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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 
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Something of their variety can be judged in the paper by Catherine Hakim on 
research in the sphere of administrative records alone, i e only one category 
among many others. 

READING AND ACTIVITY 3 

Read the paper by Cather~ne Hak~m, 'Research analys~s of admlnlstrat~ve records', 
reproduced as Chapter 12 In the Reader: As you do so, you w~l l  find ~t useful to  bear the 
following quest~ons In mmd and make br~ef notes for your answers For my comments 
see the end of th~s un~ t  and also the d~scuss~on that follows. 

I How does Hak~m define 'adm~nrstrat~ve records' and what examples does she g~ve? 

2 How does she consider that data collect~on based on admln~strat~ve records d~ffers 
from survey or experimental research In (a) ~ t s  des~gn and (b) ~ t s  Issues. 

3 What pract~cal Issues does Hak~m raise In relat~on t o  the case of admln~strat~ve rec- 
ords as sources? 

4 Hak~m concentrates on admlnlstratwe records. Are there other forms of ex~st~ng 
documentary sources that researchers m~ght w~sh t o  use as sources? 

5 The main focus In Hak~m's paper IS on records that are reproduced and consulted In 
bas~cally wnttenltypograph~c form - as texts In the tradltlonal sense o f  the term 
Are there other poss~ble forms? 

6 Why should someone Interested In the cr~tical assessment o f  soc~al research need t o  
Interest themselves In exlstlng documentary sources? 

Hakim's account concentrates only on 'administrative records' in the sense of col- 
lections of documents of (mainly) factual information, largely compiled and used 
by organizations These are, it is true, extremely important and commonly used 
sources in social research to which anyone evaluating social research is likely to 
need to give some attention. However, there are other forms of a less 'official' and 
organizational nature, such as diaries, newspapers, memoirs, letters or works of 
reference Indeed some sources to be found even within organizations are of a 
more discursive, qualitative and personal nature than emerges in Hakim's paper 
All these sources too can be - and are - at times exploited by social 
researchers 

Such sources can be classified in a number of different ways Table 2 gives one 
possible summary which, even if the details are open to contention (you can see a 
different classification in Unit 22, for example), can still serve to illustrate some- 
thing of their variety 

It will be clear from this what a vast resource is provided by sources (most of 
them written) and the role they can play in the data-collection process within 
social research. and hence the need to consider them, among other sources, in the 
evaluation of research 
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Table 2 Summary of types of sources for the contemporary and recent UK 

Standard and official sources 
Works of reference, e.g Whitaker's Almanack, Statesman ' S  Year Book, 
Annual Abstract of Statistics, The Rmes Index, Keesing's Contempora?y 
Archzves, Who's Who, Annual Regzster of World Events 
Government reports including (a) Parliamentary papers (i e. all papers 
ordered by or laid before either House of Parliament and papers printed by 
command of the government, including Reports of Royal Commissions), and 
(b) non-command papers (e.g reports of departmental committees) 
Statistical records, including the Census and the Registrar-General Reports 
(the decennial Census, and the annual Registrar-General's Statistical Review 
of England and Wales and Annual Report of the Registrar-General for 
Scotland) For further examples see Table 1 
Annual and special reports, local and unofficial, including reports by local 
Medical Officers of Health, and reports of companies, societies, schools, 
universities, political parties, trade unions, etc 
Parliamentary debates (Hansard) 
Documents on foreign policy issued by, or with the co-operation of, the 
Foreign Office 

Cabinet and other papers 
Cabinet records Because of the '30 year rule' these cannot be consulted for 
the most recent period 
Other government documents. The same difficulty applies 
Private papers, e.g. private papers of politicians (many deposited in libraries 
throughout the country), trade unions or political parties 

Memoirs, diaries and biographies 
(These may be particularly useful for the period for which government records 
are closed by the '30 year rule') 

Biographies and autobiographies 
Diaries (not very many available) 
Memoirs (available in abundance: a sometimes informative but hazardous 
source to use) 

Letters, contemporary writing 
Current affairs including works by journalists as well as by social scientists 

Social surveys, including public opinion polls, etc 
Novels, poetry, plays (imaginative writing provides source material of a 
particular kind, more useful for answering some kinds of questions than 
others) 
Newspapers and other periodicals 

Images, sounds and objects 
Film 
Photographs, maps and pictures 
Sound and video recordings (including audio- and video-cassettes, also 
programmes currently going out via radio and television and the records of 
these - if preserved - in the archives) 
Interviews, tape-recorded and other 

Museums and their contents 
History on the ground: townscapes, landscapes, aerial photographs, etc. 

