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mediated by what Wright Mills described as the cultural apparatus The focus of 
any research is largely determined by the perceptions of those conducting the 
research These perceptions do not derive from any truly 'independent' position 
They may reflect support for the prevailing cultural patterns, or they may reflect 
dissatisfaction with some aspects of the prevailing cultural patterns But these per- 
ceptions cannot escape from the prevailing cultural patterns which are themselves 
the product of existing sources of information 

The jindzngs of research may step outside prevailing cultural patterns But the 
report of the research can be expected to relate the findings to the stock of 
knowledge represented by existing information This process usually puts the new 
findings in context, and helps make the findings intelligible to a wider audience 
than would otherwise understand or appreciate their significance The work of the 
'observation post', to use Wrlght Mills' phrases, is supplemented by that of the 
'interpretatlon centres' and 'presentation depots' 

In a similar way existing sources of information are important from the point of 
view of the user of research reports and so are specially important from the point 
of vlew of this course. Consistency with the evidence available from existmg 
sources of information is also one of the crlteria used in assessing the value of 
research reports 

3 STATISTICS AS FACTS 
ABOUT SOCIETY 
The variety of sources of information on human activity is almost unlimited Any 
artefact, or evidence of artefact, can be used as evidence about human behaviour 
and 1s a potential source of information The science of archaeology, which 
focuses on the remains of past cultures, provides evidence which can also be used 
by the social scientist. The invention of writing enabled the creation of descriptive 
records of human activity The invention of printing multiplied the copies available 
and hence the possibilities of obtaining evidence from such accounts The mass 
media, including printing, radio, and TV, mult~plied beyond what could previously 
have been imagined the volume of evidence which can be used to inform, misin- 
form and, by selection of evidence, influence social research The growth of 
organizations has been associated with the creation of a wide variety of written 
records and statistical records pertaining to human activity - as is emphasized by 
Hakim's article associated with this unit (which you w~ll  be asked to read in Sec- 
tion 5) 

All these sources of data are part of the 'second-hand world' identified by Wright 
Mills in the quotation above Of these sources statistics, as facts about society, are 
most commonly used by social researchers 

In other parts of this course and elsewhere the term 'statistics' is commonly 
used to refer to statistical method You should note that in this unit the term 
'statistlcs' as fm ts  about society is used in contradistinction to the term 'statisti- 
cal method' 

Statistics as facts about society are commonly referred to as official statistlcs Most 
statistics are collected by government agencies But the degree to which they are 
'official' varies. Some, like vital statistlcs, are the by-product of admin~strat~ve pro- 
cesses, in this case the statutory registration process for births, marriages, and 
deaths Others, like many of the surveys conducted by the Office of Population 
Censuses and Surveys, are based on the collection of data by voluntary interview, 
on much the same lines (and sometimes using the same interviewers) as market 
research or public opinion surveys 

Many other agencies produce statistics as facts about society (see Keynote, 1989, 
Mort and Siddall, 1985, for details) The mass media, for example, produce their 
own statistics Stat~stics on the size of audiences for TV programmes - the ratings 
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- are just the best known example There are half-a-dozen organizations devoted 
to the conduct of market research and social surveys through home interviews, 
which include the opinion pollsters ('If there were an election tomorrow how 
would you vote?', etc), and worthy of special mention (see Table 1 below) is 
Social and Community Planning Research (SCPR) - a non-profit making organiza- 
tion which has been conducting attitude surveys on a wide range of topics every 
year since 1983 

The collection processes involved in gathering most of these statistics follow sys- 
tematic procedures which give the statistics reliability. Many of them are col- 
lected on a regular monthly, quarterly, or annual basis. The resulting time series 
provide a check of reliability Statistics are also accessible. Details of the range of 
governmental statistics are published in a boring but indispensable work of refer- 
ence called the Guide to Of3cial Statzstics (Central Statistical Office) The results 
of the collection process are published in aggregate form in a wide range of 
publications - mostly, but not exclusively - published by Her Majesty's Station- 
ery Office 

