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Abstract
In this paper we describe ESDS 
International, a new data service 
providing access to the major socio-
economic databanks produced by inter-
governmental organisations such as the 
World Bank and the United Nations.  
Through the new service, these important 
databanks are delivered over the web, 
free at the point of access to the UK academic community.  
The paper discusses the principles behind the service, the 
data acquisition strategy and the establishment of licensing 
agreements with the data providers.  The delivery software 
and the development of a user interface are described 
and we report on the challenges of converting large and 
complex datasets from a range of sources into a single 
user-friendly format. In addition to the data delivery, a pilot 
web-based data exploration and visualisation interface has 
been developed to encourage the use of the data in learning 
and teaching.  Finally, our paper outlines the strategies and 
value added services employed to promote the use of these 
previously under-utilised databanks across a broad range of 
social science disciplines. 

Keywords: International data, Social Sciences, macro-
economic databanks, Economic and Social Data Service, 
ESDS International.

Introduction
June 2003 saw the launch of the Economic and Social 
Data Service (ESDS),  a national UK data service which 
provides preservation, dissemination, user support and 
training for an extensive range of key economic and 
social data, both quantitative and qualitative, spanning 
many disciplines and themes.   The service, funded by the 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and the 
Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) comprises 
four specialist data services: ESDS Government; ESDS 
International; ESDS Longitudinal and ESDS Qualidata.  
It has been established as a distributed service, based 
on a collaboration between four UK centres of expertise 
– the UK Data Archive (UKDA) and Institute for Social 
and Economic Research, both based at the University 
of Essex, and Manchester Information and Associated 
Services (MIMAS) and the Cathie Marsh Centre for Census 
and Survey Research, both based at the University of 
Manchester.

This paper describes the development of 
ESDS International, the specialist data 
service which provides the UK academic 
community with free online access to 
the statistical databanks produced by 
international governmental organizations 
such as the World Bank and United 
Nations.  The service also provides access 
to international survey datasets.

Background
International Governmental Organisations (IGOʼs) such 
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the United 
Nations, the World Bank and the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) have 
long produced high quality, regularly updated time series 
databanks for their own internal use. These databanks 
typically contain a huge range of macro-economic and 
social indicators aggregated to national or regional level 
and collectively cover virtually every country in the world.  

Recent years have seen a growing requirement from 
the academic sector for access to these types of data.  
As the integration of national societies and economies 
accelerates, the accompanying issues of growth, 
power and inequity have attracted increasing interest 
from the research community.  Access to international 
databanks also allows researchers to make cross country 
comparisons and interpret their findings in a broader 
perspective.  Moreover, in social science fields such as 
crime, employment or economics, a research question 
that may have been a single country study a few years 
ago now requires examination in an international context.  
Many of our biggest challenges such as climate change, 
infectious disease, global security or other ʻproblems 
without borders  ̓can only be addressed at an international 
level and the academic sector requires an evidence base 
in order to contribute and comment on the trans-national 
policy responses to these collective global problems. 
ESDS International was established to address these 
needs through the provision of free web-based access 
to a portfolio of authoritative, high quality international 
databanks.

The IGOʼs have a presence in every country in the 
world, the authority to create international standards 
and the technical and financial capacity to support the 
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development of national statistical infrastructures.  The 
result is that the IGOʼs produce databanks of tremendous 
quality, scope and potential value to the academic sector.  
However, until now these databanks have largely been 
unavailable or very expensive for people outside these 
organisations to use with only those academics belonging 
to an institution with an institutional subscription to each 
IGO having access to the data.    

The establishment of ESDS International gave us an 
opportunity to remove some of these barriers to use by 
adopting a new and unique approach to the delivery of 
international data to the UK academic community.  

In addition, the creation of this service in the UK was 
possible due to a number of timely factors: 

− an increasing demand for, and desire of the IGOʼs 
to become more transparent in their decision making;

− a recent move by the IGOʼs to the production of 
datasets in a format which can be converted for web 
delivery;

− the desire of funding bodies, such as the ESRC to 
expand research into international issues. 

Data Acquistion Strategy 
The strategy developed by ESDS International for the 
acquisition of data aimed in the first instance to ensure that 
the UK academic community would have continued access 
to regularly updated versions of the international macro 
datasets previously available through MIMAS, rcade (a 
discontinued European data service) and the UKDA.  This 
initial data portfolio had a strong macro-economic theme 
in keeping with the data providers  ̓primary concerns.  It 
covered topics such as economic performance, trade and 
international flows of capital and included the IMFʼs 
Direction of Trade Statistics, International Financial 
Statistics, Balance of Payments, Government Finance 
Statistics, the OECDʼs Main Economic Indicators and 
UNIDO Industrial Statistics and Demand Supply databases. 

