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About ICPSR

• Founded in 1962 as a consortium of 21 
universities to share the National Election 
Survey

• Today: 700+ members around the world

• Data dissemination for more than 20 federal 
and non‐government sponsors

• 600,000+ visitors per year



What we do
• Acquire and archive social science data
• Distribute data to researchers
• Preserve data for future generations
• Provide training in quantitative methods

Archive size
• 8,000 data collections, over 60,000 data sets
• Grows by 200+ collections a year



Changes in the information landscape:

• Improved metadata and data discovery
• Linking data and publications
• Emerging sources and types of data
• Sharing confidential data



Improved metadata and data discovery
• Social science data tends to be 

– wide (>400 columns/variables) 
– but not deep (<10,000 rows)

• Data discovery requires variable‐level 
metadata

• Data Documentation Initiative (DDI)
– XML standard for micro‐data in the social 
sciences



Improved metadata and data discovery
• New search tools

– Variable level searching
– Question banks
– Harmonization tools



“Search/Compare Variables” examines 2.1 million variables in 4,000 data collections



Improved metadata and data discovery
• Federated search tools

– Data Preservation Alliance for the Social 
Sciences (Data‐PASS) combined catalog 
searches:
• Institute for Quantitative Social Science, Harvard University
• Odum Institute, University of North Carolina‐Chapel Hill
• ICPSR, University of Michigan
• Electronic and Special Media Records Service Division, 
National Archives and Records Administration

• Roper Center, University of Connecticut
• Social Science Data Archive, University of California, Los 
Angeles (UCLA)



Linking data and publications
• Benefits of linking data and publications

– Encourages research transparency
– Promotes re‐use of existing data
– Links researchers across disciplines 

• ICPSR Bibliography of Data‐related Literature
– 60,000+ citations
– Challenge of poor citation practices

• DataCite: DOIs for data
• Data Citation Index







Emerging sources and types of data

• Geo‐spatial
• Video
• Administrative data
• Online text
• Transactions
• Clicks
• Sensors



Safety Pilot Project

• University of Michigan Transportation 
Research Institute under a USDOT contract

• Vehicle‐to‐Vehicle and Vehicle‐to‐
Infrastructure devices in volunteer’s cars

• 2800 cars, trucks, and buses with Vehicle 
Awareness Devices, sensors, and video

• ~ 1 Petabyte of data per year



Adaptive education software records every click. 



SECTION 97. 
…, a gaming establishment shall supply 
the Massachusetts gaming Commission 
with customer tracking data collected or 
generated by loyalty programs, player 
tracking software, player card systems, 
online gambling transactions or any other 
information system. ... The Commission 
shall convey the anonymized data to a 
research facility which shall make the 
data available to qualified researchers …

Chapter 194 of the Acts of 2011: An Act 
Establishing Expanded Gaming in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts,  signed 
into law November 22, 2011.
http://www.malegislature.gov/Laws/Sessi
onLaws/Acts/2011/Chapter194

Casinos capture data too…



MET Longitudinal Database

• Variety of indicators 
– 5 instruments for scoring 

classroom observation
– Student surveys 

• teacher evaluations
• effort 
• enjoyment

– “Value‐added” computed from 
test scores
• State math and English language 

tests
• Other standardized tests

– Other instruments and surveys



MET Longitudinal Database
Scale

– 2 academic years
– 6 large school districts
– 6 grade levels
– 3,000 teachers
– 44,500 students
– 24,000 videos
– 22,500 observation sessions
– 900+ observers trained by 

ETS to score videos
– ~12GB of quantitative data
– ~10TB of video



Metadata: MET LDB

Sample Codebook
• 864 variables
• 423 pages
• 1 of 30+ data files 

in the MET LDB 
collection

• ICPSR codebooks 
are generated 
from DDI.



Sharing confidential data

• Safe data: Modify the data to reduce the risk 
of re‐identification

• Safe places: Physical isolation and secure 
technologies

• Safe people: Training and Data use 
agreements



Confidentiality: Harm, Risk & Restriction
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Challenges
• Secure access to confidential information

– Partnerships between public/private data 
centers and research communities

– New access models
• Providing accurate and complete metadata, 
especially provenance
– Automated metadata capture

• Improving data management and citation 
practices



Thank you.

George Alter
altergc@umich.edu


