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Data without metadata
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What is metadata?

• Quite simply, metadata is data that defines or describes other data

• Metadata helps explain and understand the data or values being 

presented.

The African Charter for Statistics: 

“the range of information, generally textual, that fosters 

understanding of the context in which statistical data have been 

collected, processed and analyzed with the objective of 

creating statistical information …”



Why does metadata make a difference?



Metadata in migration statistics

“There are 132,493 foreign residents in Maldives.”

With metadata:

• Definition: Foreigners residing in Maldives for one year or more (or 
intending to reside for a year or more)

• Time period: As on September 13, 2022
• Exclusions: Diplomatic staff, tourists
• Data source: Census 2022
• Geographic coverage: 463 islands
• Coverage: ? % 



Hierarchical way of viewing metadata

Information describing the data is more 

detailed as one moves down from the top of 

the pyramid

More detailed

Structural 

metadata
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Structural metadata
Metadata that acts as identifiers and descriptors of data

At the top of the pyramid is 

information essential for 

understanding the data

Needs to explain the ‘basics’ 
of when, where, who and 

what?

In practical terms this means at the least information 

about: the series or indicator, the reference period, 

source, geographic scope, and the unit
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Structural metadata
Metadata that acts as identifiers and descriptors of data



Conceptual reference metadata
Reference metadata that describes the key concepts and definitions

In the middle are explanatory 

notes and descriptive text which 

describe the statistics

In practical terms this means description about: 

definition, key concepts, standards and classifications 

used



Conceptual reference metadata
Reference metadata can include information such as key concepts and definitions 

Definitions

Key concepts

Standards and classification



Detailed reference metadata on methods and quality
Further down the hierarchy of metadata, there is more detailed information 

In practical terms this means 

descriptions of: the process of 

collecting data, calculations, quality 

aspects, limitations, and other detailed 

information.



Detailed reference metadata
How are data collected?

How is the indicator calculated?

What are the limitations?



To summarize:



Data dictionaries

Structured references that define the data in a dataset:

• Variables: Names, descriptions

• Metadata: Information about the variables (structural and reference)

• Relationships: How variables connect



Key components of a data dictionary

• Variable name: Unique identifier for each data element

• Definition: Description of what the variable measures

• Data type: Format of the variable (e.g., text, number, date)

• Units: Measurement units (e.g., age in years)

• Source: Origin of the data (e.g., administrative records, census, survey)

• Coverage: Population or time period the variable pertains to

• Relationships: Specifies how variables are linked across datasets or records

• Allowed values/Validation rules: Defines the permissible values or ranges for each 

variable; codelists



Data dictionary example



Metadata (data dictionaries) essential for data 
integration

• Ensures consistency in variable definitions across datasets

• Helps standardize formats, units, and classifications

• Reduces mismatches and misinterpretations during integration

• Highlights discrepancies in variable definitions or units

• Speeds up the process of linking and harmonizing data sources

• Facilitates inter-agency collaboration

• Provides clear documentation for data users and stakeholders



Recommendations for drafting and compiling metadata

Prepare

metadata that is 
comprehensive 
but not 
overwhelming 
(mandatory fields 
vs. describing 
everything)

Use

standard 
terminology and 
avoid duplication 
(document 
necessary 
variations from 
standards)

Create

descriptions that 
are easy to 
understand for 
different 
stakeholders

Preserve

historical 
metadata e.g. 
changes when 
methods of data 
production 
change

Document

workflows e.g. 
around 
ownership, 
approval, date of 
operation

Include

contact details - 
and ensure 
contact points 
are monitored



Thank you! 

Questions?
Elena de Jesus, UNSD



DATA DICTIONARY PRESENTATIONS
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