
Brief Welcome SWDTP Deputy Director, Angeline Barrett
Short introduction to SafePods and the SafePod Network: what they enable, and 
which datasets can be accessed, Chris Playford, University of Exeter
Example research projects enabled by the SafePods
– Helen Simpson, Economics, University of Bristol
– Alexey Bessudnov, Sociology, University of Exeter

Practicalities
- Applying to access datasets, Chris Playford 
- Practicalities of using a SafePod, Zosia Beckles

Q&A Moderated by Angeline Barrett
(Speakers also be joined by Darren Lightfoot from the SafePod Network)
Feedback/follow-up sessions survey

Accessing Administrative and Sensitive Datasets 
through SafePods

The SafePod Network is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), which is part of UKRI



SafePod Network

Providing secure access to administrative and sensitive 
data for research across the UK.



Administrative Data

Data collected by government agencies for the purposes of registration, 
transaction and record keeping (Elias, 2014)

Some administrative datasets have been linked to survey data
https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/get-data/key-data/administrative-data

Administrative Data Research UK - https://www.adruk.org/

Example: SCADR (Scotland) - https://www.scadr.ac.uk/

https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/get-data/key-data/administrative-data
https://www.adruk.org/
https://www.scadr.ac.uk/


Why do we need a safe setting?

• Most UK survey data is available from the UK Data Service (UKDS)
• The majority of datasets are available for download

• Where survey data have been linked to administrative records, this can often be 
accessed via the UKDS Secure Lab (Virtual Desktop)

• Much administrative data are personally sensitive, or potentially disclosive of 
individuals

• These datasets are not held by the UK Data Service but by government agencies or the 
National Health Service

• Their primary purpose is not research
• These can be accessed for research purposes if it has been anonymised and it is deemed to 

be in the public interest
See https://www.adruk.org/our-mission/administrative-data/

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/
https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/use-data/secure-lab.aspx
https://www.adruk.org/our-mission/administrative-data/


Why do we need a safe setting?

Controlled 
physical 
location

See https://www.adruk.org/our-mission/ethics-responsibility/

https://www.adruk.org/our-mission/ethics-responsibility/


About the SafePod Network (SPN)

The SPN is the first service in the world to provide a network of standardised 
safe settings for secure access to administrative and sensitive datasets.  The 

SPN:

• Encourages research: The geographical, time and cost barriers associated 
with a researcher attending a dedicated safe setting are removed.

• Improves dataset access: Data Centres can start or widen access to their 
sensitive datasets for research by using SafePods across the UK.

• Provides flexibility: Access to different Data Centre's datasets is available 
from the same SafePod.

• Enables dataset provision: The costly and complex barrier for a Data Centre 
to set up and manage their own safe settings is removed.



About the SafePod Network

The SPN is managed by the Scottish 
Centre for Administrative Data Research.

The SPN is part of the ADR UK programme.

The SPN is funded by the Economic and 
Social Research Council.



About the SafePod Network

.

.

The SPN provides the following: 

• A network of SafePods based across the UK.

• A website to book SafePods and provide information about the SPN. 

• Policies and procedures for the management and operation of SafePods.

• An IT system to provide secure remote access to research datasets.

• A CCTV service to enable Data Centres to monitor activity within a SafePod.

• A User Support Service to assist stakeholders with SPN enquiries.

• An Advisory Board to steer the long term objectives of the SPN.



What is a SafePod?

A SafePod is a small prefabricated 
safe setting that can provide 
remote access to sensitive or 
confidential datasets for research 
purposes from participating Data 
Centres across the UK.





SafePod security controls and features

• Swipe card access.
• CCTV system.
• Separate secure area for storage of IT systems for dataset access.
• Height adjustable desk.
• Wheelchair accessibility.
• Ventilation system.
• Adjustable lighting.
• Emergency and fire alarm.



Data Centres joining 
the SPN
At launch the following Data Centres will 
join the SPN:
• UK Data Service (access to their datasets 

held in their Secure Lab)
• Office for National Statistics (access to 

their Secure Research Service datasets)
• SAIL Databank
• ADR UK (linked datasets created through 

the programme)

The SPN will also work with other Data 
Centres once the service is established.



What datasets are available?

See: 
https://www.adruk.org/our-data/

The SRS Data Catalogue is a 
spreadsheet on this page

Plus the National Pupil Database

Work in progress…

https://www.adruk.org/our-data/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-pupil-database


Example: 
Linked Ministry of Justice data

See: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/ministry-of-justice-data-first

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/ministry-of-justice-data-first


Access to datasets from 
a SafePod
• No datasets need to be held inside a 

SafePod.
• Access is provided through a secure 

VPN from a SafePod that connects 
to a researcher’s chosen Data 
Centre.

• Universities can also use SafePods 
for their own local confidential 
work.



SafePod locations

• 7 SafePods installed so far including the 
Universities of Bath, Exeter and Bristol.