Additional funding from the ESRC enabled the service to 
enhance the data portfolio to include datasets on the social 
effects of greater global interdependency, economic growth 
and changes in public policy priorities.  These datasets 
cover topics such as human development, globalisation, 
migration, labour markets, social expenditure, demography, 
environment, education and science and technology.

A variety of selection criteria were used to evaluate 
whether a dataset should be included in the portfolio. A 
literature survey using the John Rylands University Library 
of Manchester (JRULM) e-journals service was carried 
out on leading journals covering a range of social science 
disciplines and where relevant, the empirical data section 

of each paper was reviewed to identify any international 
datasets used in the research. 

A data mapping exercise provided content mapping 
between the topics covered in each potential dataset, the 
ESRC Thematic Priorities and the 19 subject categories 
used by the Council of European Social Science Data 
Archives to classify socio-economic datasets (see 
appendix 1). An ESDS user consultation survey identified 
international datasets that potential users of the service 
would like to gain access to. 

Priority was given to those ʻresearch quality  ̓datasets, 
that is those that are regarded internationally as being key 
sources of high quality, authoritative, reliable and up-to-
date statistics with good temporal and spatial coverage.  
The databanks were to provide long term potential for 
research and teaching, with long and consistent time series, 
relatively stable data domains and strong opportunities 
for comparable research. Final consideration was given to 
those datasets where prohibitive data license costs were 
previously an obstacle to use. 

The data acquisition strategy identified a data portfolio that 
collectively would chart over 50 years of global economic, 
industrial and social activity.   The ESDS International 
macro data portfolio is shown in appendix 2.  

Through a series of reciprocal agreements with 
Data Archives worldwide, ESDS International also 
provides access to international survey datasets such as 
Eurobarometer, International Social Survey Programme 
and the World and European Values Surveys. These 
micro level datasets cover a range of social science topics 
including household and demographic information, income, 
employment, education and housing. 

Data Re-Distribution Licensing
One of the key achievements of ESDS International has 
been the successful negotiation of UK wide academic data 
redistribution agreements with a number of IGOs including 
the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), the United Nations, and the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO). In many instances, this was the 
first time that an IGO had agreed to country wide data 
redistribution agreements for academic access to their 
databases.

Previously, in order for a UK academic to obtain access 
to SourceOECD, UN Common Database and the World 
Bankʼs World Development Indicators and Global 
Development Finance statistics, their institution would 
have to have taken out an institutional subscription. The 
requirement for institutional subscriptions, which have to 
be funded by the library or a department, has significantly 
reduced the number of UK academics who could have 



  IASSIST Quarterly Fall 2003              7

access to key international datasets and it also made 
it difficult for academics from different institutions to 
undertake collaborative research. For example, although 
the UN Common Database is a relatively new product, 
there were in May 2003 a total of 185 academic subscribers 
worldwide of which 81 were in the US with only 2 
academic subscribers in the UK. 

The aim was to negotiate a UK wide redistribution 
agreement that would deliver significant savings to the 
community as a whole and remove one of the major barriers 
to use of ʻcommercial  ̓datasets in research and teaching. 
In some instances, additional discount was provided by 
negotiating a five-year deal with a single up-front payment 
in year 1.  Indeed, the consortium purchase approach for 
the portfolio has produced significant savings and opened 
up access to international macro data to the entire UK 
academic community.

For the bulk of the licence agreements, ESDS International 
employed the services of Databeuro - a professional data 
negotiation agent. Databeuro (http://www.databeuro.com) 
were selected as they already had expertise in working with 
intergovernmental organisations (IGOʼs) such as OECD, 
IMF, World Bank, and UN for access to on-line data and e-
books to the academic, government and corporate sectors. 

Where possible, the data redistribution agreement 
negotiated with each IGO was based on a model licence. 
The model licence adopted was based on one developed 
between the JISC and the Publishers Association for the 
licensing of commercial datasets (http://www.jisc.ac.uk/
index.cfm?name=wg_standardlicensing_report). The model 
licence set out generic terms and conditions of use (e.g. 
use of data for educational purposes only) but there was 
also scope for adding additional clauses to reflect special 
conditions required by different suppliers. For example, the 
World Bank requires a user to obtain written permission 
if they wish to use more than 10 indicators in teaching 
materials. In circumstances where an IGO had its own 
model licence agreement (e.g. OECD) it was necessary 
to get them modified to ensure that they were in line with 
all the other agreements in terms of key definitions and 
conditions of use. 

