
UNIT 13 SOURCES, RECORDS AND DATA BASES 

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 
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A widespread influence on many statistics as facts about society derives from 
governmental responsib~lities for the management of the economy These 
responsibilities favour the collection of statistics on what is usually called ,the for- 
mal sector of the economy (see, for example, the annual publication from the 
CSO, Natzonal Income a n d  Expendzture - the 'Blue book') In the context of 
national ~ncome statistlcs words and terms acquire meanings which are signifi- 
cantly different from their meaning in day-to-day speech and in non-economics 
literature (see, CSO, 1985, UK National Accounts - Sources a n d  Methods) Thus 
economic actlvity is defined in terms which requlres a financ~al transaction 
Employment means only paid employment Value means money value Investment 
refers only to physical or paper assets 

4.1 UNEMPLOYMENT 

The ways in which governmental functions are expressed in statistical form are 
except~onally well documented in the case of statistics of unemployment (as was 
indicated in Unit 5). Governments need statistics for the number of unemployed 
for two sets of purposes Unemployment statistics are used as an economic indi- 
cator of short-term changes in the state of the labour market for monitoring of the 
economy on a month to month basis Unemployment statistlcs are also useful as 
an input to longer term planning - such as the provision of training facilities, 
~dent~fying unused Iabour supply, and forecastmg future levels of unemployment 

For the former purpose the definition used is a count of claimants - number of 
individuals applying to draw unemployment pay. This statistic is compiled from 
computerized administrative records and is available monthly within a few weeks 
of collect~on For the latter purposes the definition used is that of the Internat~onal 
Labour Office (ILO) which is designed to identify individuals who would like to 
be in paid employment, who have taken some step within the past month to get 
employment, and who would he available to take up employment within two 
weeks These definitions often give a measure for the total number of unem- 
ployed which is similar in size But this similarity disguises the extent of differ- 
ences In definition A lot of indlv~duals who are counted as unemployed 
accord~ng to the count of claimants are not included in the ILO definition of 
unemployed, and a lot of individuals who are included in the ILO definit~on are 
not counted as claimants 

READING AND ACTIVITY 2 

Study the article reproduced In Offpnnts Booklet 3 on 'Measures of unemployment' 
which compares the stat~st~cs of the count of  cla~mants and those produced by the 
Labour Force Survey (LFS) based on the ILO defin~t~ons. C 
Make a l~st of the major categor~es lncluded In one set of  the stat~stlcs and not In the 
other Wr~ te  a few words on each category descr~b~ng the relevant character~st~cs of those 
lncluded 

The count of claimants and the ILO definition of being unemployed both serve the 
UK government's responsibilities for management of the economy and belong to 
the discourse of national income statistics. They are both organizationally con- 
structed definitions of unemployment which are dependent upon a definition of 
employment which is narrower than the historic and everyday use which would 
commonly be given to the term (or its synonyms such as 'work' or 'occupation') It 
would not be valid to use these statist~cs for investigation related to forms of 
employment which are not classified as In the formal economy. It is not valid to 
use these statistics in ways which attach meanings to paid employment and unpaid 
employment of kinds other than the fact that one is paid and the other is not 
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A student, a mother with young children, any individual who 'keeps house' for 
others, a son or daughter whose full-time job is as a carer for an elderly parent all 
have employment in the traditional sense of the word But activities of these kinds 
are not counted as employment in the statistics Even where, for example, an indi- 
vidual is paid an attendance allowance for caring for a relative with a disability, 
that individual does not count as employed because the payment is not part of a 
contract between employer and employee 

Statistics of unemployment (and employment) are of limited validity for investi- 
gation of related areas such as the numbers engaged in child rearing. In the dis- 
course of national income statistics child rearing is usually classified as in the 
informal economy Statistics showing the growth in recent decades of working 
mothers, and statistics showing the growth of individuals employed in child caring 
activities, cannot be regarded as indicating an increase in employment in the 
everyday sense of the word Such statistics show growth in the numbers who are 
employed formally on a contractual basis But that growth is to some degree at 
the expense of those who would otherwise be employed informally in child rear- 
ing. The statistics indicate extension of the formal economy into the informal 
economy 

