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Introduction
Data source

Data you collect

Published data

Unpublished data

Data collected by third parties
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Introduction
Data source

We think about

data

We forgot

metadata

3



Metadata
Why?

Metadata is what we know about the data 

collected.

Where does this data come from?

What is its scope?
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Principles
Openscience

In an open science context, you need to be able to 

make the data you collect available to other 

researchers.

When you publish an article, another researcher 

should be able to work on your data and arrive at 

the same result.

The data you have collected must be usable by a 

third party who is not familiar with your work. 

As part of your research
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Principles
As part of your research

You need to be able to go back to the source to 

complete, check...

You are working over a long period of time (a 

century or more)

Know the temporality of the source (period covered)

Know the area covered Quality of your source

Where it is kept

The scope and origin of the data collected
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Examples: Data on cholera in 1866
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Description of content Clearly describe so that you can understand what it is all about

Authors of the collection

The repository servers (mainly Dataverse) grant a DOI to the 

databases deposited on them. It is therefore important to clearly 

identify the authors of the collection.

Source of data collected 

with full references

Identify the source by its official name and note clearly how to find it 

(location and full reference).

Comments on the origin of 

the data

If the data is collected in a particular context, it may be important to 

point this out. 

If it is a survey, it will not be as representative as a census.

Description of variables
List the variables in the database with, where appropriate, a 

codebook explaining the modalities of each variable
Covered years To what exact period does the source refer?

Spatial dimension
Is the data by commune, by arrondissement or, for Belgium, by 

province …?



Examples: Data on cholera in 1866
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Examples: Data on cholera in 1866
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Description of 

content 
Nominal roll of cholera victims in 1866 in the provinces of Namur and Luxembourg

Authors of the 

collection
Data collected by Mélanie Bourguignon, Thierry Eggerickx and Jean-Paul Sanderson (Centre 
de recherche en Démographie, UCLouvain)

Source of data 

collected with full 

references

« Etat nominatif. Personnes qui ont été atteintes du choléra dans la commune de 
………depuis le ……… 1866 jusqu’au ………. 1866 »
« Registre indicatif. Personnes qui ont été atteintes du choléra dans la commune de 
………depuis le ……… 1866 jusqu’au ………. 1866 »
Archives générales de l'Etat. Province de Namur, BE-A0525.108 52 et 53 : Choléra, épidémie 
de 1866. Etat nominatif des personnes malades et décédées du choléra
Archives générales de l'Etat. Province de Luxembourg, Dossiers 303/306 : Etat nominatif des 
personnes malades et décédées du choléra

Comments on the 

origin of the data

Data collected in the communes and forwarded to the provincial authorities. The way in 
which these documents are to be completed is not indicated on the sheets. The origin of 
this document would be 1854 or 1849, to be verified in Belgian legislative documents and in 
debates in the Chamber. The original documents contain the following information (note 
that there are two forms, depending on the commune, one or the other or both) 



Examples: Data on cholera in 1866
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Description of variables

Municipalities
Date (Information sometimes missing)
NAME FIRST NAME
GENDER
AGE
CIVIL STATUS
PROFESSION
SOCIAL POSITION
Start date
Date of recovery (sometimes only the 
word recovered appears)
Date of death (Sometimes only the word 
deceased appears)
Place AT HOME
Place AT THE HOSPITAL
Observations

Municipalities
Date (information sometimes missing)
NAME FIRST NAME
GENDER
AGE
PROFESSION
SOCIAL POSITION
Neighbourhood or section
Street
Outcome of illness
Location AT HOME
Location AT THE HOSPITAL
Observations

Covered years 1866



Examples: Data on cholera in 1866
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Space

