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For twenty years, the NILS has connected population data to produce new insights about Northern Ireland. These
twenty stories chart that journey through the experiences of those who helped build, use and shape the resource.
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Foreword
The Northern Ireland Longitudinal
Study (NILS) 20  Anniversaryth

My own journey with NILS began seven years ago, and during that time I have witnessed remarkable
growth and development. New data linkages, innovative research projects, and an expanding
community of researchers have continually demonstrated the value of NILS in helping us understand
the changing population, society, and places of Northern Ireland. Looking back, it is extraordinary to
consider the foresight of those who established NILS twenty years ago. At a time when the future
possibilities could only be imagined, they created a resource that has become an invaluable asset for
research and evidence-informed policymaking in Northern Ireland and beyond. As we look towards
Census 2031 and the next phase of NILS, it is clear that this same foresight remains essential. Ensuring
that Northern Ireland continues to invest in high-quality longitudinal data infrastructure is critical if we
are to understand the long-term consequences of the profound societal changes of recent decades,
including Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, the cost-of-living crisis, and periods of political instability.
Only through sustained investment in data and research can we fully assess how these events shape
the lives, opportunities, health, and wellbeing of individuals, families, and communities over time.

This anniversary also provides an opportunity to acknowledge the partnerships that underpin NILS. In
particular, I would like to thank Peter Wilgar and his team, whose support and collaboration on the
NISRA side have been invaluable. The close working relationship between Queen's University Belfast
and NISRA remains one of the defining strengths of NILS and has been central to its success over the
past two decades. It is a partnership built on trust, shared ambition, and a commitment to producing
high-quality research that makes a difference.
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It is both a privilege and a pleasure to write this
foreword as Director of the Northern Ireland
Longitudinal Study (NILS) during its twentieth
anniversary year.

Taking on the role of Director this year has
been both an honour and a challenge. In doing
so, I have followed my colleague, mentor and
friend, Professor Ian Shuttleworth, whose
guidance and commitment to NILS have helped
shape both the study and my own journey
within it. Having worked closely with Ian over
the past seven years, I have benefited
enormously from his support and friendship,
and stepping into this role has given me an
even greater appreciation of the dedication,
expertise, and collaboration that have
underpinned NILS since its inception.



The Northern Ireland Longitudinal
Study (NILS) 20  Anniversaryth

I am also deeply grateful to my fellow QUB co-investigators, the NISRA Research Support Unit team, our
researchers and users, our colleagues across the UK who lead and support the Scottish Longitudinal
Study (SLS) and the ONS Longitudinal Study (ONS-LS), and the many data owners whose willingness to
provide data for research purposes makes this work possible. Together, they have built a dedicated
and collaborative research community committed to generating knowledge that benefits society. I
would also like to acknowledge the continued support of our funders, the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC) and the Health and Social Care Research and Development Division (HSC R&D),
whose long-standing investment has enabled NILS to develop into the research infrastructure it is
today.

As we celebrate twenty years of NILS, we can also look to the future with optimism. The study continues
to evolve, creating new opportunities to address pressing societal challenges and inform policy. With
Census 2031 on the horizon, there is great excitement about the prospect of extending the NILS
resource by a further decade. Building on data that already stretch back to 1991, this next phase will
create further opportunities to understand long-term demographic, social, economic, and health
trajectories across Northern Ireland. The ability to follow individuals and communities over four
decades will provide an invaluable evidence base for researchers and policymakers alike.

I am particularly excited by our growing engagement with non-academic communities. While NILS is
rightly recognised as a world-leading research resource, its greatest value lies in helping us better
understand the lives and experiences of the people behind the data. By working more closely with
policymakers, practitioners, community organisations, and the wider public, we can ensure that our
research remains relevant, impactful, and connected to the issues that matter most to the people of
Northern Ireland. Importantly, the future of NILS is not only about expanding the data we hold, but also
about broadening who can use it. Behind the scenes, considerable effort has gone into making NILS
more accessible to researchers. Through secure trusted research environments, researchers based
elsewhere in the UK can now access NILS remotely, opening the door to new collaborations and
ensuring that this unique resource can be used by the widest possible research community. This is a
significant step in maximising the scientific, societal, and policy value of the study.

As we mark this important milestone, we celebrate not only twenty years of research but also twenty
years of collaboration, innovation, and shared endeavour. Most importantly, we recognise the vision of
those who established NILS and laid the foundations for everything that has followed. I have no doubt
that NILS will continue to generate insight, impact, and opportunities for decades to come.
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Dr. Estelle Lowry
Director, Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study



The Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study (NILS), alongside the
Office for National Statistics Longitudinal Study (ONS-LS) of
England and Wales and the Scottish Longitudinal Study (SLS) is one
of three key UK data resources based on the linkage of census and
administrative records. 

Anniversaries are a time to look back as well as forward. As the NILS / NIMS turns twenty years old, a
mature dataset now by any standards, our twentieth anniversary offers us a chance to survey its path
from its first stirrings in the early 2000s to the present day. The dataset has grown incrementally from
its start when the 2001 Census was first linked to the Health Card spine, through the linkage of the
1991 and 2011 Censuses (and partial 1981 data), to the 2020s when 2021 Census data was added along
with the continuous updating of vital events data. From its small start its temporal reach extends over
at least 30 years and its research value has grown rapidly as more data have been rapidly in a way that
was hard to imagine back in 2006. As you will see in our anniversary booklet the NILS / NIMS data
infrastructure has supported 150 projects, shaped careers, set the foundations for administrative data
research, and enabled in-depth and close-up looks at Northern Ireland and its society during a period
of rapid change that would have been impossible with these data.   

