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Elements of a Data 
Harmonisation 
Infrastructure

Options for Work Package 9 
of the CESSDA PPP

„Round Table“

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
We will begin this final session with a look at the starting point of the current project, at work package nine of the CESSDA PPP. That will be the last full presentation for the day. We will then have a few prepared discussant statements, and hopefully a lively open discussion. 
I introduce the discussants now, so that we can move on more quickly later on. Each discussant will give a statement of 5 to max. 10 min.
Achim Wackerow is involved with the development of the most recent version of the data documentation syntax DDI, 3.0. DDI3 is structurally prepared for handling very complex data, including comparative structures. Previous versions of DDI were not designed for handling comparative data, but DDI3 is a great improvement there and will hopefully help us a great deal with the technical aspects of our project. Achim will educate us about this a little.
Ruud Luijkx and Christof Wolf. Both are heavily involved with different comparative research projects, both as primary researchers and in a perspective on secondary use. So they are the right people to comment on researchers’ requirements of harmonisation tools in general, and maybe already on the chances, advantages, and disadvantages of the Work Package 9 approach. At least, they already know some core aspects of this, or I hope that they could extract those from the material I have sent to them.

The majority of you does however not know anything about our approach in the CESSDA PPP work package. So we will begin by laying this out a bit. 

As I said before, this is a project in a designated “Preparatory Phase”. Furthermore, we are in the early months of even the preparatory phase, so what I can present is still pretty general. Still, I think that there is enough to discuss about, because we have to make some basic decisions early on, and these certainly require discussion and reflection.�
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Status Quo of Harmonisation Work

1. Expert knowledge is difficult to find and 
access

2. Harmonisations not always transparent
3. Difficult to apply even if good docs exist
4. No organised channels to create and 

distribute new harmonisations 
5. Poor incentives for creators of 

harmonisations

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
First, let me sum up what the status quo of harmonisation work is in our view. 
XXX
First, there of course is a lot of expert knowledge, but it is dispersed across many different places. So someone wishing to research on a specific harmonisation problem for social science data has no single point of departure to start her or his search. Basically, you are bound to use Google, or recommendations from the colleague next door.
XXX
Of course, many researchers do already offer harmonisation tools. For example Harry is making his SPSS jobs available, which assign ISEI scores to ISCO categories. 
But then, if you do find a harmonisation tool for your problem, the documentation can be of very heterogeneous kind and quality. Some researchers put coding notes into their syntax and leave it at that, some offer detailed documentation texts, some offer bibliographic information, and some offer nothing but the mere syntax.
So, harmonisation tools often are not very transparent.
XXX
Even with good documentation, you may often have problems of converting e.g. syntax used by other researchers. Existing tools can therefore be a little difficult to apply, and each time you want to use a different harmonisation routine, you have to get familiar with a new and different technical logic.
XXX
In terms of the overall structure, my impression is that the supply of existing harmonisation tools is by far not as large as it could be. 
I suspect that hundreds or thousands of researcher create harmonisations for their own work, of course on quite various scales. But from what I know about published harmonisation routines – by published I mean documented and in principle available for use or replication by others – such published routines are more in the range of dozens, or maybe a few hundred. This of course points back to the first item: there may be much more material than anyone is aware of centrally. But it also points to the fact that there is no predefined route which you could use if you want to make your harmonisation work available. 
The minimum effort is that you have to set up a web site of your own. Which is not a huge problem. It becomes however a real problem if you want that website to be persistent for more than a few years. Most of the researcher driven websites tend to disappear in cyberspace after a few years. I think Harry was lucky that he could keep his site up for so long, and my compliments for that.
XXX
But the final and perhaps most important issue is that there are hardly any incentives to publish your personal harmonisation work. You do this mostly because you want to create a collective good, and not everyone has this motivation, as we all know.

Briefly, the status quo is not at all optimal - otherwise we would not be needing new infrastructure…
�
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Goals of New Infrastructure

1. Access: Central database with search interface
2. Transparency: Database allows and enforces 

structured documentation
3. Extended Usability: 

- If possible, apply routines directly to data
- Reuse and adapt harmonisation routines

4. Channels: 
– Connect to existing documentation materials 
– Attached to CESSDA portal

5. Incentives: Harmonisation as scientific 
achievement in its own right

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
If these are the deficiencies, then how can we address them, in very general terms?
XXX
The first issue was access. One obvious response is to establish a central database for harmonisation routines, along with a search interface. Ideally, you would be able to download harmonisation syntax from that platform, or you upload your data for processing (remember of Paul Lambert’s GEODE system).
The big problem is of course: how do we get material into that database, in the first place? We will return to that in a moment.

