
UNIT 5 PROBLEMS, CASES AND LOGIC 

controlled study and at the price which is paid for exploring a smaller area in 
greater depth Throughout all these, however, the same logical questions will keep 
recurring 

1 how do some cases differ from others, and what can be concluded from the 
difference?, and 

2 with what population are the research cases comparable, and what can be 
concluded from the comparison? 

2 EXAMPLES FROM 
GOVERNMENT STATISTICS 
Government statistics always look authoritative and are frequently presented as 
carrying authority, they are, after all, prepared by government statisticians and 
used by ministers for planning purposes. In fact, however, they differ very much 
in their quality, it is always relevant to ask whether they represent what the ana- 
lyst needs in order to establish his or her argument We may always relevantly ask 
whether the population which they in fact represent is the same as the population 
about which we wish to draw conclusions Of the research arguments which are 
based on them, in other words, we need to ask whether the statistics in them- 
selves are appropriate for the purpose and whether they are used appropriately to 
make the points which need to be made 

At one extreme we might look at the statistics of births and deaths, collected by 
the OPCS and presented in a variety of more or less detailed formats monthly, 
yearly and at other intervals (See the Central Statistical Office publication A Guide 
to Of$czal Statzstics for places where these and other government statistics may be 
found) These statlsttcs are like the Census - they may on the whole be relied 
on Births have to be registered, both by the parentcs) and by the hospital or 
doctor, this includes not only live births but also still births and abortions Deaths 
have to be registered before a funeral may take place There are, presumably, 
some births and deaths which are concealed - cases of murder or infanticide - 
but we may reasonably suppose these to be a very small proportion indeed of the 
total, given how difficult it is to do so Birth and death statistics may therefore be 
taken as virtually accurate counts of what is occurring - as an accurate represen- 
tation of the 'populations' of births and deaths (To a statistician the term 'popula- 
tion' means not just a collection of people, but any collection of objects about 
which generalizations are to be made.) 

At the other extreme, let us consider criminal statistics These are published annu- 
ally by the Home Office, and they contain (among other things) a supposedly 
complete count of crimes recorded by the police We may be tempted to take this 
as a valid measure of what crimes have been committed during a year - as a 
'census of the population of crimes' - but ~t would be a mistake to do so without 
careful thought We know that some crimes are uncovered mostly by police action 
(e g traffic offences), but that others (e g burglary, car theft, rape, violent assault 
on the streets) depend mostly on private individuals reporting them to the police. 
There is, therefore, an element of personal discretion in what comes to the notice 
of police in the first place (We know from other evidence, for example, that most 
car thefts are reported - because of the need to do so in order to claim on 
insurance - but that only a minority of rapes are reported.) Once the complaint 
reaches the police, a further level of discretion comes into action. the police offi- 
cer may decide to record or not depending on whether he or she decides that a 
crime actually has been committed on the basis of the complaint, or to initiate 
further investigation before recording Thus at least two levels of individual dis- 
cretion are involved before an actual occurrence appears as a crime statistic What 
crime is recorded, where several possible legal categories may apply, will depend 
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partly on the discretion of the reporting officer, and partly on the local policy in 
this matter Thus, what appears in Crimznal Statistics, is not an unedited record of 
events, but one that has been filtered through two or three decision-mak~ng pro- 
cesses, any of which can prevent an event achieving the status of a statistic. We 
would handle 'crimes recorded by the police' with some caution as a measure of 
the 'population of crlmes committed', their ualzdi[y in this respect IS in doubt 

There are very many sets of officral statistics which have this 'discretionary' charac- 
ter - more than there are statistics whlch may safely be taken as neutral records 
of events To take one more example, death statistics may be a valid and rellable 
measure, but we cannot say the same for the 'cause of death' tables These 
depend on decisions made by GPs, hospital staff, or coroners, and are prone to 
human error and the uneven working of discretion as to what to record in the 
case of multiple causation 

As a third and more complex example we mlght take government statistics of 
unemployment Table 1 shows statistics on employment and unemployment from 
1841 to 1951, based on Census statistics As we can see, nearly a quarter of the 
male population were not in employment in 1841, but half that proportion in 
1951; the years between show substantial variation, with no clear trend emerging 
Table 2 shows statistics of male employment and unemployment from 1951 to 
1991 collected on a different basis - figures derived from the records of the 
Department of Employment and the Department of Social Security. A general 
increase is noticeable from 1951 to l991 Much more obvlous, however, when 
comparing the two tables is that the figure for proportion of men unemployed is 
very different. about 12 per cent in 1951 on the basis of Census figures and less 
than 1 per cent on the basis of departmental figures Table 3 summarnes the dif- 
ference in that year 

Table 1 Male unemployment in Great Britain, 
1841-1951: Census data 

Employable 
populationa unoccupiedb 
(thousands) (thousands) (B) a, ol0 

(A) (B) of (A) 

The 'employable population' IS the sum of people in 
employment plus unoccup~ed adults, it mcludes children 
aged less than 10 in employment 