Yet, despite these massive changes, and looking back to our 10th anniversary booklet, some things
remain constant in our plans for the future; to link more data (we are avidly imagining the 2031
Census), expanding the user base (now with our hopes for the introduction in the near future of
remote access), and increasing the social relevance and reach of NILS- / NIMS-based research (with a
specialised impact function supported by the ESRC in the current funding cycle).  We document and
explore how the NILS / NIMS have developed through the booklet’s five sections. These sections
(Beginnings, Building NILS, New Questions, Capacity & Impact, and the Next 20 Years) show how these
aspects and plans are seen by some of the people who were closely involved in the NILS/ NIMS and
who shaped it. It would be invidious, however, to single only them out. The NILS / NIMS has always
been a communal effort and it is to the wider community that we owe thanks and to whom we look to
support the NILS / NIMS into the 2030s.    

Full-length testimonials can be read on our website (https://nils.ac.uk/) or scan the QR:
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From 2002-12 I was the Director of the Economic and
Social Research Council’s Census Programme and in
2007 a member of the commissioning panel for the first
round of external project applications to the NILS. The
NILS was one of the most exciting mid-decade data
developments, alongside the SLS, both initiated with
local funding. NILS owed its existence especially to the
efforts of the late Dermot O’Reilly working with NISRA.
Why was my 2007-2012 “NILS era” so exciting? I guess it
is an inextricable mix of the unique study design, many
visits to Belfast, some memorable meetings, the chance
to become part of some NILS research projects, and the
establishment of friendships that have continued to be
renewed at intervals – much like a good longitudinal
study.

PART ONE: THE BEGINNING
Prof. David Martin
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Dr David Marshall

Looking back, I feel privileged to have played my part in
setting up the Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study.
 
The Study and its sister study the Mortality Study
created a means to understand our people’s lives.
Turning that into reality depended on commitment and
cooperation of people across a lot of organisations.
Twenty years on, it is a pleasure to reflect on and
remember all those people.
 
Lastly, investing in data helps us understand our
population and provides evidence for better public
policy - the Study should retain this as its central focus.

NILS at 20 |

Emeritus Professor of Geography, University of Southampton

Chief Electoral Officer,The Electoral Office for Northern Ireland 
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Over the past 20 years, NILS has become an invaluable
resource for research in Northern Ireland, enabling
researchers to explore a wide range of issues, from
population health and inequalities to migration,
employment and social change.
For ADRC NI, NILS has been an important part of our
research, helping us understand the issues affecting
people across Northern Ireland and providing evidence
that can inform policy and practice.
As we celebrate this milestone, we also remember
Professor Dermot O’Reilly, whose vision and
determination were instrumental in establishing NILS
and advancing administrative data research in Northern
Ireland. His contribution continues to be reflected in the
research that NILS makes possible.
We would like to congratulate everyone who has
contributed to NILS over the past two decades. Its
continued success is a testament to the dedication of
those involved, and we look forward to seeing the
valuable research it will support in the years ahead.

Mr Alan Harbinson

For as long as I have been involved with the Honest
Broker Service (HBS), our team has supported the linkage
of health data to the Northern Ireland Longitudinal. NILS
was already an established and respected resource when
HBS emerged in 2014 and in many ways, influenced our
development. Over the years we regularly share
knowledge on areas such as the impact of legislative
change, researcher accreditation, disclosure control,
privacy preserving linkage methods and best practice in
managing trusted research environments. By linking
health information with Census data, researchers can
explore the important role that factors such as
education, housing, employment and ethnicity play in
shaping health outcomes. In another 20 years, I hope
NILS continues to unlock new insights and that routine
linkages to health data to enable research will become
easier.

Head of the Honest Broker Service, Business Services Organisation

Prof. Dermot O’Reilly
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Co-director, Administrative Data Research Centre - Northern Ireland 

In memory of
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PART TWO: BUILDING NILS

Back in 2004, I jumped at the chance to help build NILS
and NIMS. Having worked across Census, population, GP
registration and vital statistics, and with experience of
data matching, I wanted to be involved from the start.
My role was to help turn the vision from Dr David
Marshall and others into a dataset researchers could
use and build on. 
I have great memories of that initial team (Andrew Kerr
and Mary McGrady). It was new territory and we learned
as we went. There were challenges too, from needing
legislation to fingerprint readers disrupted by hair gel! 
For 14 years I worked on various aspects of the NILS
with many very dedicated staff. I’m proud of being part
of the NILS journey and what we all achieved. It is also
great to see how the methods developed through NILS
has helped pave the way for the wider use of linked
admin data.

Mrs Máire Brolly
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Mrs Catherine McLoughlin

It has been rewarding to see NILS continue to
develop over the years, from the addition of
Census 2021 data to new ways of supporting
researchers and expanding access to the study.
Seeing what can be achieved through
collaboration and a shared commitment to
developing the resource has been one of the
most rewarding aspects of being involved with
NILS.
In another 20 years, I hope NILS is still opening up
new opportunities for research and helping us
understand more about the society we live in.

NILS at 20 |

Statistician, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)

NILS Research Support Unit (RSU), Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)
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Having supported the NILS since its inception, it is
remarkable to reflect on its journey from an ambitious
idea to an important research resource. HSC R&D
Division supported the creation of the infrastructure
and has continued to invest in its maintenance,
development and extension. This sustained
commitment reflected our belief in the potential of
linked administrative data to address important
questions about the health, wellbeing and
circumstances of the Northern Ireland population.
Those early investments were about much more than
creating a database. They helped to build research skills
and capacity, foster collaboration, and establish a
trusted environment for data for public benefit. As it
enters its third decade, my hope is that it will continue
to evolve, connect and innovate, helping Northern
Ireland’s population to thrive for many years to come.