Computerized records 
Any one or more of the above stored or distributed electronically (e g the 
BBC 'Domesday' interactive video-disc, statistical records stored as computer 
data bases) 

(Source denved from Mowatt, 1971) 
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Not all existing sources follow the traditional model of written documents either. 
For one thing, paper with typographically set-out text is not the only medium for 
reproducing words For another, modern technologies have made possible the 
storage and dissemination of sights and sounds other than traditional verbal texts 
in radio for example, film, or photographs, and other categories listed under 
'Images, sounds and objects' in Table 2 Varieties of documentary sources include. 

Medium For example papyrus, parchment, stone, tape, cassette, microfilm/ 
fiche, electronic. 

Fomn Usually wordshext and figures, but also other related forms. graphic, 
pictorial, audio, video and material, and all of these forms expressed in digital 
technology (as discussed in Section 6 below) 

These other (non-written) forms and media are now common enough to be given 
the label of 'documentary' - as explained above, this is now an expanded sense 
of the originally more limited application to documents in writing Whatever your 
reaction to this broad use of the term (which remains a little controversial, even 
though now quite widely used), it is certainly true that sources such as photo- 
graphs, audio recordings of various kinds, film, or broadcasts are increasingly 
used as sources in social research They also quite often appear in its final presen- 
tation 

As such it is not just written documents that need attention in our consideration of 
the use of sources in social research In fact each of these examples really calls for 
a unit in its own right and in an ideal world would have had it Unfortunately the 
structure of this course and the constraints it has to work within do not allow this. 
All is not lost however It is true that each source has certain specific features of its 
own (some of which can be followed in, for example, Becker, 1974, 1981, which 
deal with photographs) However, many of the underlying principles used to 
assess these sources are the same as those for written sources The following dis- 
cussion therefore, though couched in terms of the traditional 'written-texts-in- 
documents' model has much of relevance for the critical analysis of audio-visual 
forms as well 

A final point that emerges from the Hakim reading is of particular relevance for 
our discussion here This is her comment that where researchers rely on docu- 
mentary sources for their data their methods have to be evaluated in rather a 
different way from that applied to research based on interviews, observation or 
experiment As she puts it, researchers using documentary sources 

have to compile their own post hoc account of the procedures and 
methods used to compile the records on which a study is based 
This account replaces the usual methodological report on how data 
were specially collected in other types of study 

(Hakim, 1987, also reproduced in the Reader, p 136) 

Therefore to understand - and so be able to produce a critique of - the 
methodological procedures in document-based research we need to explore fur- 
ther something of the nature of documents and how they are compiled: how they 
come into being. Some of the basic principles at work here are considered in the 
rest of this section (further treatment of more specialrst and advanced techniques 
for textual analysis is given in Unit 21). 
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5.1 THE NATURE O F  DOCUMENTARY SOURCES: SOME 
INITIAL DISTINCTIONS 

Let us start by looking at some distinctions both between different types of docu- 
mentary sources and between different ways of using them Both distinctions have 
their uses. They also, as we will see, have their limitations - and limitations 
which, in their turn, can be illuminating 