For both provinces, the following municipalities are concerned
Province de Namur, ANDENNE, ANHEE, ANSEREMME, AUVELAIS, BAILLONVILLE, BALATRE, 
BARVAUX EN CONROZ, BEEZ, BIESMEREE, BONINNES, BOTHEY, BOUGE, BOUVIGNES, CHAMPION, 
DAVE, DHUY, EMINES, EPRAVE, ERPENT, FALISOLLE, FLAWINNE, FLOREFFE, FLORENNE, FOSSES, 
FRAIRE, FRANIERE, FRASNES, FURNAUX, GEMBLOUX, GESVES, GRAND MANIL, HAM SUR SAMBRE, 
HANSINELLE, HANZINNE, HAVELANGE, HEMPTINNE, HOUX, HOUYET, ISNES, JAMBE, JAVINGUE-
SEVRY, JEMELLE, JEMEPPE, LANEFFE, LIGNY, LONZEE, LOYERS, LUSTIN, MAIZERET, MARCHE LES 
DAMES, MARCHOVELETTE, MAZY, METTET, MOIGNELEE, MORIALME, MOUSTIER, MOZET, 
NAMECHE, NAMUR, NANINNE, ONOZ, PROFONDEVILLE, ROGNEE, ROSEE, RY, SAINT MARTIN, 
SOMBREFFE, SPY, ST AUBIN, ST SERVAIS, STAVE, TAMINE, TEMPLOUX, THON SAMSON, TONGRINE, 
VEDRIN, VELAINE, VEZIN, VOGNEE, WANLIN, WARISOULX, WEPION, WINENNE

Province du Luxembourg, ARLON, ATTERT, AUBANGE, BASTOGNE, BEAUSAINT, BLEID, BOMAL, 
BONNERT, BORLON, BOUILLON, ETHE, FLORENVILLE, HABERGY, HACHY, HALENZY, HEYD, 
HONDELANGE, HOTTON, HOUFFALIZE, LAMORTEAU, LAROCHE, LATOUR, MARCHE, MARCOURS, 
MEIX DEVANT VIRTON, MESSANCY, MUSSON, MUSSY LA VILLE, ON, RACHECOURT, RENDEUX, 
ROSSIGNOL, RUETTE, SAMREE, ST-HUBERT, ST-LEGER, ST-MARD, TINTIGNY, TOERNICH, TOHOGNE, 
VILLERS LALOU, VIRTON, WAHA



Examples: Census age structure 
data
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Description of content Clearly describe so that you can understand what it is all about

Authors of the collection

The repository servers (mainly Dataverse) grant a DOI to the 

databases deposited on them. It is therefore important to clearly 

identify the authors of the collection.

Source of data collected 

with full references

Identify the source by its official name and note clearly how to find it 

(location and full reference).

Comments on the origin of 

the data

If the data is collected in a particular context, it may be important to 

point this out. 

If it is a survey, it will not be as representative as a census.

Description of variables
List the variables in the database with, where appropriate, a 

codebook explaining the modalities of each variable
Covered years To what exact period does the source refer?

Spatial dimension
Is the data by commune, by arrondissement or, for Belgium, by 

province …?



Examples: Census age structure 
data

13



Examples: Census age structure 
data
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Description of content Five-year age structure of population censuses (1846-1947)

Authors of the collection
Data collected by Thierry Eggerickx, Audrey Plasvic and Jean-Paul 
Sanderson (Centre de recherche en Démographie, UCLouvain)

Source of data collected 

with full references

General population census (1846, 1856, 1866, 1880, 1890, 1900, 1910, 
1920, 1930, 1947)Available on 
http://wiki.statbel.fgov.be/wiki/Overview_brochure_year_fr

Comments on the origin of 

the data
Census data.

Description of variables
In the tables, the data are by age and sex, but the data collected are by 
five-year age group and sex.

Covered years 1846, 1856,1866,1880, 1890, 1900, 1910, 1920, 1930,1947 (census years)

Spatial dimension Belgium

http://wiki.statbel.fgov.be/wiki/Overview_brochure_year_fr


Examples: Census age structure 
data
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Census 1846 1856 1866 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1947
Provinces X X X X X X X X X X
Villes X X X
Campagnes X X
Arrondissement X X X X X X
< 5000 hab X X
> 5000 hab X X

Toutes les 
communes X
Grandes villes X X X

Toutes les 
communes de 
plus de 10.000 
habitants X X X X X

Toutes les 
communes de 
plus de 20.000 
habitants X X X X X



Deposit on a server
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Sodha
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Sodha
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Sodha
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Sodha
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CODEBOOK AND DOCUMENTATION

In 2023, I received this file from STATBEL 

among other files.

No explanation, no codebook, nothing.

This file contains the causes of death for 

the years 1998 to 2012.
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CODEBOOK AND DOCUMENTATION

En 2023, je reçois ce fichier de STATBEL 

parmi d’autres fichiers.