Dr Nicola Armstrong
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Mrs Orla Bateson

I worked on the Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study
from 2015 to 2022. NILS was already well established, so
my focus was on building on those strong foundations
and helping to make it an even better resource for
research and public policy. But when I look back, what I
value most is the people. A particular highlight for myself
and my colleague Catherine was working with Ian and
Estelle. We had a genuinely collaborative approach, with
conversations over coffee, plenty of humour and, over
the years, friendship. That made developing the NILS
together both rewarding and enjoyable. I am proud of
what we achieved, but equally grateful for the
friendships that came with it.
In another 20 years, I hope NILS continues to evolve,
while keeping the collaboration and relationships that
have always been at the heart of its success.
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Senior R&D Programme Manager, HSC R&D Division, Public Health Agency

Senior Statistician, The Executive Office
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PART THREE: NEW QUESTIONS
Prof. Ian Shuttleworth

Prof. Paul Barr

As someone who 20 years ago was fairly experienced in
using aggregate Census data, the advent of the NILS was
a refreshing tonic that helped to generate new research
directions. Here were individual-level data that not only
had a bigger sampling fraction than other Census data
products like the Sample of Anonymised Records but
that was also longitudinal and available for use in
Belfast! In its first iteration it consisted of the 2001
Census linked to health card records that recorded
subsequent vital events and address changes - and with
this it was already possible to answer questions about
who was moving where, as Northern Ireland
transitioned to peace. The next twenty years have seen
the linkage of other Censuses and administrative data
thereby boosting the NILS’ research power so that it is
now, as I heard it described, ‘a laboratory for the social
sciences’. Future data linkages in the next twenty can
only increase its research value and maximise its
temporal depth even further.
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Working with the NILS has had a lasting influence on the
researcher I am today. Between 2009 and 2010, I spent
time as a researcher working with Ian Shuttleworth. I had
corrections to finish on my PhD – I needed a job. I came
across a position in the School of Geography at QUB, a
far cry from the Centre of Excellence for Public Health,
where I had been based. I discovered that Ian led
innovative work exploring how migration and
segregation could account for significant variation in
population health outcomes. I am incredibly grateful for
the time I spent working with Ian and with the NILS data.
It shaped me both professionally and personally. Many of
the lessons I learned from working with such a large,
complex dataset are ones I still draw on today. As NILS
celebrates 20 years, I hope my story reflects just one of
the countless ways this remarkable resource has
supported and shaped researchers in their careers.

NILS at 20 |

Deputy Director, NILS

Vice-Chair, The Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy & Clinical Practice 
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Prof. Tony Champion

Ms Nicole Edgar-Fitzsimons

Congratulations to NILS on its 20  birthday! While it is
the youngest of the UK’s census-based longitudinal
studies (LS) and has the shortest time span of records, it
is the most useful for my area of research interest,
namely residential mobility and migration. Unlike the
ONS’s LS, which contains only the decennial census data
on usual residence and address one year ago and the
Scottish LS, which updates addresses between censuses
on an annual basis, NILS manages to do this on a six-
monthly basis using health card records. This is
extremely valuable for studying the frequency of
address changes and identifying the types of individuals
involved in multiple moves. NILS also has by far the
highest sampling fraction of the three, allowing richer
insights into smaller population groups as well as
greater spatial granularity. 

th

Working with NILS is always a pleasure and special
thanks to Ian Shuttleworth and Brian Foley who have
done all the heavy lifting in terms of data extraction and
processing for our projects. Keep up the good work! 
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My involvement with NILS began during my final
year as an undergraduate sociology student,
when I became the first undergraduate student
to use the dataset for a dissertation project.
Looking back, it was an opportunity that changed
everything for me. Having access to such a rich
and complex longitudinal dataset was both
exciting and challenging. It pushed me to
develop new analytical and research skills,
helped me build confidence in working with large
datasets, and showed me how robust evidence
can answer important questions about society.
Don't be afraid to pursue a research question
that feels ambitious or challenging. Working with
NILS can lead to excellent studies and valuable
insights, but just as importantly, it can help you
discover a new confidence in your own abilities. NILS at 20 |

Emeritus Professor of Population Geography, Newcastle University

Deputy Principal Statistician, Department for Infrastructure, Northern Ireland
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PART FOUR: CAPACITY & IMPACT
Dr John Moriarty

Before being hired to work on a project using the
Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study, I had never really
thought about what a detailed survey the Northern
Ireland Census is. Every ten years, countless person
hours go into creating a highly granular picture of the
lives our citizens lead, particularly their health status.
When I moved on to teaching social science statistics, I
was keen to make students aware of the richness and
scale of that information, and to encourage them to
make use of that resource. I was proud to supervise the
first undergraduate dissertation to avail of the special
student extract of the NILS, investigating connections
between housing tenure and mental health. In another
twenty years, I hope many more talented students will
have launched their careers using NILS.

My first acquaintance with the NILS was in 2014, when I
began my post-doc at Queen’s University Belfast. As an
early-career sociologist of religion and ageing, I was
comfortable with surveys but had limited knowledge of
other population data. The NILS opened a world of
longitudinal and neighbourhood-level research, covering
an impressive 28% of Northern Ireland’s population. Its
many applications in Health, Social Sciences, Human
Geography are amazing. As a NILS research fellow, I
helped with NILS user engagement, capacity building,
and knowledge exchange. Ian and I ran NILS engagement
sessions for policy researchers, non-academic and
academic analysts, and facilitated the vibrant NILS User
group which meets regularly and enables sharing of
research and networking. The NILS career support has
been fantastic and has definitely helped my own career
development.
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Dr Stefanie Doebler
Senior Lecturer in Social Statistics and Sociology, Lancaster University

NILS Co-Investigator 2017-2022; The Grief Study (2012-2014); Education and Social Mobility (2014-2020)
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I’m very privileged to have worked in the secure setting
undertaking several NILS analyses collaborating with
many and being facilitated by NILS-RSU staff. Using this
very rich microdata with unprecedented sampling
fraction we have been able to explore several
socioeconomic phenomena pertinent to Northern
Ireland’s history of division. These have included:
residential segregation, mobility, changing health,
housing status, and birth month and education
outcomes. Some of this research has involved teasing
out compositional (individual) and contextual (small
area) variations using multilevel modelling. I’ve also
really enjoyed sharing my experience of this technique
and MLwiN during provision of training courses for NILS
users. In another 20 years, I hope NILS will continue to
go from strength to strength and that linkage with the
2041 Census might show less division.