Primary versus secondary sources 
When considering how researchers use documentary sources to collect and ana- 
lyse evidence, one of the most commonly invoked distinctions is between 
'primary' and 'secondary' sources. Historians and others conventionally regard as 
primary sources those that were written (or otherwise came into being) by the 
people directly involved and at a time contemporary or near contemporary with 
the period being investigated. Primary sources, in other words, form the basic and 
original material for providing the researcher's raw evidence. Secondary sources, 
by contrast, are those which discuss the period studied but are brought into being 
at some time after it, or otherwise somewhat removed from the actual events. 
Secondary sources copy, interpret or judge material to be found in primary 
sources Thus the Magna Charta would be a primary source for the history of 
thirteenth-century England, while an account of thirteenth-century politics by a 
twentieth-century historian would be a secondary source. Both can be useful - 
but they are different There are many possible controversies over detailed defi- 
nition here, but by and large the distinction between primary and secondary 
material is widely accepted as a fundamental one, defined in terms of the 'contem- 
poraneity' of the source and closeness to the origin of the data. True research, it is 
often implied, should ideally involve acquaintance with all the relevant primary 
and secondary sources for the topic being studied, but with particular emphasis 
on the primary sources - the basic and original data for study 

It is true that this distinction can be pressed too far, and ultimately (as will become 
clear in the later sub-sections) breaks down. But at one level it can be very helpful 
for assessing others' usage of documentary sources in their research A report 
which purports to be based on the detailed evidence about some complex ques- 
tion, but in fact depends only on consulting secondary accounts without ever get- 
ting to grips with the detailed primary sources, could certainly be open to 
criticism. Examples might be drawing conclusions about a company's financial 
standing from a speculative newspaper comment (secondary) rather than its 
detailed balance sheets, or generalizing about the family structure of a particular 
town in say, 1881, not by studying such sources as the 1881 Census Enumerators' 
books (primary) but by generalizing from twentieth-century secondary accounts 
General matters outside the researcher's main topic of interest are, reasonably 
enough, not usually followed up in primary sources Time and cost constraints 
play a part here, as so often, in limiting the researcher's scope Similarly, primary 
sources would not need to be researched for matters of common and agreed 
knowledge (like, say, the date of the establishment of the European Common Mar- 
ket) They would not need to be researched, that is, unless that topic itself became 
a matter of controversy turning on some fine point of interpretation, or the 
researcher wanted to counter conventional wisdom In such cases it is not uncom- 
mon to 'go back to the original sources' precisely so as to issue a well-founded 
challenge. 

Each case, then, must be taken according to its specific circumstances. But in gen- 
eral asking about the nature of the sources used to obtain the information for the 
research is one key question to pursue in assessing a piece of research. And one 
of the central aspects of this is whether the researcher made use of primary or of 
secondary sources and how far such a choice can be judged the appropriate one 
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'Direct' and 'indirect' uses of documentary sources 
One way of approaching a given source is to seek information directly from the 
factual content contained in it. Thus a university's published annual report will 
glve information about numbers of students, staff, departments or courses, its 
library resources, its future plans and so on - useful information for someone 
researching on such topics. Similarly a newspaper report, a biography, or a 
column in Hansard will provide direct information about certain events or situ- 
ations which could be essentral for answering questions to which a researcher 
needs the answers. The same could be applied to just about any other documen- 
tary source you could think of. Parliamentary papers, the Census, diaries, letters, 
broadcasts, advertisements, organizational records, etc. All of these could, on 
appropriate occasions, be the source of direct information. 

Does the statement above rase any problems? 

You will probably have identified the fundamental problem here even before I 
asked you - the problem, that is, of whether you can trust the overt message in 
the source The Hansard-recorded speech, the newspaper account, the advertise- 
ment, even the 'authoritative' biography might all have their own hidden agendas, 
and twist or select the evidence to fit their own purposes. 

So if we cannot trust this overt content, does that then mean the source is useless? 
This is where the zndirect use of sources comes in. The glossy public relations 
leaflet for a firm or a university might not - to put it baldly - state 'the truth, the 
whole truth, and nothing but the truth' But the gloss put on the message can itself 
convey indirect information about, say, the ideals aimed at, the standard termin- 
ology used in a particular place or period, the kinds of subterfuges engaged in, or 
the sort of images thought likely to appeal to the intended market. Similarly even 
the most self-indulgent and flagrantly non-factual autobiography m~ght tell you 
something unintentionally about, say, the author's perspective, motivations, per- 
sonality or imagined audience, or about the social context in which she or he was 
writing. In other words, a great deal of information can often be gained from a 
source indzrectly even when a dzrect approach employing a (perhaps simplified) 
model of information-transfer in terms of literal truth is likely to be less successful 

As with the primary/secondary distinction, the directhndirect distinction becomes 
more complex and muddy the more closely you look at actual source usage, and 
ultimately it too breaks down It is a useful one to start out from however, and the 
'indirect' use of sources is particularly worth bearing in mind in the following sub- 
section. 

