
‘Cooking’ Raw Data: The Process of Data Cleansing 
Outlining and dealing with the issues that arose when data cleansing the Millennium Cohort Study Sixth Sweep (MCS6) 

By Nicole Amaning  

Using an Excel spreadsheet of all the variables 
and responses that needed to be recoded back 
into the original code frame (at the discretion of 
the client) , I had to go back into each relevant 

data set and write IF statements to edit the 
coded responses. 

Raw Data Missing Values Back-coding responses Recoding Reponses that were miscoded Checking/Proof Reading 

Solution: 
IF  ETHE_O (SYSMIS AND CMFLAG=1) = -1 

Example: 
IF (ID=10009384 AND CMFLAG=1 AND 

PNUMBER=1) = 3 

• Missing values 
• Reordering variables to follow the 

survey format 
• Duplicates 
• Contradicting responses 
• Backing coding responses 
• Irrelevant data 

 

Issues I  came across: 
1. Variable labels were misspelt or had 

minor errors 
2. The variable name was not consistent 

with the variable code in the 
questionnaire 

3. Numerical value of the coded response 
was not consistent with the code frames 

Reasons: 
•No data recorded (.) 
•Incomplete interview 

•“Not Applicable” 
•“Refusal”, 

•“Don’t Know”  
•“Vague Irrelevant 

Answer” 

Case Study 1: An Isolated Incident 
A father of one of the cohort members whom did 

not live in the household but was present whilst the 
interviews were taking place requested to be 

interviewed as well.  Although he was interviewed, 
he did not live in the household and was not 

supposed to be interviewed. His responses was 
therefore included in the raw data and we had to 

decide what to do with this data. 

Example: 
Question: “Since the last interview has CM suffered any injuries? 
Pre coded Responses: “Open cut wound”, “Head injury,” “Broken bone", "Other – 
please specify”. 

 
Response when selected Other: 
Response 1: “Sophie hit her head and feel unconscious” 
Response 2: “David fainted in class and injured his head” 
Solution: Create a new coded variable called “Loss of consciousness” with clients 
approval  and  back code response 2 into the newly created code as well as “head 
injury” (if multi-coded question) 
 
Response 3: Sally had a paper cut     
Solution: Back code response into “open cut wound” 
 
Response 4: Suffered a nose bleed    
Solution: Keep coding as “other” 
 

Reflection: What about those who had a nose bleed but did not consider it an 
‘injury’ hence selected ‘no’ to begin with? 

How do I know if responses were miscoded? 
 

1. Run descriptive frequencies  
2. Check that the total values are the same at 

the raw data stage and when all the edits 
were completed 

3. Visual inspection Analysis 

Mental health issues are TWICE as common in boys 
than girls 

10% 

10% of 11 year olds experienced a mental 
health problem in 2012. 

60% 

Only 6 in 10 cohort members were living with their biological parents 

What is Data Cleansing? 
“Data cleaning, also called data cleansing or scrubbing, deals with detecting and removing errors and inconsistencies from data in order to improve the quality of data” – (Kumar and Chadrsekaran, 2011:1) 

“...can be tedious, but it can often prevent totally misleading results later on” 
“requires real detective work to uncover all possible errors that might be present” 

- (Albright et al, 2008:189) 
 

3% 

Only 3% had smoked a cigarette 

White 
26% 

Black Caribbean 
26% 

Black African 
9% 

Indian 
4% 

Bangledeshi 
2% 

Pakistani 
2% 

Mixed 
21% 

Other 
10% 

72% 

‘Nearly three quarters (72%) had their own mobile 
phone. More than a third of those with a mobile 
phone being able to access the internet from it 

(37%)’ – (Platt,2014:18) 

13% 

13% have had an alcoholic drink 

Most common family type was a married or civil partner couple family 
with dependent children 

(ONS,2015a) 
 

‘Around 42% of marriages end up in divorce with the average marriage in 
2013 lasting 11.7 years before a divorce was granted’ (ONS,2015:1) 

 
11% of families with dependent children were stepfamilies (ONS,2011) 

Family structure: Children with 
cohabiting parents were more likely 
than those with married parents to 

have a mental health issue 
 

1 in 5 boys in single parent 
households had a mental health 

problem compared with 1 in 8 with 
girls 

 
Social Class/Poverty: Children with 

parents in unskilled occupations 
were 3x more likely to have a 

mental disorder 
 

(Meltzer,and Gatward,1999) 

‘World Happiness cites research 
that found over half of children 

who have a mental health problem 
will suffer from mental ill-health as 

adults ‘– (ONS,2015:2) 
 

‘Mental heath of children and 
young people in GB (2004) found 
children with mental health were 

more likely to have time off school, 
unauthorised absences and less 

likely to have a network of 
friends/family’ – (ONS,2015:2) 

 

*Data from MCS5 due to public unavailability of MCS6 data 

‘Children of parents with alcohol 
problems were found to drink more 
frequently, more heavily, and more 
often alone than children of parents 

without alcohol problems.’ – (Chalder 
et al,2005:107) 

‘Carries significant risk of adverse, 
psychological, social, and physical 
health consequences’ – (Cooper, 

1994: 117) 

‘White adolescents relative to 
their Black counterparts were 
more likely to drink for social, 

coping, and enhancement 
motives’ – (Cooper,1994:123) 

% of 11 Year Olds ever having an alcoholic drink by 
ethnicity 

MCS Data Outcome: 
On Risky Behaviour: On Mental Health: 

On Technology: 

Case Study 2: Frequent Occurrence 
Respondents would select ‘Other – please specify 

response’, and write their response. Often this 
response can be back coded into one of the pre 

coded responses, or if there are multiple responses 
with the same response the coding team will make a 
new coded response or keep it as an other response 
(not ideal). I have to then mimic their decision and 

carry out the edits on all the relevant data. 

On Family Structure: 

Source: Centre for Longitudinal Studies (2015), Millennium Cohort Study Fifth Sweep* 
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