Dr Myles Gould
Associate Professor & Director of Research and Innovation, School of Geography, University of Leeds
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I have used NILS to explore questions not answerable
through cross-sectional data alone. NILS’ ability to link
records over time helps us understand how people's
lives and outcomes change. 
My research on employment transitions between 2011
and 2021 examined how health and caring
responsibilities influenced movements into and out of
employment. The findings informed discussions with the
Department for the Economy and Department for
Communities. Crucially, engagement with senior policy
leads generated NILS research questions on economic
inactivity, health, caring, area inequalities and outcomes
for specific population groups. By demonstrating the
value of linked data, this work has built capacity,
stimulated research and strengthened evidence-
informed policymaking. In another 20 years, I hope NILS
will continue to expand its data linkages and contribution
to evidence-informed policy across Northern Ireland
Government Departments.
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Mr John Hughes
Government Researcher, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)
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Looking to the future of NILS, I feel incredibly fortunate
to have spent the past seven years working with such a
unique and valuable resource. During that time, it has
provided countless opportunities for collaboration,
learning, and professional growth, while also allowing
me to build lasting friendships with colleagues across
academia, government, and the wider research
community. What continues to excite me most is the
enormous potential of the dataset to answer important
questions about the lives and experiences of people in
Northern Ireland. In particular, I am enthusiastic about
the growing engagement with non-academic
communities, which helps ensure that we understand
the people behind the numbers and that our research
delivers meaningful real-world impact.

The Northern Ireland Longitudinal
Study (NILS) 20  Anniversaryth

Dr Estelle Lowry
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Mrs Catherine Pope
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Director, NILS

PhD researcher, School of Natural and Built Environment, Queen’s University Belfast

Discovering NILS was a pivotal moment in my academic
journey. It helped me realise that I was not only a Human
Geographer but also an aspiring Population Geographer.
As an undergraduate Geography student at Queen’s
University Belfast, I was uncertain about where my
degree might lead. However, after being introduced to
the work of the NILS, I was inspired to pursue a summer
internship to learn more about the NILS. That experience
sparked an interest that has continued to shape my
career. From studying deprivation in Northern Ireland
during my undergraduate dissertation to exploring how
church buildings can better support vulnerable
communities in my master's thesis, I was naturally drawn
to a PhD examining the intergenerational transmission of
deprivation using the NILS. Now in the second year of
that PhD, it has been a privilege to work with such a rich
resource and the dedicated people behind it. Looking
ahead, I hope that in another twenty years the NILS will
continue to provide researchers with invaluable insights
into the lived experiences of Northern Ireland's
population, informing evidence-based decisions that
create meaningful social impact.
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“Success will ultimately be measured not by the dataset
itself, but by the evidence, insights and policy
improvements that it enables”
For the last four years, I have had the privilege of
managing the NILS within NISRA. During that time, my
focus has been on making NILS more accessible and
efficient for researchers while maintaining the highest
standards of data security and confidentiality. 
Working with colleagues across NISRA and the research
community, we have introduced a new user guide,
developed an online application platform, and
strengthened governance arrangements for distinct
linkage projects. Most notably, we enabled remote
access to NILS for accredited researchers across the UK
for the first time, significantly expanding opportunities
for research using this unique resource.
In another 20 years, I hope NILS continues to be
recognised as one of Northern Ireland's most important
research assets, combining trusted data, innovative
linkage opportunities and accessible services to deliver
even greater public benefit.
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Mr Peter Wilgar
Joint Head of Research Support Unit (RSU), Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)

Dr Neil Rowland
Senior Research Fellow, ADRC-NI, Queen’s University Belfast

The NILS has been central to my development from a
postgraduate researcher to my current position as a
senior researcher at Queen’s Business School. During
my 10 years as a NILS user, I have had the opportunity
to work alongside many talented researchers on 8 NILS
research projects, covering a diverse range of research
questions but all seeking to better understand Northern
Ireland’s population and economic and social landscape.
This has provided me with many opportunities to
engage beyond academia on societal issues such as how
our environment affects our health. In another 20 years,
I hope NILS will have been developed to offer even
greater potential for researchers grappling with a new
set of research questions
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NILS research generated new evidence on the relationship
between air pollution and health and informed the development
of an interactive dashboard, making the findings accessible to
researchers, policymakers and the public. The research was cited
in the Royal College of Physicians report, A Breath of Fresh Air
which calls for air pollution to be treated as a major public health
issue and makes recommendations. 

The Northern Ireland Longitudinal
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Evidence into Action
Linked data research using NILS and NIMS has helped address important societal challenges,
providing evidence to inform policy and practice in Northern Ireland.

SUICIDE, DRUG AND ALCOHOL MORTALITY
NIMS

AIR POLLUTION AND HEALTH
NILS

COVID-19 DEATHS AND EQUALITY
NIMS

Developed a programme of linked data research on the factors
associated with drug-related deaths, alcohol-specific deaths and
suicide in Northern Ireland. Building on earlier drug and alcohol
mortality studies, the more recent profiling reports strengthened
the evidence base for the Department of Health's Alcohol and
Drugs Strategy and informed revisions to the Executive Working
Group on Wellbeing, Mental Health and Suicide Prevention.

Mr John Hughes, NISRA

Dr Neil Rowland, Queen’s University Belfast

Read the drug-related death analysis
here
Read the alcohol-specific mortality
report here

Read the profiling report here

Mr John Hughes, NISRA

Addressed evidence gaps identified by Department of Health and
elected representatives by quantifying COVID-19 mortality risks
across key equality groups, including people with disabilities and
different religious communities. The findings informed shielding
policy, vaccine prioritisation, ministerial briefings, and evidence
submitted to the COVID-19 Inquiry

Explore the air pollution dashboard
here
Read the journal article here
Read the RCP report here

Explore the COVID-19 reports here

These are just a few examples of how research using NILS and NIMS has made a
difference. There are many more stories to tell!