5.2 HOW DO DOCUMENTARY SOURCES COME INTO 
BEING? 

Faced with written or numerical records, it is easy to forget that these sources do 
not just arise automatically through some asocial natural process. They may look 
authoritative, as if they could not have been produced in any other way. But in 
effect, all these sources are the results of human activity. As came out well in the 
comment by Wright Mills quoted earlier (Section 21, they are produced by human 
beings acting In particular circumstances and within the constraints of particular 
social, historical or administrative conditions. 

Often these sources rest on a series of human decisions An individual decides to 
write a diary or memoir, a committee agrees to issue a report, a sociologist 
decides to work on a book about drug addicts, a political party decides to pub- 
lish an election manifesto or a business organization to issue an annual report 
(this may be as much a result of a taken-for-granted routine as of a single once- 
and-for-all decision - but a decision in some sense is involved) This may be 
followed by further decisions: that the diary (or memoir) will be, for example, 
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indiscreet or hard-hitting, that the report will stress one aspect of the situation 
more than another, that the sociological study will concentrate on one particular 
locality, that the manifesto or the annual statement will play up certain issues 
and factors and play down or even suppress others All these decisions will obvi- 
ously affect the nature of the source as it comes into existence It can equally be 
affected by what could be called 'unconsc~ous decisions' The diarists may (not 
admitted even to themselves) be really writing with an eye to later publication 
and so be representing events, personalities and even inner feelings in the light 
of this, the committee may, without members themselves fully realizing it, form 
part of a general reaction within the organization agalnst the increasing influence 
of some special group and be directed as much to countering that influence as 
to stating isolated recommendations; the sociologist may turn the research direc- 
tion to fit the interests of those who control research funds or the accepted wis- 
dom of the moment among established academic colleagues; the details in the 
party manifesto may result from a compromise between several opposing fac- 
tions, and so on 

In all these cases a series of choices has been made - at least in the sense that 
the result might have been otherwise The resultant source can thus often be bet- 
ter assessed ~f one can discover the kind of process by which it came into being. 
We can in this way learn more about the author's circumstances, and (perhaps) 
about the influences on him or her by other individuals or groups, who may 
sometimes bear more responsibility than at first appears A particular statement by 
a party leader may, for example, be made under duress (physical duress is one 
possibility, but more often political pressure like a threat to hidher leadership or 
the need to avert a backbench revolt which might bring the government down) - 
if so, knowing the background helps us to assess the statement as a source Again, 
if some account has come into existence through rumour rather than concrete 
evidence, this too is relevant Or some particular source might be a forgery - if 
so, it is essential for someone using the source to know this The cautions about 
statistical sources made earlier could equally well have been brought in here. to 
assess them effectively we need to know how they were collected and by whom 
So, too, we can bring in the whole process of exactly how material on a particular 
subject has been gathered. Daryll Huff makes this point vividly in his amusing but 
useful little book How to Lze wzth Statistzcs, when he quotes an experienced 
judge's advice to an eager young British civil servant in India. 

When you are a bit older you will not quote Indian statistics with that 
assurance. The government are very keen on amassing statistics - they 
collect them, add them, raise them to the nth power, take the cube root 
and prepare wonderful diagrams But what you must never forget is that 
every one of those figures comes in the first instance from the chowty 
dar [village watchman] who just puts down what he damn pleases 

(Huff, 1973, p 72)  

This may be an amusing exaggeration, but the basic point is worth bearing firmly 
in mind Knowing how a source came into being may be directly relevant both for 
understanding who was responsible for lt (and thus the kind of interpretation 
likely to be involved) and for assessing its reliability. 

