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Synopsis

Linked administrative data have a number of advantages for 
developmental research

Advances in understanding human development have been 
facilitated in at least five areas

Understanding small or difficult to study populations

Evaluating intergenerational and family influences

Estimating causal effects through natural experiments

Identifying risk for later problems

Assessing the influence of neighbourhood and environmental factors

…But there are downsides

…And care is needed regarding ethics and governance
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Data at all stages of 
the life course

Longitudinal by design

Wide range of 
exposures and 
outcomes available
- linkage across 
domains

Intergenerational 
investigations possible

Assessment of 
neighbourhood and 
environmental factors



Small and difficult to 
study populations
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Small and difficult to 
study populations
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Most children born very 
preterm (23-24w) able to 
be resuscitated and 66% 
survived to age 10 

n=549 / 613,521

Most able to participate in 
and perform well at school

Gradient of school 
achievement across 
gestational age, right up to 
early term (37–38w)



Intergenerational 
and family influences
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Intergenerational 
and family influences
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Causal effects through 
natural experiments
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Causal effects through 
natural experiments
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Identifying risk 
for later problems

11



Identifying risk 
for later problems
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Neighbourhood and 
environmental factors
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Neighbourhood and 
environmental factors
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Limitations

Mostly service use
Often biases in those who seek/receive services

May not be good for prevalence; interpret with care

Important phenotypes not captured (e.g. loneliness, home environment)

What State deems important to measure will reflect dominant 
culture and what data are valued by governments

Intergenerational data captures nuclear structures best (others less well)
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Ethics and governance

Data used without informed consent, so strong governance is 
needed - more work needed in New Zealand

Rights of children?  How to consider their voice?

Social license is an ongoing process
Requires transparency and trust – again, more work needed in New Zealand

Big data divide – those who feature most in the data least able to 
control how it is used, or to be users themselves

A case for reconsidering access rules?

Group harms – stigmatization or stereotyping
Particularly problematic in predictive risk modelling, esp if there are biases
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Ethics and governance

Indigenous data sovereignty – the right to govern the collection and 
use of data from/about indigenous people.

Co-governance models? 
Ngā Tikanga Paihere – 10 principles to follow, assessed for IDI projects

Best implemented in Manitoba
• Projects in which indigenous populations are over-represented require approvals from 

the First Nations Health and Social Secretariat, and the Manitoba Metis Community 
Research and Ethics Protocol, AS WELL AS institutional ethical approval.
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Final thoughts…

Administrative data research has made major contributions to 
understanding human development

Almost exclusively in Western societies

Even within Western societies, access to data and research 
questions asked of it determined by a privileged few.  In my view…

Broadening access (e.g. communities) would
• Promote more informed debate about the value and merits of the data

• Provide ongoing feedback about social license 
• Improved governance would help this too

• Allow a wider range of questions to be asked of the data
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