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Variable naming convention
In the process of developing a feasible naming scheme for the variables of the GESIS Panel.pop, the specific
data sources while building, operating, and maintaining the mixed-mode access panel had to be considered
(recruitment interviews, profile surveys, different kinds of study designs fielded, studywaves, refreshment sur-
veys, etc.).
The GESIS Panel.pop data is provided as a set of datasets that include all individuals and all collected datasets
from the recruitment phase aswell as the regular open access panelwaves. The recruitment process consists of
two phases: the recruitment interview and the profile interview. The recruitment interview is a CAPI interview
of a representative sample of the German registry, during which respondents are asked whether they agree
to participate in a panel study. This subsample of respondents was invited to the profile survey, which was
conducted by online or paper mode. Respondents who took part in this interview are considered to be mem-
bers of the GESIS Panel.pop study and are invited to participate in the regular bimonthly waves. The content
of these waves is determined by two kinds of studies: external studies (which have been submitted by external
researchers, the so called GESIS Panel.pop Primary Researchers) and internal core studies.
The high complexity of the dataset poses a challenge to the naming of the variables which has to meet certain
requirements: every variable name has to be unique and easy to identify. The two datasets stemming from the
recruitment phase require a naming convention that provides the possibility to identify the recruitment cohort
on the one hand aswell as the indication of the type of interview on the other hand. Also the notion of concepts
in these kinds of interviews is different compared to the regular waves due to the importance of demographic
data and study quality indicators. The regular panel waves consist of the approved external and the internal
core studies. The nature of these external and core studies is different from that of the recruitment process. The
naming convention for this type of data has to indicate the type of study and the wave. Because the conducted
studies are very heterogeneous the notion of concepts is dropped for this type of data. Finally, also variables
which do not change over time, such as e.g. ID variables are included in the cumulative dataset. The naming
convention also has to allow for this third type of variables.
Additionally, variable names have to meet archive standards. Therefore, the variable names are restricted to a
length of 8 tokens (either digits or letters) and cannot differentiate between uppercase and lower case letters.

Detailed description of the naming conventions
Each variable in the dataset is named according to the variable naming convention. The philosophy of this con-
vention is that the variables are numbered consecutively within one wave but are uniquely identifiable within
the cumulative dataset. An important feature of this convention is that variables belonging to the same study
can easily be tracked between waves. The relationship of variables between and within the same study is il-
lustrated in tabular form in the associated incremental codebook. This codebook encompasses all variables
which have been administered within the GESIS Panel.pop.
To sumup, the cumulative dataset contains the following three naming conventions that are discussed inmore
detail below:

1. Panel building and refreshment naming convention

• Variables assessed during recruitment of panelists (and derivatives, such as reversely coded items,
scale-scores computed based on collected items, etc.)

• Variables assessed during the profile survey (and derivatives) …

2. Regular panel waves naming convention:

a) External study variable naming convention

b) GESIS Panel.pop Core study variable naming convention

3. Naming convention for variables which are independent of wave or survey year.
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1. Panel building and refreshment naming convention
As already mentioned, the demands on the variable naming convention for the recruitment process were to
keep the recruitment cohort and the indication of the type of interview either recruitment (1) or profile survey
(2) identifiable. Additionally, it seemed indispensable to reserve one digit for the designation of possible mod-
ifications of the variable. Indicating modified variables in the variable name yields the advantage that once an
alteration has been made to a variable it is obvious at a glance and the changes, which were made to it, are
easily traceable. In case no a-variable is present in the dataset this means the original variable is restricted to
internal use only, mainly due to data privacy issues. To allow a better overview of the distinct types of variables
administered within the panel building/refreshment phase, the variables are classified into different concepts.
Possible concepts may be either of the following and are assigned according to the following rules:
Administrative variables (a) are variables that were not part of the interview but were either generated after-
wards for administrative purposes or were part of variables required to identify respondents and to process
the data. One example is the participation mode of the respondent. All questions that were answered by the
respondents during the interview are classified as either content (c), demography variables (d) or quality (q).
c (content) is used for all variables that are part of the interview. The only exceptions are variables pertain
to demography (d). Variables are assigned the concept d if they are included in the German ”Standardde-
mografie”(Statistisches Bundesamt 2010) or the Mikrozensus. Variables that belong to the concept of quality
(q) are either questions to respondents on their perception of the survey or variables on the quality of the sam-
ple such as contact information and aapor codes. The concept paradata (p) is applicable to variables that ”are
a by-product of the data collection process capturing information about that process”(Durrant/Kreuter 2013:
1). Examples include questions answered by the interviewer or information that were collected via technical
means such as information on time and duration. Questions that were answered by the respondent never are
classified as paradata.
Accordingly, the elements which have to be integrated in the variable name of the recruitment phase are the
following: survey year, cohort, type of interview, concept, variable number, modifications. All that needed in-
formation had to be bundled in order tomeet the requirement of 8 digits. For that reason a naming convention
had to be developed which on the one hand covers all the above stated requirements and on the other hand
considers the longitudinal character of the panel. Thus, it was absolutely necessary to elaborate a far-seeing
scheme which ensures a flawless performance of variable naming in the future of the GESIS Panel.pop.