There is a further aspect too This is a matter of the audience or purpose 
towards which a particular source is directed A political speech may be pre- 
pared and delivered to stir up the party faithful and have more comments 
about what ought to be so than descriptions of actual situations; reports in 
particular newspapers may be directed to a readership which demands, or is 
thought to demand, personalized and dramatic stories rather than dispassionate 
analysis in depth, scholarly books and articles are often directed to a reader- 
ship consisting of academic colleagues and competitors Who this supposed 
audience is and the extent to which the creator of the account/speech/report 
shares the audience's preconceptions is likely to affect both what is said and 
what is left unsaid - once again, essential background information for an 
assessment of that source. 
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How material is presented is also likely to be affected by the audience the author 
has in mind Certain styles of presentation have become accepted as the appropri- 
ate ones for particular types of publication - in other words the style gives yet 
another clue to the nature of the source, and hence what you can expect from it 
Academic articles, for example, can adopt a number of different formats, but one 
common pattern is for them to be expressed in relatively dispassionate language 
('is' rather than 'ought' statements predominate, with critical discussion of the cen- 
tral concepts), to relate explicitly the content of the article to work by other scho- 
lars, and to pursue a coherent argument ending up with a conclusion referring to 
some general or theoretical point Political memoirs, on the other hand, generally 
are in a more chatty and personal style, giving a vivid picture of events and of the 
author's contributions to them rather than reaching any general conclusion News- 
paper styles vary considerably according to readership and editorial policy, but 
once again - as, too, in television - there tends to be an emphasis on personali- 
zation and the glamour of unusual or striking events Statistical tables, by contrast, 
especially in official publications, have their own appropriate style of presentation. 
impersonal, starkly quantitative and unlikely to be chatty 

Without really thinking about it you can no doubt recognize these different styles, 
but may not have realized how far they depend on current conventions and (im- 
plicit) decisions about appropriate ways of presenting information to different 
audiences. This is yet another form of human interpretation and construction 
which will affect the form in which 'the facts' are formulated in documentary 
sources 

The same point also applies to those apparently neutral reports transcriptions 
from taped interviews (see Unit 11, Section 4.2) These seem to rest on a mechan- 
ical process of merely transferring the taped words into a handy written form, 
resulting in 'text' which can be analysed like any other But - quite apart from 
any problems in the spoken interview itself - it is now increasingly realized that 
transferring from the spoken to the written word raises many problems akin to 
those of translation A great deal is lost in moving from the multi-channel medium 
of words to the single-channel medium of writing And what is lost may be essen- 
tial to the meanings the researcher is trying to discover So the decisions to tran- 
scribe in one particular way rather than another are seldom unchallengeable and 
often highly political (see Ochs, 1979, Finnegan, 1992, pp 190ff, 230ff, and refer- 
ences given there) 

So although the distinction between primary and secondary sources is indeed a 
useful one, no source is really primary in the literal and ultimate sense of giving 
the plain unvarnished facts There is always some element of production and 
shaping, some process by which the source came into being. 

Further, we can now go back again to the 'direct' and 'indirect' uses of sources 
When we grasp the many complexities behind the creation of sources, it seems 
too simple just to contrast the 'surface' message of a document with all the 
indirect or implicit meanings that could be drawn from it. For, as will become 
even clearer in a later discussion, most, perhaps all, texts contain a series of mean- 
ings and functions These depend on both the viewpoint of the creator (or cre- 
ators - for sometimes there are multiple strands even at the most simple level) 
and that of anyone reading or hearing it. Texts are typically multl-functional and 
multi-vocal, and which elements one picks out of these is seldom a simple direct/ 
indirect alternative, but a matter of judgement and interpretation. 

