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Executive Summary
In January 2020, 85 delegates from local and central government, the voluntary, community
and enterprise sector, academia and other interest groups attended the NILS collaborative
symposium, Data-Driven Society: People, Places and Policy in Belfast City Hall. The purpose
of this symposium was to bring together data users and providers to talk about the future
provision of data in Northern Ireland, and how to translate data into meaningful
information. The programme was informed by feedback received by the NILS Research
Support Unit from earlier initiatives.
This report documents the day’s discussions, and includes contributions from the invited
speakers as well as comments put forward from the round table discussion sessions. The
Executive Summary provides an overview of the key points raised.

1. Open and Spatial data
1.1 Importance of incorporating Section 75 data into research and policy development
1.2 OpenDataNI holds comprehensive types of data under a broad range of themes
1.3 What can be done under the Open Government Licence and issues around open data
including GDPR
1.4 Construction of Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measures
1.5 Use of spatial data to enhance existing research and identify trends by area.
1.6 Questions surrounding a data hub or centralised service for NI detailing exactly what
data is available and where to find this information

2. Community Data
2.1 Use of data from a Belfast perspective, including drivers, benefits and challenges
2.2 Belfast Region City Deal – a multi-million pound, digital innovation eco-system which is
set to bring together data experts from various industries, enable knowledge exchange and
set-up a common approach to big data sourcing and management
2.3 Layering data can bring new perspective to existing research questions e.g. check out the
detail data projects
2.4 Is data quality and issue when sharing data and/or using data from an organisation with
limited resources for data management
2.5 Lack of resources (time, expertise funding) are a major barrier in maximising potential of
data
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3. Individual and Household Data
3.1 Key changes for Census 2021, including the online questionnaire system and new
question topics and amendments
3.2 Northern Ireland Longitudinal data as a useful administrative and longitudinal data
source, spanning 40 years and has significant potential to investigate social policy in NI
3.3 Showcase of a series of studies on mental health, using various combinations of datasets
to answer different research questions with the available data
3.4 Discussion of advantages of individual level datasets compared to accessibility challenges
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About the symposium
Northern Ireland generates a huge amount of data. Data resources and their use are
essential, not only for research but also as an element of national infrastructure to promote
social wellbeing and economic progress. We are fortunate in Northern Ireland to have a very
data-rich landscape with a number of sources comprising administrative, longitudinal and
spatial information. These have considerable potential; they can enable a rich and detailed
analysis of change in social and demographic conditions between population groups and
places, and have wider social benefits.
However, we are also faced with the challenge of how to access these data, make links
between data suppliers and analysts, and also create conversations with the people who want
to make sense of these resources by turning them into usable knowledge for public benefit.
These are issues for policymakers, data custodians, and researchers from central government
departments, as well as those from local government, the voluntary, community and
enterprise sector, academia and other interest groups. This event, therefore, seeks to make
progress towards meeting these challenges by bringing people together, mixing data
providers with data users, making links between those with information needs and those with
the data best placed to answer them.
Specifically, this event aimed to:
•

Promote the social and public value of data;

•

Increase awareness of data sources;

•

Facilitate links between those with research questions, data providers, and analysts;

•

Analyse data to form meaningful intelligence;

•

Apply intelligence to inform policy or shape service delivery;

•

Discuss the future of data provision and use within Northern Ireland.

