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Research Data Centres (RDCs)

The RDCs are an initiative by Statistics Canada, SSHRC, and 
university consortia that aims to strengthen Canada's social, 
health, and policy research communities. 

RDCs provide researchers with access to microdata from 
national population surveys conducted by Statistics Canada 
within a secure university setting.  



Example Surveys

Canadian National Health Survey

General Social Time Use Survey

Labour Force Survey

Postsecondary Student Information Survey

Travel Survey of Residents of Canada



Research Data Centres (RDCs)

The RDCs are an initiative by Statistics Canada, SSHRC, and 
university consortia that aims to strengthen Canada's social, 
health, and policy research communities. 

RDCs provide researchers with access to microdata from 
national population surveys conducted by Statistics Canada 
within a secure university setting.  

The RDCs operate under the provisions of the confidentiality 
rules of the Statistics Act.  They are only accessible only to 
researchers with approved projects who are “deemed 
employees” of Statistics Canada.



Difference Between RDC Microdata Files
and Public Use Microdata Files

To avoid any possibility of identifying individual participants 
from the surveys, the Public Use Microdata Files have been 
manipulated by aggregating, capping, or deleting variables 
that are considered identifiers. 

Example 1:  age is grouped (20-24 y, 25-29 y, etc.)

Example 2: height is capped at 5th and 95th percentiles

Example 3: geographic variables are removed with the 
exception of province and health region



Difference Between RDC Microdata Files
and Public Use Microdata Files

The RDC Microdata Files contain most of the original 
information collected during the surveys.  In theory, this 
information could be used to identify participants.

Examples:  child’s age in months, height to closet mm, 
postal code of residence.

Microdata for some surveys are only accessible in the RDCs.  
This includes all longitudinal surveys (e.g., NPHS) and surveys 
with direct physical measures (e.g., CHMS).



Gaining Access to the RDCs

Step 1: Draft a RDC research proposal and complete the RDC 
application form

Step 2: Proposal is evaluated by SSHRC committee

Step 3: Respond to evaluation (if required)

Step 4: Draft project summaries

Step 5: Evaluation of project summaries by Statistics Canada

Step 6: Respond to evaluation (if required)

Step 7: Complete the security screening process

Step 8: Sign a RDC contract with Statistics Canada



Working in the Queen’s RDC

Departments, faculty, and grad students do not pay 
additional service fees.

Staffed by Statistics Canada employees.

Open 20 hours/week.  

About a dozen computer workstations that have common 
statistical software packages (e.g., SPSS, SAS, STATA).

Quiet and non-distractive workplace.

Statistical output must be vetted before it can leave the RDC.  
Only group-level output is permitted.



Examples of RDC projects



Urban sprawl and its relationship with 
active transportation, physical activity 
and obesity in Canadian youth 

by Laura Seliske, William Pickett and Ian Janssen

Health Reports 2012



Objective

To examine associations between urban sprawl with 
physical activity and obesity in a large sample of 
Canadian youth residing in Census Metropolitan Areas. 



Statistics Canada Survey Used

The 2007/2008 Canadian Community Health Survey, a large, 
nationally representative cross-sectional survey that collects 
information about the health of Canadians aged 12 or older.  

The survey includes questions on address, socio-
demographics, health behaviours, height and weight, health 
status, etc.

Our paper was limited to 12-19 year olds from Canada’s 33 
Census Metropolitan Areas (N=7,017). 



Why the RDC Microdata File was Needed

1) To calculate obesity status, we needed age to the nearest 
month, weight to the nearest 0.1 kg, and height to the 
nearest 0.1 kg.  

2) First three digits of the postal code was needed to 
determine Census Metropolitan Area of residence. 



Key Finding

A positive association emerged between urban sprawl 
and physical activity, which contradicts other findings for 
adult populations.



Obesity and its relationship to 
occupational injury in the Canadian 
workforce

by Ian Janssen, Eric Bacon, William Pickett

Journal of Obesity 2011



Objective

To quantify the associations between obesity and the 
occurrence of different types of occupational injury in 
the broader workforce.



Statistics Canada Survey Used

The National Population Health Survey.  A nationally 
representative, longitudinal survey conducted every two 
years beginning in 1994.

The cohort used in this paper consisted of adults in the 
workforce in the 1998 cycle, a recorded BMI in the 1998 
cycle, and responses to the injury questions in the 2000 
cycle (N=7,678).



Why the RDC Microdata File was needed

The National Population Health Survey is a 
longitudinal study.



Key Finding

Workers with obesity experienced 45% higher risks for 
occupational injury than workers with a healthy weight. 

Workers with obesity and sedentary occupations were 
particularly vulnerable (88% higher risk).



Some Final Thoughts

The RDCs provide free access to valuable national survey 
data that would otherwise not be directly accessible to 
non-government employees.

However, relying on the RDC Microdata Files versus the 
Public Use Microdata File adds extra work and at least 
doubles project completion times.

I think of the RDCs as a “necessary evil”.