As the licence agreement was between the University 
of Manchester (licensee) and the IGO (licensor), it was 
necessary to ensure that the University was not exposed 
to any financial risk by taking on the role of licensing the 
data on behalf of the entire UK academic community. As a 
result, it was necessary to ensure that appropriate clauses 
relating to limitation of liability and dispute resolution were 
inserted to protect the University of Manchester. 

DELIVERING THE DATA 
Complex, non web-based interfaces have long been 
associated with accessing international databanks.   MIMAS 

for example had previously offered a limited international 
data service providing access to datasets such as the 
UNIDO Industrial Statistics via a complicated X-Windows 
interface which meant knowledge of the UNIX operating 
system and SAS statistical software package were essential 
in order to access the data. Each IGO provides custom 
interfaces to their datasets so a user wanting to access data 
from a number of sources would have to navigate a number 
of different interfaces.  A key element therefore, to our data 
dissemination strategy was the provision of a web-based, 
user-friendly interface which would be common to all 
databases within the portfolio.  It was also decided to adopt 
a proprietary solution to minimize interface development 
and maintenance therefore giving us more time to 
concentrate on value added activities. 

Beyond 20/20 Web Data Server (WDS), a web-based data 
dissemination tool, was chosen as the software solution 
to provide our common user interface. It requires only a 
standard web browser, is accessibility compliant and can be 
used to display, subset, visualise and download time series 
data. In addition it is recognized within the UK Social 
Science community as the Office for National Statistics use 
the same interface to deliver their Neighborhood Statistics.

In order to deliver the data via Beyond 20/20 WDS it was 
first necessary to convert the large and complex files from 
a range of sources into Beyond 20/20ʼs own table format.   
This process was problematical as data was provided in 
various formats with differing quantities and quality of 
explanatory documentation which, in some cases proved 
difficult to match with a generic product like WDS. 

The first stage was to understand the contents and structure 
of the datasets by analysing the data providerʼs original 
data files, documentation and user interface.   Once the 
structure of the database was understood it was possible 
to interpret how this could be presented.  Data processing 
programs were written to re-format the raw data, to load 
the data and to publish the tables on the web server.  Each 
dataset consisted of a unique set of data files, requiring 
a unique set of processing programs which varied 
considerably from dataset to dataset.

A further complication to the delivery of the international 
data was the requirement to restrict access to UK 
academic users only.  Users are required to register and to 
authenticate before they can access the data. Registration 
is completed by accepting the ESDS end user license 
conditions and authentication is provided by Eduserv 
Athens using their access management system. 

A key element of ESDS Internationalʼs data delivery 
strategy was to enable users to search across the full 
portfolio of international datasets. However, as the data 
comes from various data providers with no common way of 
describing their data, it was necessary to create collection 
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level descriptions of the datasets.  This was accomplished 
by creating metadata records containing subject headings 
and classification numbers.  These were all assigned using 
international metadata standards, including Dewey Decimal 
Classification, Library of Congress Subject Headings 
(LCSH), Humanities and Social Science Electronic 
Thesaurus (HASSET) and the UNESCO Thesaurus.  Users 
can currently search in the UKDA catalogue (to be replaced 
by the ESDS catalogue) across all ESDS Internationalʼs 
datasets and within the MIMAS metadata database across 
all of MIMASʼs services.

Building A User Community
Another key activity in the establishment of the 
international data service has been the promotion of 
international data use to raise awareness of the datasets and 
their research potential.  Awareness days and workshops 
have been organised by ESDS and the service ensures it has 
a presence at relevant social science events.  Introductory 
and advanced training courses on data analysis are provided 
and an online 
JISC mailing 
list is used to 
disseminate 
information 
to users of 
international data, 
including details 
of new data 
releases, updates, courses, workshops and events.  

An ESDS user consultation exercise carried out in March 
June 2003 highlighted a potential unmet demand for 
access to high quality international data for use within the 
academic community and user statistics so far collected 
indicate that ESDS International has been successful in 
meeting this demand. Dataset usage logs have revealed a 

new and growing community of international data users 
with the release of new datasets (i.e. UNIDO data in 
November 2003, IMF data in December 2003 and World 
Bank data in February 2004) generating a substantial 
increase in users.  Over 1300 users from 124 UK Further 
and Higher Educational institutions have accessed the 
international macro datasets in the period of June 2003 to 
April 2004.  