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/drug-related-deaths-northern-ireland-socio-demographic-analyses
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/drug-related-deaths-northern-ireland-socio-demographic-analyses
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/alcohol-specific-deaths-northern-ireland-socio-demographic-analyses
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/alcohol-specific-deaths-northern-ireland-socio-demographic-analyses
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/profiling-suicide-drug-and-alcohol-deaths-northern-ireland
https://adr2020.shinyapps.io/Air_Pollution_Dashboard_for_Northern_Ireland/
https://adr2020.shinyapps.io/Air_Pollution_Dashboard_for_Northern_Ireland/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1570677X24000698?via%3Dihub
https://www.rcp.ac.uk/our-policy-and-campaigns/policy-documents/a-breath-of-fresh-air-responding-to-the-health-challenges-of-modern-air-pollution/
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/covid-19-related-deaths/covid-19-deaths-and-equality
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20 Years in Numbers 
Over the past 20 years, NILS has supported a growing community of researchers and generated
new evidence to inform policy and improve lives across Northern Ireland and beyond.

RESEARCH PROJECTS SUPPORTED

150
78 32 40
NILS NILS DLPs NIMS

PUBLICATIONS AND OUTPUTS

Journal
publications139 Reports92 295 Presentations

138 Abstracts 34 Posters 6 Blogs

DATA OUTPUTS

7,928
Intermediate
Outputs

748
Final 
Outputs

PEOPLE

254
Researchers

19including

PhD
students

NUMBER OF RESEARCHER BOOKINGS TO ACCESS THE TRUSTED RESEARCH
ENVIRONMENT AT NISRA

Thank you to everyone who has contributed to the success of NILS over the last
two decades. The next chapter is already underway..



Time  Sessions 

09:00 – 09:30  Arrival and registration 

09:30 – 10:45 
Session 1: Development, Growth and Capacity

Building of NILS (Panel & talks)

10:45 – 11:15  Coffee break 

11:15 – 12:30  Session 2: Key Highlights of research from NILS

12:30 – 13:30  Lunch 

13:30 – 14:45 
Session 3: NILS outside Academia 

(Engagement & Impact)

14:45 – 15:00  Session 4: Looking to the Future 

15:00 – 15:30   Coffee and networking 
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	Foreword
	It is both a privilege and a pleasure to write this foreword as Director of the Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study (NILS) during its twentieth anniversary year.
	Taking on the role of Director this year has been both an honour and a challenge. In doing so, I have followed my colleague, mentor and friend, Professor Ian Shuttleworth, whose guidance and commitment to NILS have helped shape both the study and my own journey within it. Having worked closely with Ian over the past seven years, I have benefited enormously from his support and friendship, and stepping into this role has given me an even greater appreciation of the dedication, expertise, and collaboration that have underpinned NILS since its inception.
	My own journey with NILS began seven years ago, and during that time I have witnessed remarkable growth and development. New data linkages, innovative research projects, and an expanding community of researchers have continually demonstrated the value of NILS in helping us understand the changing population, society, and places of Northern Ireland. Looking back, it is extraordinary to consider the foresight of those who established NILS twenty years ago. At a time when the future possibilities could only be imagined, they created a resource that has become an invaluable asset for research and evidence-informed policymaking in Northern Ireland and beyond. As we look towards Census 2031 and the next phase of NILS, it is clear that this same foresight remains essential. Ensuring that Northern Ireland continues to invest in high-quality longitudinal data infrastructure is critical if we are to understand the long-term consequences of the profound societal changes of recent decades, including Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, the cost-of-living crisis, and periods of political instability. Only through sustained investment in data and research can we fully assess how these events shape the lives, opportunities, health, and wellbeing of individuals, families, and communities over time.
	This anniversary also provides an opportunity to acknowledge the partnerships that underpin NILS. In particular, I would like to thank Peter Wilgar and his team, whose support and collaboration on the NISRA side have been invaluable. The close working relationship between Queen's University Belfast and NISRA remains one of the defining strengths of NILS and has been central to its success over the past two decades. It is a partnership built on trust, shared ambition, and a commitment to producing high-quality research that makes a difference.
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	I am also deeply grateful to my fellow QUB co-investigators, the NISRA Research Support Unit team, our researchers and users, our colleagues across the UK who lead and support the Scottish Longitudinal Study (SLS) and the ONS Longitudinal Study (ONS-LS), and the many data owners whose willingness to provide data for research purposes makes this work possible. Together, they have built a dedicated and collaborative research community committed to generating knowledge that benefits society. I would also like to acknowledge the continued support of our funders, the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and the Health and Social Care Research and Development Division (HSC R&D), whose long-standing investment has enabled NILS to develop into the research infrastructure it is today.
	As we celebrate twenty years of NILS, we can also look to the future with optimism. The study continues to evolve, creating new opportunities to address pressing societal challenges and inform policy. With Census 2031 on the horizon, there is great excitement about the prospect of extending the NILS resource by a further decade. Building on data that already stretch back to 1991, this next phase will create further opportunities to understand long-term demographic, social, economic, and health trajectories across Northern Ireland. The ability to follow individuals and communities over four decades will provide an invaluable evidence base for researchers and policymakers alike.
	I am particularly excited by our growing engagement with non-academic communities. While NILS is rightly recognised as a world-leading research resource, its greatest value lies in helping us better understand the lives and experiences of the people behind the data. By working more closely with policymakers, practitioners, community organisations, and the wider public, we can ensure that our research remains relevant, impactful, and connected to the issues that matter most to the people of Northern Ireland. Importantly, the future of NILS is not only about expanding the data we hold, but also about broadening who can use it. Behind the scenes, considerable effort has gone into making NILS more accessible to researchers. Through secure trusted research environments, researchers based elsewhere in the UK can now access NILS remotely, opening the door to new collaborations and ensuring that this unique resource can be used by the widest possible research community. This is a significant step in maximising the scientific, societal, and policy value of the study.
	As we mark this important milestone, we celebrate not only twenty years of research but also twenty years of collaboration, innovation, and shared endeavour. Most importantly, we recognise the vision of those who established NILS and laid the foundations for everything that has followed. I have no doubt that NILS will continue to generate insight, impact, and opportunities for decades to come.


