Sample of all enumerated at census 
Updated through birth dates to be representative of population at 

each date 
Potential to link to administrative records in certain 

circumstances 



Examples: short panels  

UK Labour Force Survey – 5 quarter panel 
– www.ons.gov.uk/ons/about-ons/get-involved/taking-
part-in-a-survey/informa:on-for-households/a-to-z-
of-household-and-individual-surveys/labour-force-
survey/index.html	

EU SILC – 4 year panel 
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-
statistics-on-income-and-living-conditions 

Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) 
– www.census.gov/sipp	

 
Cross-sectional interests and short follow-ups combined 
Remain up-to-date 
 



Specialist longitudinal studies 

e.g.  
Immigrant and minority group studies (often with short-

run follow-up) 
•  SCIP	www.uni-goeHngen.de/en/153339.html	
•  CILS4EU	www.cils4.eu	

Longitudinal studies of disabled people 
•  Life	Opportuni:es	Survey	

www.gov.uk/government/collec:ons/life-
opportuni:es-survey	

  



Design questions 

Ages and life stages of particular interest 
Populations / sub-populations 
Availability of appropriate sampling frames 
How long it is appropriate / possible to wait 
Survey context – levels of response (and differences for different 

sorts of population) 
Potential for tracking over time 
Potential for linking information from other sources to 

complement / amplify study 
Costs / resources for different sorts of coverage 
 
What questions do you want to know the 

answers to? 
 
  



Types of research question 

Individual development over time, e.g. weight, cognitive 
development  

Durations, e.g. time spent unemployed, survival after an 
illness 

Cumulative effects, e.g. persistence in a state (lone 
parenthood, poverty) 

Impact of events e.g. divorce on income, move of area on 
social networks 

Transitions e.g. moves into post-compulsory education, or 
into retirement 

Identifying causal relationships rather than associations, 
e.g. does doing more housework reduce women’s pay?, 
do parent work hours affect child overweight? does 
neighbourhood of upbringing affect adult employment? 

 



Examples 

Selected (necessarily) 
From own research (for consistency / simplicity) 
But therefore reflect particular interests, not the fully 

range of topics or ages / life stages that might be of 
interest 
– Focus	on	children	and	on	ethnic	differences	

NB Focus on children doesn’t necessarily lead to 
prioritising birth cohorts as source of analysis 



Examples: 1: Development over 
time - children 
Detailed research question: Are there differences in the 

development of behavioural problems in the early years 
between disabled and non-disabled children  

Data: Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) - UK 
Approach: Using repeat measures of behavioural problems 

at ages 3,5 and 7 to estimate trajectories and how these 
differ between children (accounting for within-individual 
variation) – Growth curve models 

Key findings: Non-disabled children’s behaviour tends to 
improve over time; but disabled children’s plateaus or 
deteriorates 

 



Example 1: illustration, peer problems 
by whether or not has a longstanding 
limiting illness, by sex 
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Source:	Fauth,	R.,	Parsons,	S.	and	Pla3,	L.	2014.	Convergence	or	divergence?	A	longitudinal	analysis	of	behaviour	
problems	among	disabled	and	non-disabled	children	aged	3	to	7	in	England.	Department	of	Quan:ta:ve	Social	Science	
Working	Paper	14-13.	London:	IOE.	



Examples: 2: (Child) poverty 
dynamics 
Detailed research question: How does poverty duration / 

persistence vary across children / over childhood  
Data: British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) – and other 

households panels / Millennium Cohort Study 
Approach: Describing the extent to which poverty touches 

children’s lives at all / persistently over a period. What are 
transitions into / out of poverty and how are they linked to 
other changes in children’s lives 

NB poverty persistence can then also be used as a predictor 
(e.g. ) or as an outcome measure 

Key findings: Those who are poor at some point are much 
greater than cross-sectional poverty rates suggest. Those 
who are persistently poor are much fewer – but maybe those 
we are most concerned about. Persistence comes about 
through both lower exits and higher entries – but not 
necessarily same processes driving each.  

 



Example 2: illustration (1) 

Source:	Bradbury,	B.	
Jenkins,	S.P.	and	
Micklewright,	J.	2000.	
Child	Poverty	Dynamics	
in	Seven	Na:ons.	
Innocen:	Working	
Paper	78.	



Example 2: illustration (2) 

Source:	Mostafa,	T.	and	Pla3,	L.	2014.	Poverty	and	Depriva:on	in	Pla3,	L.		(ed.)	Millennium	Cohort	Study:	
Ini:al	Findings	from	the	Age	11	Survey.	London:	Ins:tute		of	Educa:on		



Example 2: illustration (3): poverty transitions 
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Examples: 3: Do events affect 
women’s labour force participation?  
Detailed research question: Can we understand ethnic group 

differences in women’s labour force participation if we look at 
entries and exits rather than steady state? And how much do 
differences in transitions contribute to explaining differences?  