One of ESDS Internationalʼs aims was to attract users from 
a broad range of disciplines both in FE and HE and analysis 
of the ESDS International user-base allows us to see who 
is actually using the service. Appendix 3 lists the number 
of users from each discipline as recorded in the ESDS user 
registration database.  As expected Economists are the 
largest single user group but users from other subject areas 
such as Accounting and Finance, Environment, Geography, 
Sociology, Politics, International Studies, History, Pure 
Mathematics, Health, Asian Studies and Engineering are 
also represented.  Data librarians and data support staff are 

the second largest group highlighting the key role they have 
in promoting and supporting use of the service locally.  The 
majority of our users come from Higher Education institu-
tions, but a very small percentage of users (1.5%) are from 
Further Education institutions.  The table below presents a 
breakdown of the types of users accessing the data showing 
that post-graduates are the largest single group with student 
users in total forming over 60% of the registered users. 

Value Added Activities 
In order to further promote the use of 
international databanks and increase the 
serviceʼs effectiveness across a broad range 
of social science disciplines and user types, a 
number of ʻValue added  ̓services are offered 
by ESDS International. 

This includes the provision of specialist 
advice via a dedicated helpdesk where the 
teamʼs familiarity with the contents and 
structure of the various databases within 
the portfolio enables timely responses and 
has proved integral in building service-
user relationships. Online teaching and 
learning materials, a structured guide to 
freely available international data and 
frequently updated questions are provided 
from the serviceʼs website. A programme of 
introductory and advanced training courses 

 ESDS Registered Users  (Jun 2003 – Feb 2004): User Type No. of users (836 in total) % of total
Staff – Class Tutor 110 13.2
Staff – Other 210 25.1
Postgraduate Student 334 39.9
Undergraduate Student 156 18.7
Student – Other 23 2.8
Academic Visitor 3 0.3

Common GIS cross classification map for Europe. Y axis = Death rate, 
X axis = Birth rate 
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is provided and can be carried out at individual institutions 
on request. 

In addition to the data delivery, the web-based 
geographical information system software CommonGIS 
has been used to create an interactive exploration 
and visualisation interface to a set of freely available 
international data (CIA World Factbook 2002) to 
encourage the use of the data in learning and teaching.  
This has proved very popular at ESDS International 
workshops and our aim is to produce a number of themed 
GIS interfaces to the datasets we host using world 
boundary data. 

Conclusion and the Future For ESDS Iinternational 
This paper has presented the approach taken by ESDS 
International to provide the academic community in 
the UK with access to regularly updated, high quality 
international data.   Having only been in operation since 
June 2003, the service is in its infancy and there remains 
work to be done.

The service will complete delivery of its current 
data portfolio during 2004 and monitor demand for 
international datasets working closely with ESRC to 
identify any additional international datasets that might be 
required to support future research programmes. 

The service will look at published research based on the 
databanks to discover how the data provided by ESDS 
International is being used and the types of research 
questions being addressed through the use of international 
data. 

Promotional activities and materials will continue and be 
enhanced, for example with the provision of themed guides 
on concepts implicit in the databanks such as economic 
stability and growth and the development of support 
materials on the possibilities of linking macro and micro 
international datasets. 

A review of requirements to support teaching use of 
the service will be carried out and used as the basis for 
developing a guide to creating teaching datasets and 
using international macro data in teaching.  There will be 
a particular emphasis on raising awareness of the use of 
international data within teaching in order to encourage a 
new generation of expert data users with the knowledge 
and skills to handle international data resources with 
confidence. 

Appendix 1: ESRC Thematic Priorities and CESSDA 
subject categories used in the content mapping exercise

Economic and Social Research Councilʼs Thematic 
Priorities:

The Thematic Priorities enable the ESRC to respond to the 
most pressing issues facing the UK. Because they are based 
on the views of a wide range of people and sectors, they 
ensure that the Council s̓ activities are relevant to today s̓ 
problems, and that there is increasing ʻknowledge transfer  ̓
between social scientists and the users of their research. 