There is also the simple but extremely important point that what counts as pri- 
mary (or secondary) or as direct (or indirect) depends crucially on the purpose of 
the reader - or the researcher Once again, the role of documentary sources (like 
so many others) turns out to be relative, rather than absolute 

The implication of all this for assessing researchers' use of written sources as data 
must by now be obvious Sources have to be intelpreted not just consulted And 
one fundamental criterion for how sensibly the sources are thus interpreted in the 
research you are assessing is precisely what the researcher has used them for, and 
how far he or she has taken account of how they came into being by whom, 
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under what circumstances and constraints, with what motives and assumptions, 
and how selected To ignore all these aspects and merely take the sources at face 
value is, admittedly, more disastrous in some cases than others But it is always a 
question to be asked about any use of written sources as data So one of the most 
illuminating yardsticks to use in assessing the use of documentary sources as data 
is how far the researchers are explicit about their purposes, and how far they 
seem to take account of these features of the sources they use - indeed how far 
they discuss such problems explicitly at all 

It has to be admitted, however, that using this yardstick is not necessarily a simple 
or easy task For the corollary 1s that you can apply it most effectwely only d you 
know something about these - or similar - sources for yourself and you are 
able to engage in informed and reasonable interpretations 

5.3 SUMMARY O F  SOME FUKI'HER QUESTIONS T O  
ASK 

Thinking about how the sources have come into being will lead to other related 
questions to ask when assessing the use of documentary sources as data Among 
these are the following, all useful touchstones to decide whether the researcher 
has used his or her sources knowledgeably and critically Some of these questions 
overlap with the more overarching point made in the last section, but it can still 
be useful to list them if only as a handy azde-m6mozre 

One further point needs highlighting, before moving on to the llst As in all the 
discussions of the critical evaluation of research in this course or elsewhere, the 
precise relevance of such critical questions will, of course, depend on who is 
doing this evaluating, and for what purpose (see, for example, the discussion in 
Unit 10, Section 5)  So the questions are merely listed as some possible general 
principles Their exact application to particular evaluations will have to remain a 
matter for your own judgement 

1 Has the researcher made use of the exzstzng sources relevant and appropriate 
for his or her research topic? 

Given the wealth of existing sources indicated above - verbal, numerical, audio- 
visual, electronic - this is a sensible prior question to ask in assessing any piece 
of research Sometimes of course there are no relevant sources, or problems about 
access, quality or specific nature make their use less appropriate than data gath- 
ered more directly by the researcher But often they are available and their use 
would save time, money and trouble - and in some cases (arguably) lead to 
more accurate or insightful results 

This is partly a matter of the overall design of the research and of the initial 'litera- 
ture search' (see Unit 10). But it also affects the data-collection phase (in so far as 
this can be separated as a specific stage) collecting and analysing the information 
needed for the researcher's final conclusions 'Not knowing, or not consulting, the 
relevant sources' is an effective and not uncommon criticism of someone's 
research 

Even more than with the other questions in this sectlon, using this criterion to 
assess someone else's research necessarily depends on knowing something of the 
extent of these sources yourself Sometimes no doubt you will - and m that case 
will be in a strong position to make a knowledgeable assessment (that, of course, 
is why it is often experts in the specific area covered who are asked to write book 
reviews or to assess research proposals). But even if you do not it can be at least 
of some help in assessment if you know something of the range of sources that 
do exist and might have been tapped. 

2 How far has the researcher taken account of any 'twzsting' or selection of the 
facts zn the sources used? 

This is a simple question in one way - it is an obvzous consideration to raise, 
after all But in another way it can prove an elusive question, one extremely hard 
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to elucidate. Deliberate falsification, forgery, or explicit propaganda are perhaps 
relatively straightforward, even if sometimes in practice missed by naive or unin- 
formed researchers More difficult to assess is the less conscious shaping of what 
is represented in written reports. Whatever form these take there is bound to be 
some social filtering, possibly because they are produced by interested parties to 
suit their own views and preconceptions, dictated by particular administrative 
needs and arrangements, Influenced by currently dominant models, theones or 
interpretations among scholars - and so on It is worth remembering that a 
source purporting to represent generally held views or an 'objective assessment' of 
the situation sometimes expresses only the views of a minority or of a particular 
interest group Indeed it is not uncommon for people to speak rhetorically of the 
common good rather than of their own specific interests They rightly consider 
they will in this way get a better hearing for their case, as well as sometimes being 
sincerely convinced that their own and the general interest coincide. 