• 25 SafePods expected to be installed.

• SafePods being installed at one per 
month.

• All SafePods installed by 2022.



Further information

Darren Lightfoot
01334 463901
safepodnetwork@st-andrews.ac.uk

www.safepodnetwork.ac.uk

Twitter: @safepodnetwork



Applying to access datasets 



Administrative Data Research UK (ADR UK)

See: https://www.adruk.org/about-us/about-adr-uk/

https://www.adruk.org/about-us/about-adr-uk/


Application Route

“Each ADR UK national 
partnership, as well as the Office 
for National Statistics (ONS), has a 
dedicated secure service through 
which approved researchers can 
access de-identified administrative 
data.” 

See: 
https://www.adruk.org/our-
data/our-data-services/

https://www.adruk.org/our-data/our-data-services/


Examples

• England
• Office for National Statistics

• Northern Ireland
• Administrative Data Research NI

• Scotland
• Scottish Centre for Administrative Data Research (SCADR)

• Wales
• SAIL Databank (ADR Wales)



ONS Application Steps

1. Application to ONS for fully accredited researcher status (section 4)
• Successful completion of a Safe Researcher training course

2. Application for ONS Research project accreditation (section 5)
• Either through submission of form or:
• Via Research Accreditation Service
• This is then vetted by the Research Accreditation Panel who meet 5 times a year

https://researchaccreditationservice.ons.gov.uk/ons/ONS_homepage.ofml
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/digitaleconomyact-research-statistics/research-accreditation-panel/


https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/approvedresearcherscheme

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/approvedresearcherscheme


Example: National Pupil Database

See:
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/
how-to-access-department-
for-education-dfe-data-
extracts

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-access-department-for-education-dfe-data-extracts


ADR Northern Ireland
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/support/research-support/administrative-data-research-northern-ireland-adr-ni

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/support/research-support/administrative-data-research-northern-ireland-adr-ni


Scottish Centre for Administrative Data Research (SCADR)
https://www.scadr.ac.uk/

https://www.scadr.ac.uk/


SAIL Databank (ADR Wales)
https://saildatabank.com/saildata/sail-datasets/

https://saildatabank.com/saildata/sail-datasets/


Where can I physically access datasets?

“Access to the SRS is through a safe setting. Safe settings may be:
• in safe rooms on ONS sites
• in safe rooms on other certified sites
• or through an organisation which has an Assured Organisational Connectivity Agreement 

with ONS and which maintains a current certification”

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/approvedresearcherscheme#accessing-the-secure-research-service-srs

“Data owners may determine how Secure Research Service (SRS) access is permitted. Where 
access to the SRS is restricted to safe rooms only, the researcher will need to book a terminal 
at one of our safe rooms or a safe setting provided by another approved organisation.”

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/approvedresearcherscheme#safe-setting-access

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/approvedresearcherscheme#accessing-the-secure-research-service-srs
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/statistics/requestingstatistics/approvedresearcherscheme#safe-setting-access


SafePod Network website (coming soon)



Using a SafePod
Zosia Beckles

Research Information Analyst

University of Bristol Library Services



Local SafePod provision

▪ University of Bristol

▪ University of Exeter

▪ University of Bath (TBC)

Full list of locations at 
safepodnetwork.ac.uk

https://safepodnetwork.ac.uk/


View all SafePod locations at safepodnetwork.ac.uk/safepod

https://safepodnetwork.ac.uk/safepod/


Individual SafePod information

▪ Booking form

▪ Local access information

▪ Contact information

Bristol SafePod: 
safepodnetwork.ac.uk/safepod-detail

https://safepodnetwork.ac.uk/safepod-detail/?safepodaction=booking%3Asafepod&spl_id=94539376-B7C8-4BD9-857E4B02606BED0A


Booking pre-requisites

Researchers must:

▪ have a project with a SafePod Network (SPN) approved Data 
Centre

▪ be registered with the SPN and have passed the training 
questionnaire

▪ hold a valid passport or driving licence



Booking form (1/3)



Booking form (2/3)



Booking form (3/3)



SafePod booking and use process

Booking 
received

• Booking date(s) and times, details of meeting point, local access arrangements and 
Covid-safe working arrangements confirmed with researcher

On arrival

• Start of session checklist and researcher induction completed with SafePod Coordinator

• Access card and contact information for SafePod Coordinator issued to researcher

SafePod 
session

• Researcher enters SafePod with any approved material(s) and accesses required 
dataset(s)

End of 
session

• End of session checklist completed with SafePod Coordinator

• Access card returned to SafePod Coordinator



SafePod conditions of use

Identification
– Researchers must bring photo identification (valid driving licence or passport) to every 

SafePod session

Supplementary items
– By default, no items may be taken into the SafePod
– Exceptions for books, manuals, writing materials, mobile phones, etc. may be agreed with 

the Data Centre in advance, at the time of booking

Timing/number of bookings
– Bookings can be made in full- and half-day increments
– Total number of bookings made by a single researcher in a rolling 3-month period may be 

capped if demand is high. Priority will be given to research projects that are deemed critical 
for public benefit research 