Aucune explication, aucun codebook, rien.

Ce fichier reprend les causes de décès 

pour les années 1998 à 2012.
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No codebook and no variable labels.
For some variables this seems obvious:
CD_SEX = Sex
CD_REFNIS = INS code of the municipality
CD_EDUC_LVL = Level of education

For others not : 
CD_COD_EXT = Cause of death: external cause
CD_COD_IMDT = Cause of death: immediate cause



CODEBOOK AND DOCUMENTATION
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No codebook and no variable labels.
CD_SEX = 1 Male 2 Female
CD_DTH_TYPE = 4 violent death
CD_COD_EXT =X7009 (ICD-10)
CD_COD_IMDT = R092 (ICD-10)



CODEBOOK AND DOCUMENTATION

24

No codebook and no variable labels.
CD_SEX = 1 Male 2 Female
CD_DTH_TYPE = 4 violent death
CD_COD_EXT =X7009 (ICD-10)
CD_COD_IMDT = R092 (ICD-10)



CODEBOOK AND DOCUMENTATION

You must document your data.

Variable names in plain text with detailed 

labels.

Code for modalities with detailed labels 

for each modality.
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DOCUMENTING DATA PROCESSING AND 
COLLECTION

Specify the time/period covered;

If you are collecting a sample, you must document and explain: 

Time step (one variable every 5 years), explain why

Area (limit the area to a province or limit it to a sample of municipalities: explain)

Several sources: for each item of data, I need to know what the source is, as this may affect its quality. 
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DOCUMENTING DATA PROCESSING AND 
COLLECTION

If I do any grouping, I must explain 

the basis on which it is done. If 

necessary, I write a page where 

I explain how I grouped the data, 

how and why.

This must be in the file with the 

database or in the codebook. 
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DOCUMENTING DATA PROCESSING AND 
COLLECTION

If I do any grouping, I must explain 

the basis on which it is done. If 

necessary, I write a page where 

I explain how I grouped the data, 

how and why.

This must be in the file with the 

database or in the codebook. 
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In 1869, the causes were less detailed, so I grouped Croups, Phthisis and 
Asthma under respiratory diseases (although in the case mentioned, the cause 
of death was Asthme/Langueur).
In 1919, the causes are more detailed, and I have  grouped the causes described 
as pulmonary with influenza and bronchitis. 

I have added cardiopulmonary affections, knowing that these people could 
also could also appear in cardiovascular cardiovascular disease (there is no 
way of identifying the main cause). I have not not included certain forms of 
tuberculosis because they are not pulmonary.



Time series: database structure
Practical recommendations on how to organize data

- Crucial for the data management within the project.

Make a distinction between the original data and manipulations of this data. 

- Keep the original data and provide it with the necessary documentation (see next slide)

Strive for a clear structure of the table

- Rows are reserved for the same type of variables, as are columns!

- Avoid redundancy, do not combine different types of variables.
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Inefficient source structure Sound database structure



Time series: database structure
- Basic principle: variables, including years, are placed in columns; the rows (records) are 

reserved for observation units if present (e.g. municipalities).

- In the case of original data: add a unique code to the variables if absent.

- Describe each variable in a metadata file (codebook)

- Identify each variable using the unique key.

- For each variable, give the date/year, a short description and the data format.

- Add the source from which the data originate (Mouvement, census, Statbel, etc.) !

- Name the source per variable separately ! Not a general description for the whole database
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PRENDRE LE TEMPS DE LA CRITIQUE DES DONNEES
TAKING THE TIME TO REVIEW DATA



PRENDRE LE TEMPS DE LA CRITIQUE DES DONNEES
TAKING THE TIME TO REVIEW DATA
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Before using these data, it is necessary to appreciate their scope and limitations.

Bernier J., 1992, Les causes de décès au Québec au XIXe siècle : le problème des sources, CBMH/BCHM 

(Canadian Bulletin of Medical History), Volume 9, p. 241-53
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Before using this data, you need to appreciate its scope and limitations.

If the data is too bad, is it absolutely necessary to use it? Report it, of course, but don't draw any conclusions 

from it.

PRENDRE LE TEMPS DE LA CRITIQUE DES DONNEES
TAKING THE TIME TO REVIEW DATA