	Dr. Estelle Lowry
	Director, Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study
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	Introduction
	The Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study (NILS), alongside the Office for National Statistics Longitudinal Study (ONS-LS) of England and Wales and the Scottish Longitudinal Study (SLS) is one of three key UK data resources based on the linkage of census and administrative records.
	Anniversaries are a time to look back as well as forward. As the NILS / NIMS turns twenty years old, a mature dataset now by any standards, our twentieth anniversary offers us a chance to survey its path from its first stirrings in the early 2000s to the present day. The dataset has grown incrementally from its start when the 2001 Census was first linked to the Health Card spine, through the linkage of the 1991 and 2011 Censuses (and partial 1981 data), to the 2020s when 2021 Census data was added along with the continuous updating of vital events data. From its small start its temporal reach extends over at least 30 years and its research value has grown rapidly as more data have been rapidly in a way that was hard to imagine back in 2006. As you will see in our anniversary booklet the NILS / NIMS data infrastructure has supported 150 projects, shaped careers, set the foundations for administrative data research, and enabled in-depth and close-up looks at Northern Ireland and its society during a period of rapid change that would have been impossible with these data.
	Yet, despite these massive changes, and looking back to our 10th anniversary booklet, some things remain constant in our plans for the future; to link more data (we are avidly imagining the 2031 Census), expanding the user base (now with our hopes for the introduction in the near future of remote access), and increasing the social relevance and reach of NILS- / NIMS-based research (with a specialised impact function supported by the ESRC in the current funding cycle).  We document and explore how the NILS / NIMS have developed through the booklet’s five sections. These sections (Beginnings, Building NILS, New Questions, Capacity & Impact, and the Next 20 Years) show how these aspects and plans are seen by some of the people who were closely involved in the NILS/ NIMS and who shaped it. It would be invidious, however, to single only them out. The NILS / NIMS has always been a communal effort and it is to the wider community that we owe thanks and to whom we look to support the NILS / NIMS into the 2030s.
	Full-length testimonials can be read on our website (https://nils.ac.uk/) or scan the QR:
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	PART ONE: THE BEGINNING
	Prof. David Martin
	Emeritus Professor of Geography, University of Southampton
	From 2002-12 I was the Director of the Economic and Social Research Council’s Census Programme and in 2007 a member of the commissioning panel for the first round of external project applications to the NILS. The NILS was one of the most exciting mid-decade data developments, alongside the SLS, both initiated with local funding. NILS owed its existence especially to the efforts of the late Dermot O’Reilly working with NISRA. Why was my 2007-2012 “NILS era” so exciting? I guess it is an inextricable mix of the unique study design, many visits to Belfast, some memorable meetings, the chance to become part of some NILS research projects, and the establishment of friendships that have continued to be renewed at intervals – much like a good longitudinal study.


	Dr David Marshall
	Chief Electoral Officer,The Electoral Office for Northern Ireland
	Looking back, I feel privileged to have played my part in setting up the Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study.
	The Study and its sister study the Mortality Study created a means to understand our people’s lives. Turning that into reality depended on commitment and cooperation of people across a lot of organisations. Twenty years on, it is a pleasure to reflect on and remember all those people.
	Lastly, investing in data helps us understand our population and provides evidence for better public policy - the Study should retain this as its central focus.
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	In memory of


	Prof. Dermot O’Reilly
	Co-director, Administrative Data Research Centre - Northern Ireland
	Over the past 20 years, NILS has become an invaluable resource for research in Northern Ireland, enabling researchers to explore a wide range of issues, from population health and inequalities to migration, employment and social change.
	For ADRC NI, NILS has been an important part of our research, helping us understand the issues affecting people across Northern Ireland and providing evidence that can inform policy and practice.
	As we celebrate this milestone, we also remember Professor Dermot O’Reilly, whose vision and determination were instrumental in establishing NILS and advancing administrative data research in Northern Ireland. His contribution continues to be reflected in the research that NILS makes possible.
	We would like to congratulate everyone who has contributed to NILS over the past two decades. Its continued success is a testament to the dedication of those involved, and we look forward to seeing the valuable research it will support in the years ahead.


	Mr Alan Harbinson
	Head of the Honest Broker Service, Business Services Organisation
	For as long as I have been involved with the Honest Broker Service (HBS), our team has supported the linkage of health data to the Northern Ireland Longitudinal. NILS was already an established and respected resource when HBS emerged in 2014 and in many ways, influenced our development. Over the years we regularly share knowledge on areas such as the impact of legislative change, researcher accreditation, disclosure control, privacy preserving linkage methods and best practice in managing trusted research environments. By linking health information with Census data, researchers can explore the important role that factors such as education, housing, employment and ethnicity play in shaping health outcomes. In another 20 years, I hope NILS continues to unlock new insights and that routine linkages to health data to enable research will become easier.
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	PART TWO: BUILDING NILS
	Mrs Máire Brolly
	Statistician, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)
	Back in 2004, I jumped at the chance to help build NILS and NIMS. Having worked across Census, population, GP registration and vital statistics, and with experience of data matching, I wanted to be involved from the start.
	My role was to help turn the vision from Dr David Marshall and others into a dataset researchers could use and build on.
	I have great memories of that initial team (Andrew Kerr and Mary McGrady). It was new territory and we learned as we went. There were challenges too, from needing legislation to fingerprint readers disrupted by hair gel!
	For 14 years I worked on various aspects of the NILS with many very dedicated staff. I’m proud of being part of the NILS journey and what we all achieved. It is also great to see how the methods developed through NILS has helped pave the way for the wider use of linked admin data.