Broadly parallel considerations apply to statistics relating to employment of older 
workers Walker (1991) points out that the proportion of men aged 65 or over 
who were classified as retired increased from under 0.5 per cent in 1931 to 78 per 
cent in 1971. The numbers in paid employment, it can be assumed, declined 
equally dramatically in the same period But it is difficult to believe that such a 
statistic accurately reflects changes in the 'employment' of older men where 'em- 
ployment' is defined in a less tight and restrictive way 

It is worth noting that the use of statistics in this context of older workers has 
played a part in creating a culture of dependence The increase in the dependent 
retired population has been engineered in the interests of the formal economy. A 
desire to reduce unemployment as measured by the official statistics, and a desire 
to increase productivity by removal from the labour force of those with traditional 
skills and relatively low marginal productivity, have combined to encourage the 
growth of retirement 

The official statistics of unemployment, to summarize, give a rich picture of an 
individual's relationship to economic activity as defined by national income stat- 
istics But they are misleading or irrelevant in what they say of the significance of 
the work or other kinds of activity that people do or might wish to do. Broadly 
speaking the official statistics are valid only for investigation of areas relevant to 
economic growth as conventionally defined. 

4.2 HOMELESSNESS 

The management of the economy is an organizational purpose which determines 
or influences the nature of many kinds of statistics. A variety of other kinds of 
organizational purposes also determine the nature of many statistics Statistics of 
homelessness, for example, provide a parallel example to those of unemployment 
in that there are two series which serve different organizational purposes 

The official statistics for homelessness are those produced by local authorities In 
order to be counted as homeless for inclusion in these statistics an individual or 
family must have some claim to living in the area, they must be within a social 
group for which the authority accepts housing responsibility, and they must not be 
'intentionally' homeless The other main set of statistics available is those collected 
by voluntary agencies which count the number of individuals and families in hos- 
tels for the homeless and people sleeping rough 

Each of these sets of statistics measures the number of homeless in accordance 
with the functions of the statistical collection agency. The official statistics enable 
central government to monitor the performance of local authorities in dealing with 
homelessness, and enable local authorities to monitor their own performance in 
dealing with the problems of homelessness The statistics collected by voluntary 
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agencies enable these organizations to estimate the extent and nature of manifes- 
tations of homelessness in their area and to make best use of the resources avail- 
able to the different agencies involved (see, for example, Gardner and Stanyer, 
1991) 

Neither the official statistics nor the voluntary agencies attend to, or try to attend 
to, the host of different family and personal experiences which lead to homeless- 
ness Both sets of statistics exclude living in overcrowded conditions, and people 
in bed and breakfast accommodation wanting to be rehoused Conflicts which 
teenagers have with their parents, mental illness, marital breakdown, loss of job, 
release from prison, cuts in the local authority housing programme, house repos- 
session, etc , are all among the factors which contribute to homelessness Knowl- 
edge of crucial factors of these kinds is necessary to deal with individual cases 
and to describe the real extent of homelessness as a social problem But these 
factors are not measured by the statistics 

4.3 POVERTY 

Statistics of the numbers living in poverty can also be used to illustrate the limi- 
tations of statistical evidence Two types of measures are commonly used now- 
adays for the numbers considered as living in poverty. One measure is derived 
from official criteria in that it 1s based on current levels of welfare payments made 
by central government This measure counts the number of people living at or 
below a poverty line which is defined by levels of welfare payments The second 
type measures poverty in relative terms This measure counts the number of 
households and people living at or below, say, half of the average level of income 
(See, for example, Oppenheim, 1990, for a summary of recent trends) 

There are difficulties with both of these types of measure (see Johnson and Webb, 
1989) They are, for example, based on the family unit (m the case of measures 
based on welfare payments levels) or the household (in the case of UK statistics of 
relative poverty) They are not based on the individual, and the figures in effect 
assume a degree of equality or equity of incomes within the household which 
may not exist There are also objections which are specific to each type of meas- 
ure 

Government itself sometimes objects to the first type of measure because the num- 
bers living in poverty is positively related to the level of welfare payments If 
welfare payments are increased then the numbers in poverty increase as well The 
objections to the second type of measure are similar Relative measures are sus- 
ceptible to changes which are independent of the levels of income of those classi- 
fied as suffering from poverty If the level of incomes of those with high income 
increases, thls will increase the average level of incomes and hence the numbers 
living at or below half the average income will increase The measure will show 
an increase in poverty even though the level of incomes in the lower half of the 
distribution may not have changed. 