Each session at the conference involved short presentations of exemplar work in a given area,
followed by facilitated group discussions and the chance for delegates to share their own
experiences.
In total 85 delegates attended and we
unfortunately had to close registration
due to capacity of the venue. Delegates
represented 27 organisations as listed in
the contact details of attendees you will
have received on the day. 30 people
completed the online feedback and a
summary of these results will be shown
throughout.
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On the day of the event, we used mentimeter to
collect some background info of attendees and
58 responded. These results are shown in the
top picture. This was similar proportions to
those who responded to the online feedback
after the event (shown in the bottom graph). An
analyst role was most common but there were
also a good spread of those who were involved
in collection of the data or acting as data
custodians or facilitators, as well as those who
apply data to policy or public services.
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Open and Spatial Data
Session leads: Mr Cormac McConaghy (OpenDataNI), Dr Jos IJpelaar (NISRA) and Prof Chris
Lloyd (QUB)
Open data is data that anyone can access, use and share. It is important for use in society and
can help bring diverse benefits to governments, businesses and civil society. Spatial data sets
are primarily defined as those which are directly or indirectly referenced to a location and can
include population data conventionally for areas and other data on services, transport,
buildings etc. It allows us the opportunity to explore trends by area.
In Northern Ireland, the Digital NI portal has been developed by the Open Data Team as part
of the Digital NI initiative. This Open Data portal has been created to facilitate easy access to
Northern Ireland public sector data for both reuse and redistribution. Datasets are available
from across the public sector in Northern Ireland under a range of themes. The data that is
available will not be of a sensitive or personal nature, but is the raw data that drives the public
sector and its services. The data sets available can be used by people to build useful
applications that help society, or investigate how effective policy changes have been over
time.
Patrice Hardy, Equality Commission, started the conversation by explaining the importance
of incorporating Section 75 data into our research questions and policy evaluations. A recent
piece of work has shown that there are barriers to using disaggregated section 75 data,
namely availability, leadership and training. However, the Equality Commission have been
working to try to overcome these challenges by developing a guidance document which is
due to be launched later this month. Full slides are available here, and you can contact Patrice
for more information.
Cormac McConaghy, OpenDataNI, spoke about the comprehensive types of data available
via this platform under a range of themes. He talked about what can be done under the Open
Government Licence and also some of the issues around open data including GDPR.
OpenDataNI are keen to promote innovation and have launched regular competitions to
capitalise on this potential. Full slides can be found here and you can contact OpenDataNI for
more information.
In order to enrich analyses, spatial information can be used in combination with open data to
provide additional information specific to areas of interest. Chris Lloyd, a Professor within the
School of Natural and Built Environment at Queen’s University Belfast, spoke about the
potential to use spatial data to enhance existing research and identify trends by area. He
showed some examples of research strands by the Belfast Area Working Group. The full slides
can be found here, and you can contact Chris for more information.
Another example of area-level data which is openly available is the Northern Ireland Multiple
Deprivation Measures. Jos Ijpelaar, NISRA statistician, spoke about his work within the team
responsible for creating the Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measures 2017. He
described the framework within which new indicators were identified and the ranking,
standardising and weighting process. He talked about specific situations in which measures
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can and should not be used and demonstrated where to find the data. The full slides can be
found here, and you can contact NISRA for more information.
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The session chairs put the following questions to delegates for discussion:
● What are Northern Ireland’s/your organisation’s research needs in terms of individual
and household level data?
● What is the importance of this question, i.e what impact could it have?
● Can you meet these needs and if not what are the analytical or data limitations
preventing it?
● Is there potential for cooperative working?
● Are there any alternative solutions for example any methodologies which could be
employed, or any alternative data which could proxy what they need to overcome
these challenges
Summary of themes arising from discussions
Awareness of data
With so many departments and organisations collecting and producing data, it can be a
challenge to know what exactly is available and where to find it. There were suggestions
raised for a potential centralised resource listing openly available datasets.
Resources
This overlapped significantly with discussions for the second session ‘Community Data’. It
was noted that local government and community organisations are lacking in resources to
fully maximise the potential of the data. Time, funding and expertise were all listed as
barriers.
Collaboration
The symposium proved a good forum to make new contacts and many said they hadn’t
realised others were interested in similar topic areas or questions. Collaborative
working/combining resources is one potential solution to overcome lack of resources.
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Community Data
Session leads: Mr Gareth Downey (Belfast City Council), Mrs Andrea Thornbury (Belfast City
Council) and Mr Bob Harper (NICVA)
Data is used in the community to help shape public services. Many organisations collect,
hold and share data but this is not always widely known.
Gareth Downey and Andrea Thornbury, Belfast City Council, spoke about the work of local
government. Gareth talked about use of data from a Belfast perspective, including drivers,
benefits and challenges. Andrea focused on the Belfast Region City Deal – a multi-million
pound, digital innovation eco-system which is set to bring together data experts from various
industries, enable knowledge exchange and set-up a common approach to big data sourcing
and management. Gareth’s slides can be viewed in full here and Andrea’s slides are here.
Bob Harper, NICVA, spoke about their 3-year partnership with The Detail, linking journalism
and voluntary organisations delivering services. He showed examples of some of their
research including patterns of road crashes outside schools. He finished by talking about some
of the challenges in terms of community level data. Full slides are available here and you can
contact Bob for more information.
The session chairs put the following questions to delegates for discussion:
Think about a collaboration with an external organization
● What worked, what didn’t?
● What were the benefits, what were the challenges?
● How about data sharing?
Summary of themes arising from discussions
Collaborations with academics
Some organisations have worked with university researchers on some aspect of their study.
This can provide mutual benefits such as shared resources, statistical expertise, knowledge
of research questions of public interest and dissemination pathways to achieve maximum
impact.
Data quality
Many voluntary and enterprise sector organisations collect data but may not have the
capacity to manage datasets and there are questions in relation to data quality.
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Individual and Household Data
Session leads: Dr Daniel McConville (NISRA), Dr Ian Shuttleworth (QUB) and Dr Aideen
Maguire (QUB)
Administrative data refers to information collected primarily for administrative (not research)
purposes. This type of data is collected by government departments and other organisations
for the purposes of registration, transaction and record keeping, usually during the delivery
of a service. Administrative data at individual and household level is an extremely important
resource for researchers and can allow investigations into relevant health and social questions
and identify changing trends over time and by geographical area.
Daniel McConville, NISRA statistician, spoke about his work within the Census team. He
talked about the key changes for Census 2021, including the online questionnaire system and
new question topics and amendments. Full slides can be found here and you can contact the
Census office for more information.
Ian Shuttleworth, Lecturer within the School of Natural and Built Environment at Queen’s
University Belfast, spoke about the Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study. He explained how
it was created, talked about the 40-year span of data and the potential to use this rich
administrative dataset to investigate social policy in NI. Full slides are available here. More
information can be found about the NILS online and for any more information you can contact
the research support team.
Aideen Maguire, Lecturer within the Centre for Public Health at Queen’s University Belfast,
spoke about her work using administrative data resources to explore the mental health of
the NI population. She showed a series of studies, spoke about the various combinations of
datasets used in her research and how she was able to answer different research questions
with the available data. Full slides can be found here, and for more information you can
contact Aideen.
The session chairs put the following questions to delegates for discussion:
● What are the benefits of working with household and/or individual level data over
aggregated data?
● What are the challenges and barriers of working with this type of data?
Summary of themes arising from discussions
Benefits
It was widely recognised that individual level data or that at a household level could provide
answers about health and social questions, could be used in shaping delivery of public
services or informing social policy and could identify changes in social trends over time or by
specific area.
Accessibility
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The main challenges identified in accessing secure data were expertise. Some organisations
were not aware that they could use data such as the NILS but also were not sure that they
would have the expertise and knowledge needed to complete the application process and
employ statistical methodologies to deal with large amounts of longitudinal data. Another
issue raised was timeliness. Some said that questions were often raised which required
timely answers and they would be unable to wait several months before getting any data or
results.
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Final programme of the meeting
Time