	Mrs Catherine McLoughlin
	NILS Research Support Unit (RSU), Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)
	It has been rewarding to see NILS continue to develop over the years, from the addition of Census 2021 data to new ways of supporting researchers and expanding access to the study. Seeing what can be achieved through collaboration and a shared commitment to developing the resource has been one of the most rewarding aspects of being involved with NILS.
	In another 20 years, I hope NILS is still opening up new opportunities for research and helping us understand more about the society we live in.
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	Dr Nicola Armstrong
	Senior R&D Programme Manager, HSC R&D Division, Public Health Agency
	Having supported the NILS since its inception, it is remarkable to reflect on its journey from an ambitious idea to an important research resource. HSC R&D Division supported the creation of the infrastructure and has continued to invest in its maintenance, development and extension. This sustained commitment reflected our belief in the potential of linked administrative data to address important questions about the health, wellbeing and circumstances of the Northern Ireland population. Those early investments were about much more than creating a database. They helped to build research skills and capacity, foster collaboration, and establish a trusted environment for data for public benefit. As it enters its third decade, my hope is that it will continue to evolve, connect and innovate, helping Northern Ireland’s population to thrive for many years to come.


	Mrs Orla Bateson
	Senior Statistician, The Executive Office
	I worked on the Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study from 2015 to 2022. NILS was already well established, so my focus was on building on those strong foundations and helping to make it an even better resource for research and public policy. But when I look back, what I value most is the people. A particular highlight for myself and my colleague Catherine was working with Ian and Estelle. We had a genuinely collaborative approach, with conversations over coffee, plenty of humour and, over the years, friendship. That made developing the NILS together both rewarding and enjoyable. I am proud of what we achieved, but equally grateful for the friendships that came with it.
	In another 20 years, I hope NILS continues to evolve, while keeping the collaboration and relationships that have always been at the heart of its success.
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	PART THREE: NEW QUESTIONS
	Prof. Ian Shuttleworth
	Deputy Director, NILS
	As someone who 20 years ago was fairly experienced in using aggregate Census data, the advent of the NILS was a refreshing tonic that helped to generate new research directions. Here were individual-level data that not only had a bigger sampling fraction than other Census data products like the Sample of Anonymised Records but that was also longitudinal and available for use in Belfast! In its first iteration it consisted of the 2001 Census linked to health card records that recorded subsequent vital events and address changes - and with this it was already possible to answer questions about who was moving where, as Northern Ireland transitioned to peace. The next twenty years have seen the linkage of other Censuses and administrative data thereby boosting the NILS’ research power so that it is now, as I heard it described, ‘a laboratory for the social sciences’. Future data linkages in the next twenty can only increase its research value and maximise its temporal depth even further.


	Prof. Paul Barr
	Vice-Chair, The Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy & Clinical Practice
	Working with the NILS has had a lasting influence on the researcher I am today. Between 2009 and 2010, I spent time as a researcher working with Ian Shuttleworth. I had corrections to finish on my PhD – I needed a job. I came across a position in the School of Geography at QUB, a far cry from the Centre of Excellence for Public Health, where I had been based. I discovered that Ian led innovative work exploring how migration and segregation could account for significant variation in population health outcomes. I am incredibly grateful for the time I spent working with Ian and with the NILS data. It shaped me both professionally and personally. Many of the lessons I learned from working with such a large, complex dataset are ones I still draw on today. As NILS celebrates 20 years, I hope my story reflects just one of the countless ways this remarkable resource has supported and shaped researchers in their careers.
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	Prof. Tony Champion
	Emeritus Professor of Population Geography, Newcastle University
	Congratulations to NILS on its 20th birthday! While it is the youngest of the UK’s census-based longitudinal studies (LS) and has the shortest time span of records, it is the most useful for my area of research interest, namely residential mobility and migration. Unlike the ONS’s LS, which contains only the decennial census data on usual residence and address one year ago and the Scottish LS, which updates addresses between censuses on an annual basis, NILS manages to do this on a six-monthly basis using health card records. This is extremely valuable for studying the frequency of address changes and identifying the types of individuals involved in multiple moves. NILS also has by far the highest sampling fraction of the three, allowing richer insights into smaller population groups as well as greater spatial granularity.
	Working with NILS is always a pleasure and special thanks to Ian Shuttleworth and Brian Foley who have done all the heavy lifting in terms of data extraction and processing for our projects. Keep up the good work!


	Ms Nicole Edgar-Fitzsimons
	Deputy Principal Statistician, Department for Infrastructure, Northern Ireland
	My involvement with NILS began during my final year as an undergraduate sociology student, when I became the first undergraduate student to use the dataset for a dissertation project. Looking back, it was an opportunity that changed everything for me. Having access to such a rich and complex longitudinal dataset was both exciting and challenging. It pushed me to develop new analytical and research skills, helped me build confidence in working with large datasets, and showed me how robust evidence can answer important questions about society. Don't be afraid to pursue a research question that feels ambitious or challenging. Working with NILS can lead to excellent studies and valuable insights, but just as importantly, it can help you discover a new confidence in your own abilities.
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	PART FOUR: CAPACITY & IMPACT
	Dr John Moriarty
	NILS Co-Investigator 2017-2022; The Grief Study (2012-2014); Education and Social Mobility (2014-2020)
	Before being hired to work on a project using the Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study, I had never really thought about what a detailed survey the Northern Ireland Census is. Every ten years, countless person hours go into creating a highly granular picture of the lives our citizens lead, particularly their health status.
	When I moved on to teaching social science statistics, I was keen to make students aware of the richness and scale of that information, and to encourage them to make use of that resource. I was proud to supervise the first undergraduate dissertation to avail of the special student extract of the NILS, investigating connections between housing tenure and mental health. In another twenty years, I hope many more talented students will have launched their careers using NILS.