The variable names for the recruitment phase are built up as follows:

Digits 1 2 3 4 5-7 8
Characters [a-y] [1-9] [1-2] [a-z] [001-999] [a-z]
Meaning [Year] [Cohort] [Type] [Concept] [Variable

Number]
[Modifications]

The respective characters are incremented with every new year, wave, cohort, variable or modification, e.g.
year 2014 is indicated by a ”b”in the beginning and a ”5”at the second position would refer to the 5th cohort
in the survey year. This scheme allows for a timeframe of 25 years (beginning with a standing for 2013 up to y
for 2037) with 9 cohorts per year, 999 variables per wave and 25 possible modifications. The assigned concept
of the variable is easy to detect through the characters a, c, d, p and q. In case a variable has been modified,
thesemodifications are registered in the last digit. According to this, the variable name ”a11d004a”for example
would be interpreted in the following way: this variable was presented in the first survey year (2013) to the first
cohort in the recruitment interview, being a demographic variable at position 004 in the questionnaire without
modifications.

2. Regular panel waves naming convention and differentiation between external
and core studies
The second scheme applies for the external and core studies carried out in the GESIS Panel.pop. External stud-
ies are multitopic studies submitted by external researchers. Core studies contain different studies dealing
with various topics on the one hand, but on the other hand they also encompass information about survey
evaluation items, paradata and dynamic background variables about the panelists. The last-mentioned com-
prise variables such as dwelling, education or occupational status which might change across time. Since the
scheme differentiates between core studies and external studies, it is divided into two subcategories. Themain
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differences between the above explained scheme I and scheme II, which is explained in this section, lie in char-
acters 2 - 4. In the present case, instead of cohorts and type of recruitment, an indication for the wave and the
study identifier is needed.

2.a External Studies

The variable names for external studies are composed of the following information:
Digits 1 2 3+4 5-7 8
Characters [a-y] [a-z] [aa-yz] [001-999] [a-z]
Meaning [Year] [Wave] [Study] [Variable

Number]
[Modifications]

The second digit which is designated for thewave indicator allows up to 26waves per year and digits 3 and 4 for
the study identifier hold thepossibility for an indicationof 650 studies. Thus, variablename”aaaa004a”contains
the following information: this variable was administered in the first wave of survey year 2013, was presented
at position number 4 in the questionnaire and has not beenmodified yet.

2.b Core Studies

With respect to the variablenamingof the core studies, thedeviating elements compared to theexternal studies
are characters 3 and 4. In the present scheme a different naming has been chosen to enable an easy identifica-
tion of the core studies among the external studies.

Digits 1 2 3+4 5-7 8
Characters [a-y] [a-z] [zb-yz] [001-999] [a-z]
Meaning [Year] [Wave] [Core Study] [Variable

Number]
[Modifications]

Thus, the core studies can be easily identified by the characters zb, zc, zd up to zz.

2.c GESIS Panel.pop Studies

Within the core study scheme, three exceptions have beenmade. There are fixed names for three studieswithin
the core studies which are ”za”for GESIS Panel.pop administrative items, ”zq”for the GESIS Study Survey Eval-
uation and ”zp”for the GESIS Study Paradata.

Digits 1 2 3+4 5-7 8
Characters [a-y] [a-z] [za;zq;zp] [001-999] [a-z]
Meaning [Year] [Wave] [GESIS Study] [Variable

Number]
[Modifications]

These twocore studiesare theonly caseswithin the regularwaveswhich, similar tonamingscheme1, contain
concept information (paradata or quality). Another aspect which has to be mentioned is the counting of the
variables in the Core Study Paradata. Generally, variable numbers are running numberswithin onewave. When
it comes to the Survey Evaluation and Paradata Study, these variables have their own consecutive counting,
i.e. even if they are administered at the end of the wave questionnaire, their variable name begins with e.g.
aazq001a.

3. Naming convention for variables, independent of wave or survey year
In addition to the scheme for the recruitment phase, the waves and the core studies, administrative variables
and specific variables which appear independently from waves and year in the dataset, such as the archive
study number or IDs, should also be covered. A different scheme has been developed for this purpose.

Digits 1 2-7 8
Characters [z] [000001-999999] [a-z]
Meaning [Indicator for independent vari-

ables]
[Variable number] [Modifications]

23



For the first digit, the letter ”z”is reserved for these specific variables only so that it is easy to identify them
among the other variables in the cumulative dataset. This is also the reason why the survey year indicator in
the other schemes only ranges between a and y.
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