Session

Speakers

09:30-10:00

Coffee and registration

10:00-10:20

Welcome and aims

10:20-10:30

Equality Commission – section 75

Patrice Hardy

10:30-12:00

Session 1:
Spatial and Open Data

Cormac McConaghy
Chris Lloyd
Jos IJpelaar

12:00-13:00

Lunch

13:00-14:30

Session 2:
Community Data

14.30-14.45

Break

14.45-16.10

Session 3:
Individual and Household Data

16.10-16.30

Summarise and close

Andrea Thornbury
Gareth Downey
Bob Harper
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Daniel McConville
Ian Shuttleworth
Aideen Maguire

Feedback
We received good overall feedback about the symposium with most people rating it as
excellent or very good. The majority of attendees felt the event was about the right length.
Approximately a third felt it was too long and we will take this into consideration when
planning the next symposium.

We were pleased that everyone got something out of the symposium and making new
contacts seemed to be the most popular choice. As this was one of our key objectives it was
excellent to see so much networking going on and we hope that people will keep in touch
and form new collaborations. We also received a lot of positive feedback about what
worked and some constructive comments to help us improve for next time. A couple of the
most common responses have been highlighted
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Specific comments

In terms of next steps, we were really interested to hear your thoughts on how to take this
forward. We had great attendance on the day, informative discussions and good audience
engagement, and thus we want to keep the momentum and follow up with relevant
information and events. About 2/3rds of people would like to see this symposium turned into
an annual event and stemming from that more targeted topical working groups.
Approximately half would like a regular newsletter containing updates on new availability
and examples of use and around a third would like a more regular seminar series. We
welcome additional feedback on the implantation of these and in the meantime please
check out our new website which we will update with news and blog posts and any new
outputs stemming from the NILS data.

15