Further information

SafePod Network

https://safepodnetwork.ac.uk/

University of Bristol SafePod

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/staff/researchers/data/safepod/

https://safepodnetwork.ac.uk/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/staff/researchers/data/safepod/


Working with secure data

Alexey Bessudnov (University of Exeter)

March 16, 2021



Projects completed and in progress

I Working with the National Pupil Database (Department for
Education)

I 2016-18: the ESRC Secondary Data Analysis grant on the
academisation of English schools and educational trajectories of
people with SEN

I 2018 – present: working with the NPD data to study ethnic
inequalities in English schools

I Liu, Y., A.Bessudnov, A.Black, and B.Norwich. (2020).
“School autonomy and educational inclusion of children with
special needs: Evidence from England”. British Educational
Research Journal 46 (3): 532-552.



Three ways to work with secure data

I Physical secure lab (in our case, at WISERD in Cardiff)
I Remote access via ONS secure service
I SafePod



Training

I In all cases you will need to complete training provided via the
ONS, UKDS or ADR



Physical lab

I Often need to commute
I No access to the internet, mobile phone etc.



Remote access via the ONS service

I Requires an organisational agreement with the ONS
I Providing certain conditions are met, data can be accessed

from your office
I I have no direct experience with SafePod



Statistical output control

I In all cases, your output will need to be reviewed before it can
be released and used. This will take some time



NPD application procedure

I You will need to apply to the Department for Education for
data access. The application process may easily take several
months

I There will be further communication and paperwok between
the DfE and the data access provider (ONS or ADRN)

I In both cases, the process of obtaining data access has taken
us over 9 months

I With other data sets, the experience can be different



Research using Secure Data

Helen Simpson
School of Economics, University of Bristol

Director, Centre for Evidence-based Public Services

helen.simpson@bristol.ac.uk

This presentation uses data produced by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and supplied by the UK Data Service Secure Lab. The

data are Crown Copyright and reproduced with the permission of the controller of HMSO and Queen’s Printer for Scotland. The use of

the data in this work does not imply the endorsement of ONS or the UK Data Service at the UK Data Archive in relation to the

interpretation or analysis of the data. This work uses research datasets which may not exactly reproduce National Statistics aggregates.



Why use the SafePod?

• Developing expertise in unique, difficult to use data

– Enable you to answer new questions…or old questions in a better way

– Makes your research novel

– Can be painfully slow…but sat in that room you will get stuff done!

– Helpful for building a career



UK Data Service Secure Lab

• In the beginning…..I went to the ONS in Newport…..

• Then along came the Secure Lab

https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/get-data/how-to-access/accesssecurelab

Plant / Firm-level data (linking via Inter-Departmental Business Register)

– Business Structure Database

– Annual Business Inquiry / Annual Respondents Database

– Micro-Foreign Direct Investment and trade data

– Establishment-level data on R&D expenditure

Ability to combine with your own data

• Three examples…..

https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/get-data/how-to-access/accesssecurelab


Example 1: “Do firms locate their R&D facilities close to (high-quality) 
university research departments?”

• Clustering of innovative firms

• Establishment-level data on the population of R&D establishments

• Combined with data from the RAE (REF predecessor!) rating the quality of 
university research departments

• Link product for which the R&D is being conducted to relevant university 
research fields

Pharmaceuticals → biology, chemistry, medicine

Abramovsky, Harrison and Simpson (2007) “University Research and the Location of business R&D” 
Economic Journal



Distribution R&D establishments

Source: Abramovsky, Harrison and Simpson (2007)

Distribution 5 and 5* departments



Example 2: “How does investment in low-wage economies abroad affect 
firms’ home-country operations?”

• Combine data on population of UK plants with firm data on outward foreign 
direct investment

• Use within-firm, plant-level data to ask:

Is outward investment in relatively low-wage economies associated with plant 
closures at home in low-skill, labour-intensive industries?

Simpson (2012) “Investment abroad and adjustment at home: evidence from UK multinational firms” 
Canadian Journal of Economics.



Probability of exit: by ownership type, and industry skill intensity

Source: author’s calculations using ARD plant population and AFDI data (source: ONS)



Example 3: “Does the introduction of High Speed Rail deliver economic 
benefits to affected locations?”

• Examine introduction of High Speed Rail 1 commuter service in Kent in the UK 

• Spatial data on changes in commuting times into the City of London

→

• Combine with house price data and Census data to examine household 
responses

• Combine with ONS business data to establish that plant productivity, wages 
etc. increase with time proximity to London

• Next – use secure version of ASHE to look at residence & job moves

• Would like to use the SafePod to combine with secure data from CDRC on 
ticket sales

https://data.cdrc.ac.uk/


Changes in commuting time
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