The 'unoccup~ed' figure does not Include unoccupied 
chlldren aged less than 10 

(Source Department of Employment and Productzuzty, 1971) 

There are two reasons for the difference One is that the figures are collected in 
different ways Census records depend on people answering questions about 
whether they were employed or not on a particular day, and they could have lled 
or given mistaken answers (Census figures from the earlier years are also suspect 
for other reasons, given the greater incidence of illiteracy, the greater amount of 
vagrancy and the fact that all counts had to be conducted and analysed by hand ) 
The departmental figures for registration as unemployed are an exact count of 
persons so reg~stered and may be taken as reliable (The count of persons in 
employment is more difficult to achieve, but it is successively approximated 
in stages monthly estimates based on returns from major employers are revised in 
the light of a quarterly sample survey, which in turn yields results which are 
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Table 2 Male unemployment in Great Britain, 
June, 1951-91: departmental data 

Employable 
population Unoccupied 
(thousands) (thousands) (B) , oj0 

(A) (B) of (A) 

(Sources Department of Employment, 1978, Ofice of 
Populatzon Censuses and Surueys, 1987, 1988, 1992) 

Table 3 Comparison of 'unemployment' rates for 1951 

Employable 
population Unoccupied 
(thousands) (thousands) (B) , 

(A) (B) 010 of (A) 

Census data 17,862 2,213 12.4 

~epartmental data 16,187 139 0.7 

revised annually in the light of the international Labour Force Survey, and every 
three or four years checked against a Census of Employment. The monthly esti- 
mates have proved unreliable in recent years (Thomas, 1991), but the overall esti- 
mation procedure probably provides reasonably accurate counts ) 

The main reason for the difference between Census and registration figures lies 
not in the mode of collection, however, but in the definition of 'unemployment' 
The Census figures for 'unoccupied' men include all men who do not have a job 
Some will be out of work and seeking work, others will be out of work and not 
seeking work; others will be students, others will be school leavers who have not 
yet obtained employment, others will be permanently sick or disabled and unable 
to seek work If I used this as a source of figures on unemployment, it would be 
because I was interested in the population of men not in paid employment, what- 
ever the reason The departmental statistics come closer to what we usually mean 
by 'unemployment' - people who could be in work but are not currently 
employed. The count of the unemployed is taken from the numbers who register 
themselves as unemployed with the Department of Social Security in order to 
obtain unemployment benefit, other forms of income support or access to the 
department's file of job vacancies. If we wanted a count of the men available for 
work but not currently employed, however, the register underestimates this num- 
ber Registration is partly discretionary - the department will register you only ~f 
you fulfil certain conditions Registration 1s not compulsory, and some men do not 
reglster as unemployed, particularly those whose normal work is of a casual and 
intermittent but highly pad  nature The self-employed would also not appear on 
the register, even though some of them might consider themselves unemployed - 
for example, men who have been made redundant and are doing window- 
cleaning and other odd jobs for pay while looking for permanent employment 
Thus the two sources describe quite different though overlapping populations and 
would be appropriate for different research questions, but neither is unimpeach- 
ably accurate. 
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Countmg unemployment 1s not an easy task, because it 1s difficult to decide who 
counts as unemployed The category itself 1s a socially constructed one - or 
rather, the word embodles several concepts, each constructed for a dlfferent pur- 
pose 

Where ... should the h e  be drawn between employment and unem- 
ployment? If someone 1s in full-tlme pald employment it seems obvious 
that they cannot be regarded as unemployed. But what d they are In 
paid employment but only work part-time? Is one day's work a week 
enough to count . 7 And what about one hour7 

Where should the line be drawn in terms of wanting to be employed7 
What about individuals who say they would l~ke  to be in employment 
but don't try to get a job? . What ~f lndwiduals say they would llke to 
have a job, but are not wllling to take the jobs which are on offer 
because they are not regarded as suitable? 

Where should the h e  be drawn in terms of 'availability' for employ- 
ment? What about mdiv~duals who say they would llke to work d they 
could find someone to take care of the children . ? 

. What if someone 1s 75 years old and says he or she is unemployed? 
Should they be registered as unemployed or as retired? . Asking these 
questions lndlcates that statistics of unemployment are unavoidably 
based on social and organisational attitudes. 

(Thomas, 1991) 

One problem of usmg the count of registered unemployed as an mdlcator of 
unemployment over tlme is that the basls on which the figures are collected has 
changed qulte substantially from time to tlme. Before 1911 there was no state 
relief for unemployment and therefore no registration of the unemployed in the 
modern sense; any figures you see for thls period are llkely to be estimates based 
on the percentage of thelr membership to which certam trade unlons were paylng 
unemployment relief Three Unemployment Insurance Acts (of 1911, 1916 and 
1920) gradually extended state rellef to a widenmg group of people. In 1939 the 
scope of the 1920 Act was extended to cover juvenlles, and from the National 
Insurance Act of 1948 the system assumed roughly ~ t s  present shape Flgures from 
before 1948 are therefore not strlctly comparable with later ones Changes have 
continued to be made ad hoc, however In the 1980s, for example, there were 30 
separate changes to the way that unemployment was defined The major ones 
were. (a) exclusion of young people on special employment traintng schemes (in 
1981), (b) exclusion from the count of those actively seeking work but not collect- 
mg benefit (m 1982), and (c) removal of 16- and 17-year-olds from the reglster (in 
1988). As Thomas (1991) comments, 