Data: Understanding Society (UKHLS) 
Approach: Pooled transitions and interwave events 
Key findings:  
Events affect transitions: entering or exiting a partnership or 

staying single increases entry relative to consistently 
partnered, child reaching school age, decrease in household 
income increases entry. Increase in household income, having 
a baby, increases exits.  

Differences in transitions. Black African women had higher and 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi women had lower entry rates and 
Pakistani / Bangladeshi women had higher exit rates, net of 
characteristics, attitudes and events. Events also mattered:  
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Example 3: illustration: raw differences 
in participation & transition rates  

Source:	Khoudja,	Y.	and	Pla3,	L.	2015.	Ethnic	differences	in	labour	force	entry	and	exit	of	women	in	the	UK.		
Using	UKHLS,	Wave1-4,	descrip:ves	based	on	unweighted	sample	
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Examples: 4: Family, parenting and 
child outcomes 
Detailed research question: Do family factors influence children’s 

cognitive / educational outcomes – and do they ‘explain’ the 
influence of family poverty on these outcomes? 

Data: Millennium Cohort Study 
Approach: Measure family and parenting factors prior to age 7; 

measure child cognitive / educational outcomes at age 7 
Key findings: Many factors are associated with differences in 

cognitive outcomes; there is some variation across outcomes; 
family poverty is strongly associated with outcomes, even 
when taking account of a wide range of family / parental 
characteristics. Few characteristics are ‘protective’ that is, 
reduce the gap between poor children and non-poor children 
(put otherwise, those things that are good for children’s 
learning are good for both poor and non-poor children).   

 



Example 4: illustration: Children’s age 7 
outcomes and family factors influencing 
them 

Source:	Jones,	E.,	Gutman,	L.	and	Pla3,	L.	(2013)	Family	Stressors	and	Children’s	Outcomes.	Department	for	
Educa:on	(DfE)	Research	Report	DFE-RR254.	London:	DfE.	



Examples: 5: Social mobility, and 
comparisons across ethnic groups 
Detailed research question: What are patterns of 

intergenerational social mobility of different ethnic groups?  
Data: ONS Longitudinal Study (England and Wales) 
Approach: Children growing up in 1971/1981/1991 – parental 

socio-economic status measured in childhood. Own economic 
outcomes measured in 2001/2011. (Note not using 
retrospective measures.) 

Key findings: Taking account of family background helps to 
explain ethnic labour market inequalities. This is particularly 
the case for occupational outcomes compared to employment 
outcomes. But differences in the both the extent to which 
certain minorities are disadvantaged, and the extent to which 
they can convert advantaged origins into advantaged 
destinations remain.  



Example 5: illustration: origins and 
destinations 1971/81-2001 
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Examples: 6: Time to exit and re-
entry  
Detailed research question: How do exits and re-

entries to low income (receipt of means-tested 
benefits) vary with family structure, whether on out 
of work benefits and ethnic group  

Data: Administrative (benefit) data 
Approach: Discrete time survival analysis 
Key findings: Differences in entries and in exits by 

family structure and ethnic group. Instability greater 
for some, persistence for others. 

 



Example 6: illustration: time to benefit (low 
income) exit and re-entry, by family type 

Source:	Pla3,	L.	2006.	Social	
insecurity?	Children	and	benefit	
dynamics.	Journal	of	Social	Policy	
35(3),	391-410.	
Using	Birmingham	Housing	Benefit/	
Council	Tax	Benefit	1998-99.	



Issues 

Timeliness – for particular research questions 
Spacing between observations 
Cross-national comparability 
Covering sub-populations 
Maintaining relevance and continuity 
 
 



Conclusions 

Longitudinal studies are important for understanding where 
we have got to and the implications for the future. 

Longitudinal studies reveal lifetime trajectories and the 
influence of contextual factors 

Longitudinal studies allow the analysis of inherently 
longitudinal phenomena, and the use of methods that 
get closer to approximating causal relationships rather 
than associations 

(increasingly) Longitudinal studies facilitate comparison 
across different national contexts 

Cross-sectional studies are important for describing the 
state of contemporary populations and for tracking 
overall changes over time, but for understanding more 
about the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ – the links between what is 
going on at one point in time and the next, longitudinal 
studies are critical. 



Tracing the life of a sparrow 

 The present life of man upon earth, O king, seems to 
me, in comparison with that time which is unknown to 
us, like to the swift flight of a sparrow through the house 
wherein you sit at supper in winter, with your ealdormen 
and thegns, while the fire blazes in the midst, and the 
hall is warmed, but the wintry storms of rain or snow are 
raging abroad. The sparrow, flying in at one door and 
immediately out at another, whilst he is within, is safe 
from the wintry tempest; but after a short space of fair 
weather, he immediately vanishes out of your sight, 
passing from winter into winter again. So this life of man 
appears for a little while, but of what is to follow or what 
went before we know nothing at all 

Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the Church in England, 731. 



Thank you! 

L.Platt@lse.ac.uk 


