
UNIT 9 VARIETIES OF SURVEY AND THEIR PROBLEMS 

5 SURVEYING SECONDARY 
DATA SOURCES 
The preceding section focused on a longitudinal survey which used standardized 
questionnaires and schedules to collect information from and about individuals. 
However, data sources other than interviews and self-administered questionnaires 
can be used. The focus of this section is upon other sources of data, especially, 
but not exclusively, secondary sources. We shall make use of a reading which, as 
with the Cambridge Study, is concerned with criminal careers By holding the sub- 
ject matter constant we can highlight differences in research design. Both surveys 
study individual criminal careers, but one does so primarily by collecting data at 
first hand from and about such individuals; the other relies upon secondary data , 
sources. 

READING 
You should now read 'Cnm~nal careen of those born In 1953, 1958 and 1963', by 
K Shaw and D Lobo, repnnted In Offpnnts Booklet 2. While readlng the art~cle you ' 

should wnte notes on the followmg quest~ons, 

I What are the smlant~es between th~s study and the Cambndge Study of Delin- 
quency? 

2 What are the d~fferences between the two stud~es? 

3 What IS the Offenders Index? 

4 What problems ex~st In using the Index to study cnmlnal careers? 

5 What are the advantages of the des~gn of thls study In companson w~th that of the 
Cambndge Study? 

6 Is the study descr~pt~ve or explanatory or both? 

7 What use 1s made of theory? 

The 'criminal careers' research and the Cambridge Study are similar in so far as 
they are both longitudinal, prospective cohort studies which allow an analysis of 
criminal behaviour over time However, they differ in so far as the Cambridge 
Study involved direct contact with sample members in order to collect data, this 
being done primarily by interview. The study of criminal careers by Shaw and 
Lobo relies instead upon secondary data in the form of the Offenders Index. What 
is more, by collecting data from and about particular individuals, the Cambridge 
Study is primarily concerned with changes in individual behaviour, especially 
criminal behaviour, whereas Shaw and Lobo's study is concerned with criminal 
careers taking the cohort as a whole - considering, for example, average age of 
first conviction (although, as a careful reading of notes on the Offenders Index 
will demonstrate, the data would facilitate an analysis of individual criminal 
careers). 

The Offenders Index is a database of named individuals convicted of an indictable 
offence in England and Wales since 1963. Indictable offences are those offences 
which can be tried only on indictment in a Crown Court, or those offences which 
may be tried in a magistrates court but for which a defendant may elect to be tried 
by jury in a Crown Court. They include 'violence against the person', 'sexual 
offences', 'burglary', 'theft and handling stolen goods', 'fraud and forgery', and 
'criminal damage'. These are taken to represent the so-called serious offences, 
although, of course, within each category there can be variations in the serious- 
ness of the offence committed and the length of sentence it can attract. The Index 
does not include the lower-level offences, such as traffic offences, which are dealt 
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with exclusively by magistrates courts and which are by far the majority. The 
Index began in 1963 and provides histories of convictions of all persons convicted 
of serious offences since that date. By 1992 it included details of some six million 
individuals Each individual entry includes surname, gender, date of birth, eth- 
nicity and the sentence awarded for each conviction. For each court appearance, 
information is provided on age at date of conviction, date of conviction, and num- 
ber of offences taken into consideration (Keith, 1991). 

The advantages of using the Index, and therefore the value of Shaw and Lobo's 
research design in comparison with that of the Cambridge Study, are that there is 
no dependence on contacting individuals at first hand or of maintaining contact 
with them over the time-period of the study. We have already noted the difficulties 
which interview-based longitudinal studies face in relation to maintaining a satis- 
factory response rate. The use of the Offenders Index does not involve the costly 
and time-consuming tracing of sample members. However, there are problems 

The problems of using the Index relate to the gaps which exist in it First, as Shaw 
and Lobo point out, it does not include information on cases where a crime has 
been committed, and an offender found, but only formally cautioned rather than 
charged in court Second, because data on variables such as soclal and family 
backgrounds are not provided, it is not possible to carry out the kind of detailed 
analysis to be found in the Cambridge Study (where social and family back- 
grounds are related to subsequent delinquency or non-delinquency) Third, and 
crucially (though this is not mentioned by Shaw and Lobo), the Index includes 
only those individuals who are convicted of offences The number of individuals 
in any given cohort who have been convicted of criminal offences does not 
necessarily represent the number of individuals who embark on and pursue a 
criminal career. This has important implications for the representativeness of any 
such study In order to explain this further it is necessary to examine some of the 
social processes by which some individuals become, or do not become, criminal 
statistics 