The biggest single collection of facts about British society, or about any advanced 
industrial society, constitute what are generally called economic statistics or 
national income statistics. These statistics cover such topics as consumer expendi- 
ture, industrial output and investment, international trade and the balance of pay- 
ments, prices, and employment, etc These statistics can be regarded as 
administrative tools for managing the economy and for co-ordinating levels of 
government spending with revenue from taxation When, and usually only when, 
these economic statistics relate directly to human activities, such as the statistics 
for employment and unemployment, do they become of special and direct interest 
to the social researcher. 

Another major category of facts about British society is obtained from social sur- 
veys of various kinds An indication of the richness of data available is illustrated 
in Table 1 which lists nine major surveys (based mainly on household interviews) 
most of which are carried out annually and which cover nearly all important areas 
of human activity in the UK These nine surveys represent only a fraction of the 
total range of available statistical facts about society obtained through the conduct 
of surveys. But each of these nine surveys is of sufficient importance to be of 
interest to most social researchers 

These surveys cover where people live and where they used to live, their 
nationality and ethnic group, how people live in terms of household composition, 
people's sources of income, their patterns of expenditure (especially on food), 
their health, their education and qualifications, employment and occupational sta- 
tus and how these may have changed, their ownership of cars and other con- 
sumer durables, their travel patterns, the crimes they have suffered from, their 
voting intentions at the next election, and their attitudes on almost every subject 
under the sun The only major area of human activity missed out in this catalogue 
is that of sexual activity This defect will be remedied before this unit is printed, in 
part as a consequence of increased public concern about the dangers of AIDS (as 
anticipated by Wadsworth and Johnson, 1991) 

The summary results of the surveys listed in Table 1 are available in published vol- 
umes, but researchers can also get access to the microdata on which they are based 
through the ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) Data Archive at the Uni- 
versity of Essex and through other agencies (see Section 6 for further discussion). 

It is difficult to generalize about the myriad other kinds of administrative and sur- 
vey statistics. Administrative statistics include population and vital statistics which 
could be considered as the basis for most social research, and a host of other 
administrative statistics collected by governmental and non-governmental organi- 
zations. The number of applications made to an organization, the number of cases 
notified, incidents reported, individuals employed, interviews conducted, licences 
issued, tickets sold, etc , are commonly recorded as part of the day-to-day activi- 
ties of an organization These figures are often collated and processed to create 
statistical series which can become valuable evidence to the social researcher 
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Table 1 Selected major surveys in the UK 

Survey and frequency Sample size 

Census of population 20 million 
decennially since 1801 households Self- 

completed 

National Food Survey 8,000 households 
annually since 1940 

Family Expenditure Survey 12,000 households 
annually since 1953-4 

National Travel Survey. 26,000 ~ndividuals 
1965, 1972/3, 1975/6, 
1978/9 and 1985/6 

General Household Survey. 20,000 individuals 
annually since 1971 in 10,000 

households 

Labour Force Survey. 60,000 households 
started 1973, biennially until 
1983, annually since, 
quarterly from 1992 
(standard EEC survey) 

British Crime Survey 16,000 individuals 
1981, 1985 and 1988 

The Longitudinal Study. '1%' of total 
started on sample of 1971 population 
Census 

British Social Attitudes 3,000 individuals 
Survey 
annually since 1983 
Conducted by SCPR, funded 
by Sainsbury, etc 

Opinion polls, Typically 700 to 
irregular, but frequent when 1,500 
possibility of an election 
Conducted by Gallup, Mori, 
NOP, etc , financed by 
newspapers 

Main topics covered 

Usual residence/visitors 
Household composition, 
housing, occupation, work 
place, car ownership 

Quantities and value of 
food purchased 

Expenditure patterns 
Household composition 
Income from all sources 

Travel by all means of 
transport including walking 
and cycling 

Topics have included 
education, employment, 
fertility, health, housing, 
income, and migration 