Besides such cases, there is always the possibility that what are assumed to be the 
views of 'the public' are in fact no more than those of the rich, educated or 
powerful Marx put this point wlth particular clarity and force when he wrote 

The ideas of the ruling class are, in every age, the ruling ideas i e the 
class which is the dominant materzal force in society is at the same 
time tts dominant zntellectual force The class which has the means of 
material production at its disposal, has control at the same time over 
the means of mental production, so that in consequence the ideas of 
those who lack the means of mental production are, in general, subject 
to it. 

(Marx, Geman Ideology, translated in Bottomore and 
Rubel, 1963, p 63) 

One need not agree with the details of Marx's analysis (or even with his use of the 
concept of 'class') to appreciate the point being made here. 

It could be argued that the problem is less for someone studying the present than 
for historians of the past where the smaller amount of source material sometimes 
meant a concentration on the views of certain groups (in practice usually of the 
educated and powerful groups). Nowadays, there is perhaps more source material 
that goes right across the board, applying to all groups of society, or at least 
arguably more so than in the past This may be so, but it is still important to ask 
thzs questzon about a researcher's use of any source. It is often particularly perti- 
nent for statements by articulate and well-organized interest groups 

However, bias or selectivity need not be deliberate or 111-motivated to be pervasive in 
the sources Indeed 'bias' may not even be the correct term here, suggesting as it does 
a concept of some absolute and asocial correspondence with the 'bare facts' which 
could be reached d w e  could only get through the misleading veil of the 'bias'. As you 
will remember from Unit 1/2, there are many philosophical controversies over the 
nature of 'truth', but one common position among many social scientists would now 
certainly be that all human formulations are inevitably shaped by the social and cul- 
tural contexts in which they are created, and by the individuals or collectivities who 
create them It does not follow that they are necessarily 'false' in some simplified 
sense, nor that they are valueless. But it does mean that interpretation rather than just 
some automatic 'reading off' of the results is needed in analysing any human- 
constructed formulation, written, spoken or gestured 

Examples might be. an interpretation of the facts and figures relating to people of 
Afro-Caribbean origin now settled in the UK according to (a) a supporter of the 
National Front or (b) a member of the Commission for Racial Equality; an expla- 
nation of the events in Northern Ireland over the last 25 years by (a) a member of 
the Orange Order or (b) a member of the provisional IRA, an academic study of 
educational opportunity in the UK in which data were collected and analysed on 
the assumption (nowhere proved) that (a) there is a clear-cut and homogeneous 
'working class' in the UK or (b) opportunity is fully open to merit 
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Kitson Clark sums this up well in his older - but still extremely pertinent - 
study, The Cmtical Hzstoman, in words which apply equally well to social and 
educational research based on documents 

Into the consideration of anything which lies beyond the framework of 
fact the human element will intrude This is obvious in relation to any 
question of interpretation, but it is also true of any question of disputed 
fact It will be necessary to take into account the extent and limitations 
of the powers of human beings to observe, to form inferences from 
what they observe, to remember, to record, to present what they have 
recorded in a newspaper or history book But not only will the powers 
of human beings to observe, infer and record be in question, but also 
the ways in which they do these things will be controlled by their wills, 
by their passions, by their interests and by the very fact that they are 
human beings 

(Kitson Clark, 1967, pp 125-6) 

This question is therefore always worth pursuing even in the most impartial- 
seeming source (an academic textbook, for instance) which appears to have con- 
sidered the evidence fully and dispassionately It is often the most elusive question 
of all to get an exact answer to - but equally it is perhaps the single most import- 
ant question to ask Of course, if you accept the same model, etc. as the writer, 
you may not consider what is said as 'twisting' the facts Even then, however, it is 
still worth asking the question for it may make you more aware that both what is 
said in the source and the researcher's interpretation of it could be contmverszal 
even if you happen to believe it is true. 