Contemporary government statistics on crime represent key sources of secondary 
data. The main publication is Cmmznal Statistics (England and  Wales) (Home 
Office, annual) which gives crime and court-proceeding statistics for England and 
Wales An equivalent document is available for Scotland Criminal Statistzcs 
includes data on two aspects of crime and criminal activity which provide ways of 
measuring the extent of crime and the numbers of people committing criminal 
offences. First, statistics are provided on the number of notifiable offences 
recorded by the police The offences are the so-called serious offences which are 
also those covered by the Offenders Index. Second, statistics are provided on 
known offenders. In essence, these are statistics about individuals charged with 
offences which are 'cleared-up' by the police, that is, offences which have been 
proceeded against, irrespective of outcome. For this latter reason, and others, the 
numbers of known offenders and the numbers of individuals in the Offenders 
Index will not correspond. It is well recognized that official data on offences 
recorded by the police and on known offenders fail to reflect the true extent of 
crime or the correct number of offenders, as we have seen in earlier units in this 
block 

Two key points can be said to apply to most, if not all, secondary data: first, 
surveys can, and do, make use of such data, second, there are problems with the 
validity of secondary data vis-a-vis interviews It is as a response to such problems 
that researchers have on occasion used surveys based on interviews alongside sec- 
ondary data. One example of this is the use of self-report interviews and officially 
recorded crime data in the same study. With regard to self-report interviews, 
respondents are asked if they have committed any crimes within a time period 
specified by the interviewer. Sometimes respondents are prompted by the use of a 
checklist of crimes This is not the place to enter into a detailed discussion of the 
validity and reliability of data generated by self-report interviews (for a detailed 
discussion see Box, 1981; Jupp, 1989) It is sufficient to note that there are weak- 
nesses associated with such data, not least of which is the risk that respondents 
will be unwilling to admit to committing offences, especially serious offences such 
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as rape and murder However, as we have already noted, there are also gaps in 
officially recorded crime data. The value of using interviews and official data 
alongside each other in the same study is that there is the prospect of improving 
validity by balancing the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches, and 
by using data generated by one approach to check the data generated by another 
The combined use of different methods to study the same phenomenon, thereby 
'trading off' different strengths and weaknesses, is known as triangulation 

The final two questions associated with the reading are relatively easy to address. 
Shaw and Lobo's paper is essentially descriptive. it describes criminal careers 
within a particular cohort. However, the authors do suggest that the Offenders 
Index could be used in an explanatory fashion, perhaps to assess 'the effects of 
demographic changes in society on the incidence and prevalence of criminal con- 
victions, or the effects on re-conviction rates of changes in the courts' sentencing 
policy and practice and other changes in penal policy' (Shaw and Lobo, 1989, 
p.25). As with most of the research output of central government departments, 
and the Home Office in particular, this paper has no explicit theoretical input 
Hypotheses are not formulated at the outset for subsequent testing, nor is theory 
overlaid to provide post hoc explanations. The paper typifies what Young (1986) 
has described as 'administrative criminology', meaning that it is empirical, atheo- 
retical and policy-related. 

6 SURVEYING 
INTERACTIONS 
The primary aim of this unit is to extend our understanding of the varieties of 
social surveys by outlining ways in which a time dimension can be added to the 
research design: for example, by the use of time-series or trend designs and longi- 
tudinal cohort studies. However, a subsidiary aim is to demonstrate that social 
surveys can also vary in terms of the types of cases which they sample. 

The popular image of a social survey is of a form of research which samples 
individuals and collects data from and about them by means of interviews and 
self-administered questionnaires However, it does not have to be like that. It is 
perfectly feasible, and often highly desirable, to sample other units of analysis and 
to use other forms of data collection To illustrate this we can draw upon the work 
of a group of sociologists who were concerned with examining the ways in which 
the police resolve disputes Their research was conducted against a background of 
a whole range of issues which emerged in the 1980s, and developed during the 
1990s, concerning police policies and practices in dealing with the public (espe- 
cially ethnic minorities) and in relation to the collection of evidence and the sub- 
sequent disposal of offences known to the police. Two main strands can be found 
in the research. One of these concerns an analysis of ways in which police inter- 
vene in, and deal with, interpersonal disputes between two or more parties (for 
example, domestic disputes or disputes between neighbours). The main con- 
clusions of the researchers are cast in terms of the negotiation and bargaining 
processes into which police officers are drawn when called upon to resolve a 
dispute. The researchers analyse - often quantitatively - aspects of this process, 
as well as the end product of negotiation and bargaining. The end product is 
usually to 'negotiate nothing'. 

Disputes are downgraded and often 'lost' to, and in, the organization. 
This is, not least, because they are almost invariably taken over by the 
police and recast in terms of police expectations and prionties. Hence, 
among other things, victims are 'made absent' or even criminalized. 

(Kemp et al., 1992, p.118) 


