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Background

Methods

 Accurate information on a nation’s sexual health is essential to 

plan and evaluate services, inform prevention, and contribute to 

societal understanding. 

 In Britain, sexual health data arise from surveillance systems, 

convenience surveys of key populations, and the decennial 

National Surveys of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal).

 Natsal has employed ‘gold standard’ population survey methods: 

address-based probability sampling (see results), trained 

interviewers conducting detailed computer-assisted interviewing 

and collecting biomedical samples.

 However, this approach is resource intensive and limitations 

include declining response rates and the risk of non-response 

bias. In designing Natsal-4, we reviewed whether alternative 

methods could meet the needs of data users and the wider 

community.

We evaluated methods used by major UK general population 

surveys and sexual health surveys internationally. Key 

considerations were: general population representativeness, 

sample size, breadth and depth of information collected, data 

quality, potential for biomedical samples, potential for sub-group 

‘boost’ sampling, and data linkage.

Given the major drawbacks of the 

alternatives considered, the design used 

for previous Natsals was judged the best 

option for achieving a representative 

sample, enabling detailed data 

collection, enhancing survey data with 

biological/routine data, and retaining 

Natsal’s time series; together 

maximising Natsal’s utility and impact.

Conclusions

Results

How does address-based probability sampling work?

Addresses are selected from the Small User Residential Postcode Address File

(a list of residential addresses in Britain) using stratified random sampling to get 

a broadly representative sample of the population. On Natsal, a trained 

fieldworker visits each address to see whether anyone living there is eligible to 

take part, and selects one individual per household who is invited to take part. 

Only selected individuals at selected addresses can take part, to ensure we 

represent a range of experiences, not just those from people who are more 

willing to take part in a sex survey.

The design of Natsal-4

 Natsal-4 will interview 10,000 people aged 

15-59 years using address-based sampling. 

Trained interviewers will select one individual 

at each address to take part, and they will be 

interviewed using computer-assisted 

interviewing, with a combination of face-to-

face and self-completion questions.

 Survey answers will be combined with 

information from biological samples (e.g. 

urine and vaginal swab to test for sexually 

transmitted infections) and routinely collected 

data (e.g. health records).

 We will oversample (‘boost’) young people 

and people from black African and black 

Caribbean groups to allow more detailed 

statistical analyses of these groups. 

Read the full scoping review report and see 

more about our plans for Natsal at: 

http://natcen.ac.uk/media/1715129/Natsal-

scoping-review.pdf

Read the editorial about Natsal-4 in STIs: 

Mercer CH, et al. Collecting and exploiting data 

to understand a nation’s sexual health needs: 

Implications for the British National Surveys of 

Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal) Sex 
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How can I get involved? 

Have your say about what data Natsal-4 collects 

by going to 

https://ucl.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/natsal. Our online 

consultation questionnaire is open until 22 July. 

Add your voice to shape discussions about 

sexual behaviour, sexual health & wellbeing

#addyourvoice #getinvolved #haveyoursay

For more info you can email:

natsal@ucl.ac.uk

Key: n/a (not applicable), (✓) indicates that this is possible, depending on the specific design chosen. ‘NK’ indicates insufficient evidence from available from other surveys; 

‘NK(✓)’ indicates insufficient evidence, but likely to be able to deliver or partially deliver; ‘NK(x)’ indicates insufficient evidence, but unlikely to deliver. 

Acknowledgements

Natsal-4 is a collaboration between: 

The study is funded 

by a grant from with contributions from 

http://natcen.ac.uk/media/1715129/Natsal-scoping-review.pdf
https://ucl.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/natsal
mailto:natsal@ucl.ac.uk