The Thematic Priorities were first developed by the ESRC 
in response to the Science White Paper ʻRealising Our 
Potentialʼ. The White Paper wanted to tackle the problem 
that while world-class research was undertaken in the UK, 
it was not fully exploited, either commercially or in the 
public interest. All the Research Councils were required to 
address this problem by working more closely with users of 
research and introducing the criterion of ʻrelevance  ̓more 
clearly and strongly into their funding decisions.ʻ  

Thematic Research Priorities 2000, Economic and Social 
Research Council 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/esrccontent/PublicationsList/Themat-
icP/themefirst.html 

The seven thematic priorities are:

1. Economic Performance and Development
2. Environment and Human Behaviour
3. Governance and Citizenship
4. Knowledge, Communication and Learning
5. Lifecourse, Lifestyles and Health
6. Social Stability and Exclusion
7. Work and Organisations 

CESSDA - socio-economic subject categories 

The 19 subject categories used by the Council of European 
Social Science Data Archives (CESSDA) to classify socio-
economic datasets:

1. Economics
2. Trade, Industry and Markets
3. Labour and Employment
4. Politics
5. Law, Crime and Legal Systems
6. Education
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7. Information and Communication
8. Health
9. Natural Environment
10. Housing and Land Use Planning
11. Transport, Travel and Mobility
12. Social Stratifications and Groupings
13. Society and Culture
14. Demography
15. Social Welfare Policy and Systems
16. Science and Technology
17. Psychology 
18. History
19. Reference and Instructional Resources 

Appendix 2:  ESDS International macro data portfolio

IMF Direction of Trade Statistics* 
IMF Balance of Payments Statistics
IMF Government Finance Statistics
IMF International Financial Statistics*
UNIDO Industrial Statistics Databases*
UNIDO Demand Supply Databases*
National Statistics Time Series Data**
OECD Main Economic Indicators*
OECD International Development*
OECD International Direct Investment*
OECD International Migration Statistics*
OECD Main Science and Technology Indicators *
OECD Measuring Globalisation Statistics*
OECD Statistics in International Trade in Services
OECD Statistics on Value Added and Employment
OECD Social Expenditure Statistics*
OECD Quarterly Labour Force Statistics*
UN Common Database 
ILO Key Indicators of the Labour Market
World Bank World Development Indicators*
World Bank Global Development Finance*
Eurostat New Cronos

*Those datasets highlighted in bold are currently available 

via Beyond 20/20 WDS, (May 2004) 

**The National Statistics Time Series Data is delivered 
via SearchNS – a bespoke piece of software developed in-
house at Manchester Computing. 

Appendix 3: ESDS International Registration Statistics 
– Discipline

836 Users registered with ESDS in period from June 2003 
– February 2004. 

Economics and Econometrics (264)
Library or Data/Information (118)
Economics, Labour and Employment (104)
Business and Management (70)
Business Studies and Accountancy (44)
Geography (26)
Accounting and Finance (22)
Politics and International Studies (22)
Economic and Social History (16)
Sociology (14)
Environment, Housing and Planning (13)
Social Administration and Social Policy (9)
Computing Service (8)
Education (8)
Statistics, Computing and Methodology (7)
European Studies (6)
Political Science and International Relations (6)
History (5)
Administration (4) 
Communication, Cultural (4)
Computer Science (4)
Engineering (4)
Manufacturing Engineering (4) 
Psychology (4)
Asian Studies (3) 
Built Environment (3) 
Health and Medicine (3)
Hotel, Catering, Travel (3)
Mathematics (3)
Statistics and Operational Research (3)
Agriculture (2)
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Chemistry (2)
Electrical and Electronic Engineering (2)
Environmental Sciences (2)
Information Science (2)
Law (2)
Librarianship, Information (2)
Medieval and Modern History (2)
Philosophy (2)
Anthropology (1)
Archaeology (1)
Art and Design (1)
Biological Sciences (1)
Biology and Biochemistry (1)
Classics, Ancient History (1)
Community based Clinical (1)
Mathematics (1)
Mechanical, Aeronautical and 
Media Studies, Journalism (1)
Other studies and Professions Allied to medicine (1)
Research Council (1)
Social Anthropology (1)
Socio-legal Studies (1)
Town and Country Planning (1) 

* Paper presented at the IASSIST Conference, Madison, 
May 2004, by Susan Noble (MIMAS, Manchester 
Computing, University of Manchester, Kilburn Building, 
Oxford Road, Manchester, M13 9PL United Kingdom). 
Contact: susan.noble@man.ac.uk. (Web-site: URL: http://
www.esds.ac.uk/international). 