XXX
The second issue was transparency. If we start by offering a technical platform, this alone goes a long way to standardising the way in which information is offered. We can also enforce that minimal standards of documentation are maintained, in different ways. 

XXX
Transparency already helps usability.
Ideally, the platform would be able to perform conversions or recodes directly, online, on the data, if these have been previously uploaded to the database. Again, think of GEODE (where we also learnt that this is not a trivial effort).
If we have a well-developed harmonisation routine for one set of variables, e.g. translating ISCO88 to ISEI with ISSP data, it should be rather easy to transfer that to the case of the European Values Survey.

XXX
Regarding channels of distribution, having a platform for very different harmonisation routines may in itself establish such a channel. 
In order to support the creation of new harmonisation routines, we could, possibly, connect to the existing data holdings of CESSDA, which often already have very rich documentation around them. A logical place to start could be the standard English question texts which are already stored in the NESSTAR servers for some of the comparative surveys.
By this, we can hope for increased visibility, because the CESSDA infrastructure is where you already find many of the important comparative survey data. And the CESSDA portal is designated to become more relevant and visible in the future through other work packages.

XXX
Finally, incentives for contributing harmonisation work to the public. What CESSDA institutes can contribute on their own is certainly not too bad as a starting point, and as some kind of critical mass.
But if we succeed at creating a workable infrastructure, we might be able to reach more. Basically, putting out many different harmonisations out to the public creates the opportunity to gain reputation by harmonisation work of high relevance and high quality. You can e.g. think of different harmonisations for the same variables competing with each other for users. The increased transparency will allow critical discussion of entries, and the persistent nature of the database should allow full citation of harmonisation routines according to scientific standards. Thus, the larger “vision”, if you want, would be to establish harmonisation work as scientific contributions in their own right.

General consequences: Harmonised data are more easily produced, 2. Harmonisation routines become subject of scientific discussion and development
�
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Three Models for Contribution

1. Centralised Contribution Approach
– Only CESSDA contributes
– Sound quality, low volume

2. Open Contribution Approach
– Researchers may contribute freely
– “Lemon market” problem

3. Controlled Contributors Approach
– Registration only after approval
– After registration, control mainly 

formal aspects

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
Let us focus on the last issue a bit longer. How do we get to collecting enough input of sufficient quality?

We have so far distinguished three scenarios.

XXX 1.
The first is a setting where contributions to the platform are created only centrally. Organisationally, that would be done by the CESSDA institutes. This ensures that we have at least sound quality. 
But the avant-garde research, the newest developments, will probably not show up very quickly. And overall, the stock of entries will be limited by the CESSDA group resources.

XXX 2.
We could of course go for the other extreme, and have totally open access for potential contributors. That is, you would just go through a technical registration procedure, automatically receive a password by e-mail, and could then log in to the platform, and start working on a harmonisation routine of your own.
In the most radical version, we could even allow that one person creates an entry with a conversion routine, or an element of such a routine. Then, other users could edit this same entry. Obviously, the idea is that this could work out following the example of Wikipedia, with the user community taking care of quality control on their own.
Frankly, we cannot imagine that this would work in our case. We might end up with too many entries of poor quality, and such “lemons” would scare away other potential users who might have been willing to contribute good quality, but now are worried about the negative effect that bad company will have on their reputation.

XXX 3.
What we currently think is that a combination of the above approaches could work. 
The CESSDA institutes will contribute at least some initial harmonisation routines, mostly with immediate relevance to their data holdings.
Beyond that, we can establish some degree of control at two different stages of outside contributions. 
We can, first, do some checking at the registration stage. Only persons who can convince us of the honesty of their intentions and perhaps of their background qualification would be approved to contribute to the system. This might work in a similar fashion as the Athens registration in Great Britain, if you know that. Furthermore, another work package of the CESSDA PPP is working on creating a central registration for data users, and this might also be helpful here.
The second quality check could happen at publication time. When a users releases her or his new entry to the public, we could have an approval routine for that as well.

Of course, there can be many different degrees of control at both these steps. The checks could be performed at the level of technical administrators, to keep it very simple. Or we could establish a formal review board, to name the most conservative approach.
Personally, I hope that we may obtain good quality and good volume by keeping the approval mechanisms rather soft, namely only have a look at the person at registration time, and then have a quick look at the entry at publication time. This last look would mostly serve to make sure that all citation requirements are met, that the formal structure seems plausible, and so on, but it would not try to judge the scientific quality of the harmonisation routine as such.