The Thatcher government set about reducing the unemployment figure 
by changing the definltlon Flddling with important statistical serles 
in thls kind of way 1s unusual, not because politicians are above domg 
such things, but because polltlclans are usually Intelligent enough to 
recognise the need for consistency and lmaginatlve enough to rec- 
ognlse the likelihood of undesired repercussions if this consistency is 
lost. In this case the undesired repercussion was the loss of an import- 
ant economlc mdtcator of the state of the economy - a loss whlch 
contributed dlrectly to the mismanagement of the economy in 1988 and 
1989 leading to the recession centred on 1991 

(Thomas, 1991) 

Comparmg two dlfferent sources whlch express slmilar concepts but pick out dif- 
ferent populations can cast light on the shortcomings of one of them and provide 
interestmg lnslght into research questions In Table 4, for example, the count of 
registered unemployed for 1990 1s compared wlth the Labour Force Survey for the 
same year - a sample survey whlch asks people whether they are In work or not 
and whether they are seekmg work 
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Table 4 Unemployment in 1990: 'registered unemployed vs. Labour 
Force Suwey figures 

Labour Force Registered 
Suwey unemployed 

(thousands) (thousands) 

(A) (B) (B) as 010 of (A) 

Men 

Totala 

16-15' 

20-24 

25-34 

35-49 

50-59 

60+ 

Women 

Total 

1 6 1 9  

20-24 

25-34 

35-49 

50-59 

60+ 

a The 'age-group' figures may not quite add up to the totals, because of rounding to the 
nearest thousand. 
(Source Department of Employment, 1991) 

11 1 ACTIVITY 3 
Look carefully at Table 4 and see what you can deduce from ~t. 

The total figures for men in Table 4 are fairly similar - within about 3 per cent of 
each other - though this similarity masks more substantial variation by age The 
count of registered unemployed produces much lower figures than the Labour 
Force Survey for men aged less than 20 or more than 59, for technical reasons to 
do w ~ t h  the way the count is made up: people aged 16 or 17 are now excluded 
from it, being ineligible for benefit, and people over 65 receive income support in 
the form of a pension and therefore cannot register as claimants 

The figures for women are very dissimilar, about twice as many women show up 
as unemployed in the survey as the number registered This reflects three facets of 
women's lives 

1 a tendency for many to take a 'career break' to bear and raise children, with a 
subsequent risk that it will be difficult to get back into the labour market at an 
appropriate level when they want to do so; 

2 some tendency for women to 'retire' from work at an earlier age than men, if 
they are married and the husband's income is sufficient to support both of 
them; and 
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3 the difficulty married women with children experience in registering as unem- 
ployed, because of the soc~al presumption that their break in employment 1s 
deliberate and the tendency of the officials to apply more stringent tests of 
'availability for work', e g that child care shall already be available, before the 
job whose wages will pay for it has been obtamed 

In addition, the same effects as we discussed above for men are also present for 
, women (remembermg that the pensionable age for women is 60) 

A more detailed comparison of how the two sets of figures are made up 1s avail- 
able for 1989 and is shown In Table 5 

Table 5 Unemployment in 1989: 'registered unemployed' vs. Labour 
Force Survey figures, and reasons for not seeking work 

Registered Labour Force 
unemployed Survey 

Total unemployed 

Counted as unemployed by both 
methods 

Included in count of registered 
unemployed but not Labour 
Force Survey 

! 
employedd 

does not want work 

not available in next 2 weeks 

otherb 

Included by Labour Force Survey 
but not in count of registered 
unemployedC 

" The Labour Force Survey includes as employed people who are working such a small 
number of hours per week that they also qualify for unemployment benefit 
h The largest categones of reasons are looking after home or famlly, behevlng no jobs 
are available, or long-term sickness or disabll~ty 
' Note that some of these are excluded from the count on grounds of age 
(Source Department of Employment, 1990) 

So what you can validly conclude from governmental statistics depends crucially 
on how they are collected, how this has changed over time and what 'discretion- 
ary stages' are built in to the collection procedures. The 'population' whlch 1s 
being described - m other words, what precisely the statistics can be taken as 
measurmg - has always to be determined and justified Different statistical 
sources may delineate very different populations within the same general area of 
enquiry Prec~sely the same holds for any other kind of measurement, along with 
the data used by studies which would characterize themselves as describing rather 
than measuring what is golng on (e.g the papers by Orr and by Abbott and Saps- 
ford which you will be reading in association wlth Section 3) The val~dity of the 
conclusions depend crucially on the extent to whlch the evidence can be taken as 
meaning what the authors of the report take it to mean 


