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I. Workshop Overview 

 

Session 1: Current State of Australian Longitudinal Data 

Serena Wilson welcomed participants and provided an overview of the aims of the 

workshop.  Serena noted that Australia’s longitudinal datasets are now highly 

regarded and widely used, both in Australia and internationally.  However, 

historically, Australia’s longitudinal data architecture has suffered from a lack of 

integration, and has underutilised the richness of administrative data. The workshop 

is the beginning of a conversation to identify gaps and overlaps in Australia’s 

longitudinal data architecture and to develop a more coordinated approach to future 

longitudinal data investments. 

Session 2: Longitudinal data: Maximising the value of our longitudinal data 

assets. 

Gita Mishra discussed the value of data harmonisation and cross cohort 

comparisons. While the methodological challenges should not be underestimated, 

data harmonisation can add value to single cohort studies by: facilitating 

comparisons across surveys, placing findings from an individual study in a wider 

context, providing insights into causal mechanisms, and increasing the statistical 

power to examine low prevalence conditions and subgroups.  

Barry Sandison talked about the role of the Department of Human Services as data 

holders for very large administrative datasets and the need to further develop the 

extraordinary potential of these datasets for research and analysis.  Barry noted the 

privacy issues that arise with data linkage but emphasised the analytical potential of 

longitudinal administrative data in its own right – for example in informing service 

delivery, and in tracking the pathways of rare populations.  

Oon Ying Chin discussed the strategic opportunities for building relationships with 

jurisdictions and increasing data sharing.  Drawing on her experience managing the 

Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY), Oon Ying noted the potential for 

incorporating data held at a jurisdictional level with Commonwealth longitudinal 

survey data and using this to not only enhance the analytical power of these 

datasets, but to build stronger working relationships with jurisdictions. 

Session 3: Longitudinal data architecture in Australia: coverage, gaps and 

future vision. 

Steve Zubrick presented a life-course model highlighting the role of longitudinal data 

in better understanding the determinants of, and inter-connections between, different 

domains of human development over time.  Steve explained how longitudinal data is 

uniquely placed to provide the evidence base for supporting more collaborative and 

coordinated interventions across human service sectors.  Some of the strengths of 

Australia’s longitudinal surveys have included the use of governance arrangements 

that include scientific expertise for shared institutional learning, the provision of 

ongoing funding, and a recognition that these surveys are a shared public resource.  

Some of the potential gaps include the need to better represent: older and aged 

Australians, disadvantaged and Indigenous populations, mobile and migrant 
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populations as well as a peri-conceptional cohort.  Steve identified the need to make 

greater use of administrative and geospatial data, improve data harmonisation, 

ensure better coverage of choice behaviour, and develop more robust measures for 

assessing growth and change. 

Deborah Cobb Clark discussed some of the strengths of Australia’s longitudinal data 

architecture, but noted that Australia lacked datasets that robustly capture 

intergenerational effects, birth cohort long term outcome data, linked employer-

employee data, and datasets with experimental variation. Deborah identified that 

ensuring all future surveys are sampled from administrative datasets is a key priority.  

Doing so will provide a robust sampling frame, enable data linkage to leverage the 

richness of Australian administrative data, and enable panel data analysis to be 

conducted quickly and cost effectively.  Deborah also noted the possibility of 

conducting high priority randomised control evaluations by adding individuals in the 

treatment and control groups to existing panel surveys.  This would enable 

measurement of long term trial outcomes for a relatively low marginal cost. 

John Piggott then presented the case for developing a nationally representative 

longitudinal survey of Australia’s ageing population, modelled on the successful 

Health and Retirement Study in the United States, and a growing number of similarly 

designed ageing studies internationally.  Data from such a study would be developed 

by a multi-disciplinary team, and include administrative data linkages, biomarkers, 

and add-on modules for experimentally testing how people respond to policy options.  

John noted the policy priority of the ageing population and the role of an ageing 

survey in informing this increasingly important policy area. 

David Zago and Bindi Kinderman discussed the ABS’s increasing involvement in 

longitudinal data development and support, as part of wider reforms that are 

transforming people statistics within the Bureau.  David explained how the ABS is 

working to make better use of the ABS’s existing data assets and developing 

partnerships and multi-disciplinary teams with stakeholders across government, Non-

Government Organisations (NGOs) and academia.  Bindi then outlined some of the 

ABS’s work adding value to large population data by using them to develop 

longitudinal survey datasets with administrative data linkage, as has been 

successfully achieved with the Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD).   

Sessions 4 and 5: Roundtable discussion and the Review of Australia’s 

Longitudinal Data Architecture 

In Session 4, Daryl Higgins led a roundtable to discuss connections between the 

ideas raised in earlier sessions and helped identify key issues to progress in the 

future.  In Session 5, representatives from government agencies commented on the 

draft Terms of Reference (ToR) for a review of Australia’s longitudinal data 

architecture and discussed the possible future role of the NCLD.  A summary of the 

key ideas and themes from these discussions is provided in section II. 



   

8 

 

II. Summary of Key Ideas and Priorities 

A systems approach to longitudinal data design and development 
 
1) The value and sustainability of Australia’s longitudinal data assets are best 

served by adopting a more coordinated, “systems approach” to longitudinal data 
investments. 

2) A life-course model of human development provides an overarching conceptual 
framework for the design and development of Australia’s longitudinal data 
architecture.  The life-course model recognises that human development is 
shaped by interactions across different life domains and that interventions 
spanning human service sectors are usually more effective than more narrowly 
focused interventions.  Broad based longitudinal datasets are best placed to 
inform cross-portfolio and whole of government understanding of the 
determinants of lifetime wellbeing. 

