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What we’ll cover
 NatCen – who we are
 Why measure attitudes?
 The British Social Attitudes survey series
 Methodology
 The survey process
 Sampling and weighting
 Data collection
 Question design

 Dissemination and accessing data
 Things to consider for BSA analysis
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Who are NatCen?

 Founded in 1969, Britain’s 
largest independent social 
research agency

 Not-for-profit

 Variety of clients and funders

 Range of types of research
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What we do

For the last 40 years we’ve 
worked on behalf of 
government and charities to 
find out what people really think 
about important social issues 
and how Britain is run.

By really understanding the 
complexity of people's lives and 
attitudes, we give the public a 
powerful role in shaping 
decisions and services that 
make a difference to everyone.
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Attitudinal 
research
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Many people who seem to have 
unquestioning faith in behavioural 
data retreat into agnosticism when 
faced with attitudinal data from 
similar samples

Roger Jowell, 1st BSA report



77

Legitimate concerns?
“Attitudes don’t matter”

 Behaviour and experience is more important
 Attitudes and behaviour aren’t always consistent
 Don’t want government by opinion poll

“You can’t measure attitudes”
 Easier to measure objective ‘facts’?
 Answers affected by question wording, context
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Attitudes do matter
Attitudes and values an important part of our social 

world
 Helps our understanding of society, how it works 

and how it is changing
 Importance to policy makers

If we don’t try and measure them, people will guess 
 Competing claims about “what the public think”
 Dominant voices get heard



The British 
Social Attitudes 
survey series
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Overview of BSA
 Initiated by NatCen in 1983, fielded annually
 Measures social and political attitudes and 

moral values
 Main focus is on time series
 Annual cross-sectional survey (not panel)
 Random probability sample
 3000+ respondents across Britain
 CAPI interview and self-completion
 Range of funding sources: government depts, 

charities, grants from ESRC and other bodies
 Data and findings widely used



“Over 30 years, the annual British Social Attitudes 
survey has illuminated the evolving mood of the 
nation”
Financial Times, September 2012
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Example topic areas
Health
Transport
Education
Social security and welfare
Pensions
Work-life balance
Housing
Immigration

Euthanasia
Genomic science
Redistribution of income
National identity
Disability
Political attitudes and 
voting behaviour
Attitudes to Armed 
Forces
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International comparisons
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP)
GB module fielded on BSA and funded by ESRC
Rotating topics asked in c.50 countries worldwide



Methodology & 
survey processes
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BSA survey timeline
Dec-Jan
Finalise
funding

Year 2
Analysis &
reporting

Jan-Feb
Q design;
sampling

Mar-May
Pilots;

program

June-Sept
Fieldwork

Dec
Data

available

Oct-Nov
Editing,

DVs
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Sampling
Achieved sample needs to be:
 representative of target population
 large enough to obtain robust 

estimates
Random probability sampling
Sample frame  - Postcode Address File 

(PAF)
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Selecting addresses then people

Multi-stage sampling
 Select postcode sectors
 Select addresses within 

those sectors
Interviewer selection
 Select flat within building (if 

necessary)
 Select person using 

random selection grid
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Fieldwork

1. Advance letter / 
postcard sent to 
respondents

2. Interviewer approaches 
address and makes 
appointment

3. Interview conducted and 
data transmitted
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The interview
1. Face-to-face
Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) in the 

home
Use of showcards for most questions

2. Self-completion
Booklet left with respondent
Sensitive questions, questions asked in a battery, 

questions that may elicit ‘socially-desirable’ responses



2020

Weighting 
 Three stages of weighting
 selection weights 
 non-response weights
 calibration weights

 Single weight variable = “wtfactor”
 Same in all years
Weights must be applied for all analysis (the datasets 

are not pre-weighted)



Attitudinal 
question design
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Questionnaire design process

Initial question 
design

• What is the aim 
of the question?

• Collaboration 
with client

Pilot 1 and 
Pilot 2

• 50 interviews
• New questions 
only 
• Feedback from 
interviewers and 
results 

Checking and 
testing

• Flow of 
questionnaire as 
a whole

Final 
questionnaire
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Attitude question design
 Different design process?
 New questions
 Testing and pre-testing new questions

 Repeat questions
 Repeating a older time series measure
 Designing a new (i.e. future time series) question

 Other considerations
 CAPI or self-completion
 Order effects
 A complex issue can’t be covered by just one or two 

questions
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Common question formats
 agree/disagree (likert scale) batteries
 either/or statements (forced choice)
 priority ranking
 Scenarios
 Other types of answer options:
 true / false
 in favour / against
 wrong / right 
 numeric scale between two opposite positions
 what should happen & what actually happens



Dissemination and 
accessing BSA data
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When to use BSA

• To understand in detail what the public thinks about 
particular issues 

• To explore differences between groups – analysis by key 
demographics 

• To examine trends in attitudes over time for the public and 
different groups – time series analysis

When not to use BSA 
- Detailed geographic analysis 
- When interested in understanding how individuals’ views 

change over time (longitudinal analysis) 
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Data tools and resources
 Nesstar - UK Data Service

 UK Data Archive
 Online search tool for variables 

discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/variables
 Online analysis
 BSA user guide, survey documentation

 Britsocat.com
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‘Missing’ responses

“Don’t know”

“Can’t choose”

“Refusal”

“Not answered”
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Dealing with ‘missing’ values
 On BSA they are not considered ‘missing’
 Included in the analysis because they represent a valid 

attitudinal response
 Don’t know/can’t choose = code 8/88/888
 Refusal/not answered = code 9/99/999
 Different to most other surveys (where they will be set to 

missing -8 / -9)
 Background variables with missing data may need different 

approach
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Time-series analysis: practical issues
 Separate datasets
 Naming conventions – all variables will have the same 

name if the question wording is not altered
 Frequency of repeat questions may be sporadic
 Focus on the overall trend – changes from year-to-

year seen in that context  
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Key points
 Attitudes do matter, and you can measure them
 Importance of question wording and testing
 BSA is a rich data resource for the British social science 

community, dating back over 30 years, and accessible to 
all social researchers

 Cross-sectional design (not longitudinal)
 Time series analysis 
 Weight the data (wtfactor)
 Include “Don’t know” and “Refuse” in your analysis
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Expectations are important
 Respondents are complex human beings – with conflicting 

patterns of belief
 Survey questions can’t do the job of a qualitative study…
 … nor the analysis
 Can’t expect respondents to perform unreasonable tasks
 Don’t over-estimate people’s knowledge of or interest in a 

topic
 A complex issue can’t be covered by just one or two 

questions


