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Metadata in cross-national 
longitudinal surveys

• Key to document data quality, issues of cross-national
comparability, and data harmonization processes (Mohler et al. 2010)

• Important to describe variations across waves

• Should be in compliance with international standards :

 DDI-codebook (DDI-C or DDI 2) designed for simple surveys

 DDI-Lifecycle (DDI-L or DDI 3)

• Designed to document surveys across their entire life;

particularly suited for longitudinal surveys

• Contains features (i.e., represented and conceptual variables) for

explicit comparisons between metadata and items of different

datasets (DDI 2015; Hansen et al., 2011; Kramer et al., 2011; Mohler et al.

2010) 2
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Plan

1. Main characteristics of the Generations and Gender

Surveys (GGS)

2. Data documentation in the first round of GGS (GGS-I)

 Main limits and needs for improvements

3. Data documentation in the second round of GGS (GGS-II)

4. Next developments

3
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Main characteristics of the GGS (1)
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• It as a comparative survey in Europe and beyond launched 

by UN in 2000 and run by a consortium of research institutes 

(e.g., NIDI, INED)

• It studies demographic and socio-economic challenges (e.g., 

low fertility, population ageing) (Gauthier et al. 2018)

• It is designed as a longitudinal panel survey (3 waves; 3 years 

interval) on 17-79 year olds
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Main characteristics of the GGS (2)
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• GGS-I (20 countries) 

− different levels of compliance to the standard 

questionnaire and methodology

− ex-post data harmonization  

• GGS-II since 2020

− centralization of fieldwork operations at NIDI

− implementation of the software TMT and Blaise

− ex-ante data harmonization  
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GGS-I - Data documentation

• In compliance with DDI-C

• Fieldwork metadata collected from national teams

• Description of country-specific deviations from the GGS

standard questionnaire and methodology

• Prepared and disseminated online through the software

Nesstar

6
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GGS-I -
Online data browsing with Nesstar
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GGS-I –
Limitations of the data documentation

• Only partially automatized

• Country-specific information entered “by hand”

• Comparisons of variables across countries and waves only

through Nesstar functionalities

• Uncertainty around the future of Nesstar software
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Test of three software

1. Dataverse (https://dataverse.org/)  

2. NADA Microdata Cataloging Tool (https://nada.ihsn.org/)

3. Colectica Designer & Portal (https://www.colectica.com/) 

https://dataverse.org/
https://nada.ihsn.org/
https://www.colectica.com/
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• Compatible with Blaise software

 possibility to use the Blaise output 

files to document the variables

• Compliant with DDI-L standard

 possibility to document comparability 

across countries and waves

• Used by other longitudinal surveys (e.g.,

UK longitudinal studies)

10

GGS-II - Implementation of 
Colectica and DDI-Lifecycle
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Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)



12

Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)
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Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

Documentation of 

• Variable labels & response 

categories (from Stata)

• Question texts in English 

(Core Blaise file)

• Filters & module titles 

(national Blaise file) 

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)
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Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)

Automatized 

creation of 

DDI 

codebook

Documentation of 

• Variable labels & response 

categories (from Stata)

• Question texts in English 

(Core Blaise file)

• Filters & module titles 

(national Blaise file) 
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GGS-II –
Variable documentation

GGS Stata file

Metadata Input sheet
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Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)

Automatized 

creation of 

DDI 

codebook

Documentation of 

• Variable labels & response 

categories (from Stata)

• Question texts in English 

(Core Blaise file)

• Filters & module titles 

(national Blaise file) 
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Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)

Automatized 

creation of 

DDI 

codebook

Documentation of 

• Variable labels & response 

categories (from Stata)

• Question texts in English 

(Core Blaise file)

• Filters & module titles 

(national Blaise file) 

Comparison between 

Core and national 

questionnaire of items in 

English 

• Filters, variable labels,

• Response categories, 

questions
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Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)

Automatized 

creation of 

DDI 

codebook

Documentation of 

• Variable labels & response 

categories (from Stata)

• Question texts in English 

(Core Blaise file)

• Filters & module titles 

(national Blaise file) 

Comparison between 

Core and national 

questionnaire of items in 

English 

• Filters, variable labels,

• Response categories, 

questions

Identification 

of countries’ 

deviations 

from Core 

questionnaire
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Core questionnaire 

in Blaise format

Datasets in Stata 

and SPSS format

GGS-II –
Variable documentation

National 

questionnaire in 

Blaise format (in 

national language)

Automatized 

creation of 

DDI 

codebook

Documentation of 

• Variable labels & response 

categories (from Stata)

• Question texts in English 

(Core Blaise file)

• Filters & module titles 

(national Blaise file) 

Comparison between 

Core and national 

questionnaire of items in 

English 

• Filters, variable labels,

• Response categories, 

questions

Identification 

of countries’ 

deviations 

from Core 

questionnaire

Main improvement from GGS-I: 

greater automation, and 

increased accuracy
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GGS-II –
Survey documentation

• Information on fieldworks 

provided by the national teams 

in a templete in Excel format, 

e.g. :

 Sampling, mode of data 

collection, etc.

 References to related 

material

 Data processing and 

weights
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GGP Colectica Portal 
https://ggp.colectica.org/

https://ggp.colectica.org/
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Example of online survey metadata 
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Example of online variable metadata
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Example of online comparison between 
two variables (ongoing work)
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Next developments

• Finishing up the migration of GGS-I DDI files

• Implementation of DDI-L fields to document

variables across survey

• Harvast of GGP documentation by other data

catalogues (e.g. CESSDA catalogue)
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Thank you!

Arianna Caporali

arianna.caporali@ined.fr
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