3) Australia’s longitudinal datasets are shared, national resources that depend on 
coordinated governance arrangements and stewardship to ensure their integrity 
and value is maintained and developed over the long term.   

4) The value of Australia’s longitudinal data assets depends on maintaining and 
building strong partnerships across government, academia, NGOs, and the 
private sector.  These partnerships are critical for promoting the greater use, 
access, sharing and linkage of datasets while maintaining data security, 
analytical integrity and public confidence. 

 
Identifying and addressing gaps, within resource constraints 
 
5) Australia’s existing longitudinal studies have many strengths. Despite this, there 

is relatively limited coverage of a number of population groups, including: 
a) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
b) highly disadvantaged people 
c) older age people 
d) mobile and migrant populations 
e) the current generation of Australian infants and children (including ongoing 

planning to develop a new birth cohort every generation). 
6) There are gaps in the content and design of Australia’s longitudinal datasets, 

including: 
a) opportunities to make better use of administrative datasets through data 

sharing and linkage 
b) relatively limited integration and use of geospatial data 
c) limited use of private sector datasets and employer/ employee information 
d) no current use of longitudinal survey infrastructure to support experimental 

evaluations 
e) limited survey data covering: 

i) choice and decision making 
ii) communities and culture 
iii) intergenerational change 
iv) robust measures of growth and change. 

7) Documentation and training to support data users needs to be further developed.  
In particular, the development and sharing of administrative metadata and policy 
history documentation to support administrative data analysis are high priorities. 
Metadata to support cross survey harmonisation and data analysis is also 
lacking. 

8) The human resource capability to understand and analyse longitudinal data (both 
survey and administrative), and to disseminate research findings, requires 
ongoing support and investment across government, academia and NGOs. 
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9) It is not possible to do everything.  Longitudinal data investments need to be 
developed recognising resource constraints, leveraging existing strengths and 
making better use of existing data.  

 
The future of Australia’s longitudinal architecture 
 
10) A systems view of Australia’s longitudinal architecture can provide a framework 

for ensuring more strategic future investments in longitudinal data.  Consideration 
may need to be given to pooling funds for longitudinal data architecture, rather 
than the current approach of bidding for individual studies. 

11) Future longitudinal data investments should prioritise a core set of broad based 
longitudinal datasets (many of which currently exist), but with flexibility to develop 
smaller, “satellite” products as required.  Future investments should use 
administrative datasets as a “statistical spine” from which survey samples are 
drawn and with data linkage built in to the study design from the outset. 

12) Administrative and survey datasets need to include a minimum set of core data 
items.  Survey developers should anticipate data harmonisation and build this in 
to the design early. 

13) The NCLD can provide a coordination role for supporting a systems approach to 
longitudinal data architecture.  The NCLD can: 
a) provide a coordination point to and from government to support the ongoing 

improvement of longitudinal data investments 
b) contribute to an architecture which ensures longitudinal data investments are 

strategically targeted and mutually informed by policy priorities and a sound 
understanding of the evidence base 

c) develop and link to documentation and resources to support longitudinal data 
users and developers 

d) work with agencies across the Commonwealth and jurisdictions to promote 
and support greater access, linkage and use of administrative data  

e) work with the ABS to develop best-practise guidelines to support longitudinal 
data governance, data harmonisation and administrative data linkage. 

III. Next Steps 

In the next 6 months: 

 The NCLD will invite agencies to co-brand government funded longitudinal 

surveys under the NCLD banner and provide links from the NCLD website 

directly to these surveys.   

 The NCLD will develop preliminary “policy history” documentation.  The 

starting point for this work could include documentation to support analysis of 

selected DHS administrative datasets since 2000.  This documentation will be 

made available on the NCLD website, along with other relevant longitudinal 

data resources as required. 

 The ABS, with input from other relevant agencies, will continue its work 

developing an administrative data “statistical spine”.  This will provide the 

basis for the further development and analysis of longitudinal administrative 

datasets and linkage between administrative and survey datasets. 

 The ABS and NCLD, in consultation with other stakeholders, will develop a 

set of longitudinal data design principles, emphasising the importance of data 

item harmonisation and a minimum set of core data items, and make this 

accessible via the NCLD website. 

 The NCLD will update the “stocktake” of longitudinal datasets and make this 

available on the NCLD website. 
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 The ABS will organise a longitudinal data access workshop. 

 The NCLD will identify further opportunities to embed the Centre’s role in 

coordinating and promoting the use and development of longitudinal data 

across government. 

 The NCLD will commence the Review of Australia’s Longitudinal Data 

Architecture, as outlined in the 2016 budget.  The NCLD will draw on relevant 

scientific expertise as required and will establish a steering committee with 

representatives from relevant government agencies to guide the review 

process. 

 

In the medium to longer term: 

 The NCLD will deliver the final Review of Australia’s Longitudinal Data 

Architecture in 2016-17.  The outcomes of this review will inform a range of 

medium to longer term actions to promote a systems approach to Australia’s 

longitudinal data architecture. 

 The NCLD will coordinate the further development of policy history 

documentation, and invite other agencies to provide this documentation to 

support the analysis of administrative data for relevant portfolios. 

 The NCLD, with support from ABS and other agencies, will develop protocols 

for systematically documenting and sharing meta-data and making this 

accessible on the NCLD website. 

 Informed by the review of data accessibility by the Department of Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, the ABS and NCLD will work together to improve the 

accessibility of longitudinal data. 