This is, however, still under discussion in the group. But if you have opinions on this, I would be happy to hear them later.�
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Logical Structure

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
So far, I have not defined what a “harmonisation routine” actually could be in our system. I now shall give you a brief look at that.
What you see is a simplified and abstract structure. This is not very original, it just describes what most of you have already done on your own in one way or the other. But it should remind you what the elements or units are which have to be stored in the central database.
We start on the left, at the highest level of abstraction, the layer of general concepts. Of course, there can be many instances of these, and we unfold only one of them here, e.g. socio-economic class position.
The next layer is that of classifications or scales. These are basically general instructions to operationalise a concept, they define the list or range of valid values which a variable can have, but they do NOT yet relate to a specific data set. Think of the EGP class scheme, in all its different variants, or of alternatives or derivations of that such as ESeC. But you can also think of a value scale or attitude scale at this level!
The level next to this is in a way the least abstract layer. This layer connects classifications/scales to data, to source variables. This is where the actual harmonisation work happens, where all the intellectual and research input goes into. We usually derive one standardized target variable from one or many source variables. The target variable is less time/place-specific than the source variables are. 
To work with these source variables, for example to judge their comparability across different national samples, you would usually need full question texts and so on. So we will supply these at the next layer. 
You can also generalise from specific instances of questions text, and questions in particular fielded surveys can e.g. have parents, say in the English master questionnaires of comparative survey programmes, or maybe some historical first formulation of a question on party identification or whatever, from which most fielded question formulations then are derived. In a way, you get more abstract again if you move over to and beyond the right hand side.
We have not explicated this here, but we will define a structure for that, too. The right hand side can then be separated off into a partly independent application, a “question data base”, which could for example also help in developing new questionnaires. The classifications database and the question database are then connected at the variable layer.
Back at the conversions layer, you can of course again have different instances of conversions relate to the same classification or scale. These may go down to different data set, but they may also be competing solutions to a given harmonisation problem for the same source data. 
There are of course several challenges involved in putting all this into software.
One is that the small innocent box in the center is of course where all the complex information involved in harmonisation data has to be organised visually on a few program screens, such that researchers can actually work with all this information. This is not a trivial task.
Another one is that we would like, in the long run, to allow for cross-linking all harmonisation entries with relevant publications using or discussing these specific routines, and much more relevant documentation material.
And finally, we need to support the reputation effect for contributors of routines.�
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Additional Aspects

Markers for intellectual authors and 
technical providers
Facilitate citation of individual 
elements in the database
Create visible quality and reputation 
markers
Define minimal standards and best 
practice of documenting conversions
Establish access/editorial control

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
That is, we have to:
XXX
…have roles for intellectual authorship
You may have noticed that there is a tag with Author and Provider at each layer. 
XXX
This should also help to cite re-used elements within our platform.
XXX
We are also thinking about creating different markers for the quality or popularity of an entry, and maybe an option for commenting on existing entries, and similar things.
XXX
Talking of quality, we have to define minimal standards and best practice rules, and make these transparent to our users.
XXX
Building on that, we have to make organisational precautions for controlling these standards, and these will need some technical provisions in the platform as well.
�
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First Steps – WP9 of the PPP

Develop functional specs for large 
scale infrastructure
Devise policies for collecting 
contributions & investigate 
cooperation options 
Select and process testing materials 
for harmonisation
Develop and test demo database

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
This was the general framework for our long term concepts, which we will now start refining over the next 14 months or so.
We plan that you will be able to see and use a public software around the concepts which I just sketched in about five years. This means that actually implementing this large-scale platform is not something that can be done by the current work package.
I shall conclude with telling you what the short term tasks of the current work package are, looking at the time until end of 2009. 
XXX
The general task is to turn the outline which I just gave into a workable technical and organisational specification, so that the implementation phase will have a sound starting point. If we are good at this, they can basically start right in month 1 by hiring programmers…
XXX
In the same vein of preparatory work, we have to check the options to collect contributions. That is, we have to talk to researchers – we have today already started doing this. And perhaps we have to talk to statistical offices and the like, to explore options for collaboration. 
XXX
More practically, and with short term results in mind, we will also start processing selected testing material. This will help to check again the conceptual ideas…
XXX
…and it will help to develop a proof-of-concept software application. This application should already incorporate most of the basic structure which I have shown, but it will of course be a limited stand-alone application and not a full-featured public web-platform.

XXX�
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Thank you!

Vorführender�
Präsentationsnotizen�
Thank you, and specific questions.
We thought we would hear the discussant statements first, and then open the discussion on the overall concepts, so questions for clarification would be the most appropriate now. Save the radical criticism for later…
�
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