	Dr Stefanie Doebler
	Senior Lecturer in Social Statistics and Sociology, Lancaster University
	My first acquaintance with the NILS was in 2014, when I began my post-doc at Queen’s University Belfast. As an early-career sociologist of religion and ageing, I was comfortable with surveys but had limited knowledge of other population data. The NILS opened a world of longitudinal and neighbourhood-level research, covering an impressive 28% of Northern Ireland’s population. Its many applications in Health, Social Sciences, Human Geography are amazing. As a NILS research fellow, I helped with NILS user engagement, capacity building, and knowledge exchange. Ian and I ran NILS engagement sessions for policy researchers, non-academic and academic analysts, and facilitated the vibrant NILS User group which meets regularly and enables sharing of research and networking. The NILS career support has been fantastic and has definitely helped my own career development.
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	Dr Myles Gould
	Associate Professor & Director of Research and Innovation, School of Geography, University of Leeds
	I’m very privileged to have worked in the secure setting undertaking several NILS analyses collaborating with many and being facilitated by NILS-RSU staff. Using this very rich microdata with unprecedented sampling fraction we have been able to explore several socioeconomic phenomena pertinent to Northern Ireland’s history of division. These have included: residential segregation, mobility, changing health, housing status, and birth month and education outcomes. Some of this research has involved teasing out compositional (individual) and contextual (small area) variations using multilevel modelling. I’ve also really enjoyed sharing my experience of this technique and MLwiN during provision of training courses for NILS users. In another 20 years, I hope NILS will continue to go from strength to strength and that linkage with the 2041 Census might show less division.


	Mr John Hughes
	Government Researcher, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)
	I have used NILS to explore questions not answerable through cross-sectional data alone. NILS’ ability to link records over time helps us understand how people's lives and outcomes change.
	My research on employment transitions between 2011 and 2021 examined how health and caring responsibilities influenced movements into and out of employment. The findings informed discussions with the Department for the Economy and Department for Communities. Crucially, engagement with senior policy leads generated NILS research questions on economic inactivity, health, caring, area inequalities and outcomes for specific population groups. By demonstrating the value of linked data, this work has built capacity, stimulated research and strengthened evidence-informed policymaking. In another 20 years, I hope NILS will continue to expand its data linkages and contribution to evidence-informed policy across Northern Ireland Government Departments.
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	PART FIVE: THE NEXT 20 YEARS
	Dr Estelle Lowry
	Director, NILS
	Looking to the future of NILS, I feel incredibly fortunate to have spent the past seven years working with such a unique and valuable resource. During that time, it has provided countless opportunities for collaboration, learning, and professional growth, while also allowing me to build lasting friendships with colleagues across academia, government, and the wider research community. What continues to excite me most is the enormous potential of the dataset to answer important questions about the lives and experiences of people in Northern Ireland. In particular, I am enthusiastic about the growing engagement with non-academic communities, which helps ensure that we understand the people behind the numbers and that our research delivers meaningful real-world impact.


	Mrs Catherine Pope
	PhD researcher, School of Natural and Built Environment, Queen’s University Belfast
	Discovering NILS was a pivotal moment in my academic journey. It helped me realise that I was not only a Human Geographer but also an aspiring Population Geographer. As an undergraduate Geography student at Queen’s University Belfast, I was uncertain about where my degree might lead. However, after being introduced to the work of the NILS, I was inspired to pursue a summer internship to learn more about the NILS. That experience sparked an interest that has continued to shape my career. From studying deprivation in Northern Ireland during my undergraduate dissertation to exploring how church buildings can better support vulnerable communities in my master's thesis, I was naturally drawn to a PhD examining the intergenerational transmission of deprivation using the NILS. Now in the second year of that PhD, it has been a privilege to work with such a rich resource and the dedicated people behind it. Looking ahead, I hope that in another twenty years the NILS will continue to provide researchers with invaluable insights into the lived experiences of Northern Ireland's population, informing evidence-based decisions that create meaningful social impact.
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	Dr Neil Rowland
	Senior Research Fellow, ADRC-NI, Queen’s University Belfast
	The NILS has been central to my development from a postgraduate researcher to my current position as a senior researcher at Queen’s Business School. During my 10 years as a NILS user, I have had the opportunity to work alongside many talented researchers on 8 NILS research projects, covering a diverse range of research questions but all seeking to better understand Northern Ireland’s population and economic and social landscape. This has provided me with many opportunities to engage beyond academia on societal issues such as how our environment affects our health. In another 20 years, I hope NILS will have been developed to offer even greater potential for researchers grappling with a new set of research questions


	Mr Peter Wilgar
	Joint Head of Research Support Unit (RSU), Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)
	“Success will ultimately be measured not by the dataset itself, but by the evidence, insights and policy improvements that it enables”
	For the last four years, I have had the privilege of managing the NILS within NISRA. During that time, my focus has been on making NILS more accessible and efficient for researchers while maintaining the highest standards of data security and confidentiality.
	Working with colleagues across NISRA and the research community, we have introduced a new user guide, developed an online application platform, and strengthened governance arrangements for distinct linkage projects. Most notably, we enabled remote access to NILS for accredited researchers across the UK for the first time, significantly expanding opportunities for research using this unique resource.
	In another 20 years, I hope NILS continues to be recognised as one of Northern Ireland's most important research assets, combining trusted data, innovative linkage opportunities and accessible services to deliver even greater public benefit.
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	Evidence into Action
	Linked data research using NILS and NIMS has helped address important societal challenges, providing evidence to inform policy and practice in Northern Ireland.
	SUICIDE, DRUG AND ALCOHOL MORTALITY
	NIMS
	Mr John Hughes, NISRA

	AIR POLLUTION AND HEALTH
	NILS
	Dr Neil Rowland, Queen’s University Belfast

	COVID-19 DEATHS AND EQUALITY
	NIMS
	Mr John Hughes, NISRA
	These are just a few examples of how research using NILS and NIMS has made a difference. There are many more stories to tell!
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	20 Years in Numbers
	RESEARCH PROJECTS SUPPORTED


	150
	NILS
	NILS DLPs

	NIMS
	PUBLICATIONS AND OUTPUTS
	139
	295
	138
	DATA OUTPUTS

	7,928
	Intermediate Outputs

	748
	Final
	Outputs
	PEOPLE

	254
	Researchers
	PhD students
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