Neither of these objections can be seriously sustained The level of welfare pay- 
ments can be presumed to be the result of proper governmental processes, and in 
a democratic society the legitimate result of community decision making As such 
the level of welfare payments constitutes an authorized criterion for deciding 
where to draw the line It is equally easy to defend the use of a relative standard 
of poverty When goods such as cars, television sets and telephones are available 
to the majority of households they establish what is regarded as normal, and they 
lessen the availability of alternative means of transport, entertainment and commu- 
nication Those who do not have access to goods and services which are regarded 
as the norm suffer from deprivation 

Peter Townsend's seminal work Poverty zn the United Kzngdom (1972), largely 
based on statistics produced from specially designed surveys, demonstrates the 
multidimensional character of poverty Like unemployment and homelessness, 
poverty is not a condition which can adequately be summarized by any single 
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measure or criterion Exactly where to draw the line between households in pov- 
erty and other households is unavoidably arbitrary But any estimate of the num- 
bers in poverty which is useful for making comparisons between different areas, 
for different groups, or over time, has to be based on a limited number of criteria. 
The level of welfare payments and the level of half-average income constitute 
defendable criteria to use The objections to these criteria, and the answers to 
these objections, illustrate the limitations which are unavoidable with any statistics 
for the numbers living in poverty 

4.4 LIMITED BUT INDISPENSABLE 
The weaknesses of statistics as facts about society discussed in this section and 
illustrated by reference to unemployment, homelessness and poverty should be 
seen as indicating significant limitations in the use of statistics for social research 
However, these limitations should not be regarded as a dismissal of the value to 
social research of statistics as facts about society The value of statistics to the 
social researcher can be as great as the value to an organization. Statistics can give 
reliable evidence of the world which is outside the direct experience of the 
researcher as well as that which is outside the direct experience of members of 
the government or the managers of organizations That evidence contributes to the 
effective functioning of governmental and other organizations The statistics help 
to define the goals of government and the purpose of organizations, and they 
enable government and other organizations to monitor their own performance 

In similar ways statistics can provide an indispensable background for research 
designed to obtain new information. They provide a check on the reality of 
assumptions in the mind of the social researcher. They provide a framework 
within which the findings of new research can be presented in a research report 
And they can provide yardsticks which can contribute to the evaluation of 
research reports 

5 DOCUMENTARY SOURCES 
So far the focus has been on the use of documentary sources mainly in numerical 
form - statistics as sources of facts about society which, as Bulmer (1980) points 
out, have been neglected by many sociologists This section moves on to consider 
some further principles for evaluating existing sources as data, this time with the 
main focus on documentary sources in the traditional sense of textual documents 
which are written (or otherwise reproduced typographically) largely in the form of 
words (As you will see, this needs some qualification as we go along, but for the 
moment we will let it stand.) 

There is a reason for taking mainly written texts as the primary focus here Written 
documents exist in huge numbers in our society, both of a private or personal 
kind and in the form of what Hakim refers to as 'administrative records'. 

Vast quantities of information are collated and recorded by organiza- 
tions and individuals for their own purposes, well beyond the data col- 
lected by social scientists purely for research purposes. 

(Hakim, 1987, also reproduced in the Reader, p.131) 

Indeed, both the proliferation of written records and communicating through writ- 
ing more generally are widely seen as major features of modern society. Some 
scholars would go so far as to regard them as the defining attributes of Western 
industrial cultures, whether because of the (arguably) central role of print in our 
modern consciousness or through the development of modern bureaucracy with 
its reliance on written rules and administrative records (for some of the arguments 
on this see Goody, 1986 and Finnegan, 1988) However you react to these the- 
ories, it is certainly a fact that writing is one dominant medium in our culture for 
the storage, dissemination and retrieval of information. There may indeed be 
problems in using written sources - as with any method - but they can and do 
provide a wealth of information for social researchers 