Employment, 
unemployment, housing, 
nationality, ethnic groups 

Crimes whether reported or 
not Attitudes to crime and 
the police 

Changes in marital status, 
employment, housing 
tenure, qualificat~on, etc 

Attitudes on enterprise, the 
family, health, unions, 
welfare, etc International 
comparisons 

Voting intentions Attitudes 
on any topic 

Survey based statistics include a host of ad hoc as well as regularly conducted 
surveys A significant but unknown proportion of these are conducted by central 
government The government's Survey Control Unit reports about a hundred d~f -  
ferent surveys each quarter A recent list illustrates the range and variety It 
includes titles such as The Nature of the Demand for Housing in Rural Areas, 
Discipline in Scottish Schools, Consumer Views of the Attendance Allowance 
Medical Examination, Survey of Undergraduate Attitudes to Careers, and Ped- 
estrian Reaction to New Signals at Traffic Lights 

Surveys are also conducted by many larger organizations in the public and private 
sectors Social research conducted by academics commonly involves the conduct 
of surveys which produce facts about society Most of these surveys are published 
The results of many of them are also deposited in the ESRC Data Archive 
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What are the maln factors wh~ch d~st~ngu~sh the surveys l~sted In Table I from other soc~al 
surveys? 

What are the main d~fferences between survey stat~st~cs and adm~n~strat~ve stat~st~cs? 

4 PROBLEMS IN USAGE 
The major problem in using many of these statistics is that they have been 
produced in order to serve governmental and other organizational purposes - or 
that the way they are produced echoes the character of statistics produced for 
governmental and other organizational purposes (see Thomas, 1984, for further 
discussion of the function of statistics) The concepts, definitions and data- 
collection processes used in the production of these statistics are commonly 
determined by the purpose the statistics serve and the functions of the 
organizations which are their primary users. These concepts, definitions, purposes 
and functions are part of a world created by the needs of the machinery of 
government and the management of organizations 

Where the researcher is concerned with the activities of government and other 
organizations, as many researchers are, the world created by statistics has to be 
taken into account in the conduct and reporting of research However, existing 
statistics, even where they are related to social rather than organizational matters, 
are likely to be most closely related to the problems of the past They are unlikely 
to focus squarely on current social concerns or current social research 

Sociologists use the term 'social construction' to describe the ways in which lan- 
guage, knowledge, and evidence of all kinds is seen as created by society (Berger 
and Luckman, 1966). The process of social construction commonly involves inter- 
action between different parties Such interaction is less common in the pro- 
duction of statistics It is more appropriate to view statistics as being 
organzzatzonally rather than socially constructed (Hindess, 1973, Irvine et al., 
1979). A view from some of those who actually produce the statistics is that 

It is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to make a really radical criti- 
cism of society using available statistical sources, which imprison us in 
the concepts and concerns which dominate official and political and 
economic life 

(Government Statisticians' Collective, 1979, also reproduced 
in the Reader) 

The collectors and many users of these organizational statistics have no problem 
in defending them in terms of the correspondence theory of the truth (as outlined 
in Unit 1/2) The sceptics' criticism that the definitions used in the statistics have 
no real-world justification is met with the reply that, in the collectmn of statistics, 
decisions have to be taken as to where the boundary line is drawn, and that line 
is often somewhat arbitrary The criticism could well be countered with an offer to 
produce the statistics using a different definition if that definition is considered 
less arbitrary The sceptics' criticism that the statistics do not fully correspond with 
reality would be acknowledged The reality out there, the producers of the stat- 
istics might say, is highly complex - involving thousands of individuals each of 
whom is unique But the organizational reality is limited to the responsibilities and 
power of the organization. The statistics aim to capture that slice of reality which 
is relevant to the responsibilities and power of the organization More than that 
would be to attempt, unnecessarily, to take into account aspects of the life 
of individuals which are not the proper concern of government or any other 
organization 