3 What kznd of selectzon has the researcher made zn her or his usage of the 
sources and on what pn'nczples? 

Sometimes the amount of source material potentially relevant to a particular issue 
is huge and some selectivity is necessary, it will also of course depend on the aims 
and parameters of the research But with documentary, as with any other sources, 
how the selection is made is crucial Written sources sometimes come in relatively 
measurable units. If so, similar sampling techntques to those discussed in earlier 
units might well - depending on the nature of the enquiry - be appropriate 
Many do not, in which case has the researcher adopted some other principles to 
ensure a fair and representative coverage of the questions to be investigated? 
Either way there are still problems How can you test whether or not the treatment 
has been representative without knowing the full list of possible sources from 
which the selection has been made? And what counts as 'fair' or 'representative' 
may depend on one's viewpoint 

However, even if the answers are not always in practice easy, the questions 
remain important. Certainly in assessing research it would be at least a pmma.facie 
ground for criticism if only one or two cases were taken as evidence for more 
general trends (although it might be judged acceptable to use them on a more 
'case study' basis to highlight possible issues or complexities for further research, 
or to take a 'life history' or 'biographical' approach) 

A similar question could be asked, not just of the researcher's conscious or uncon- 
scious selection among the sources, but also of the picture conveyed by those 
sources themselves 

The above assumes that the sources are in existence and that the researcher's 
usage can be judged by how far he or she takes advantage of their availability. But 
there is also the further problem - and a common one - that sources do not just 
'exist' in some natural state, for the researcher to 'sample' They are preserved 
selectively, and, once again, in a social context Quite apart from the accidents of 
time, some written sources are more likely to be lost than others - depending 
among other things on their content, medium or location - and further selectivity 
in their preservation is imposed by, for example, changing academic or political 
fortunes There are also the possibilities of direct censorship, secrecy and 
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confidentiality, particularly if there is something in the sources perceived as to 
someone's discredit, and prevention of access by those controlling the sources. It 
can never just be assumed without checking that to consult just the existing and 
available documentary sources provides a fair coverage 

4 How far does a source whzch descmbes a partzcular inczdent or case repect the 
general sztuation? 

This is a relatively straightforward question, though it can also lead into some 
more detailed points like the usefulness or otherwise of 'case studies' (see also the 
issues of case selection raised in Block 2) Often one has to go to other sources 
besides the original one studied to answer the question. Can the account also be 
taken as true of other kinds of people and situations? It may be that there is no 
explicit claim in the account that what is described there also applies to other 
cases, but there may be an zmplication that it does - and this is sometimes all the 
more effective from not being explicitly stated 

It is often worth bearing in mind here the common tendency for the news media 
to highlight the flamboyant and the unusual rather than the humdrum and usual, 
and to personalize events rather than fill in the overall social background 

So when a researcher is using documentary sources to gather information, how far 
does he or she appear to be alive to these possible distorting effects, and to have 
taken account of them? 

5 Is the source concerned with recommendatzons, ideals or what ought to be 
done? 

If so it does not necessarily provide any evidence about what zs done or is so in 
practice - but it is often tempting for researchers using such sources to leap to 
this mistaken conclusion. 

Explicitly normative statements (i.e. those which clearly state that something ought 
to be done) are relatively easy to recognize and criticize. But, in other cases, this 
can be a tricky question to answer, since what are really normative statements 
about what ought to be are often expressed in language more suited to describing 
what zs. When it is a question of policy statements it is often hard to sort out just 
how far the statement is merely an empty ideal or for propaganda purposes and 
how far a guiding principle for practice (with perhaps certain unavoidable excep- 
tions). However, difficult to answer as ~t is, this is often a question worth asking, 
and a researcher who seems not to have considered such issues could certainly be 
criticized as naive 

6 How relevant zs the context of the source' 

The particular points described or emphasized in the source may need to be inter- 
preted in the light of the historical context in which the source came into being 
the particular crisis in which the author was involved, the political state of play, 
the nature of public opinion at the time - in fact, all the background factors 
which influence how both the author and the intended audience would under- 
stand the words in the context in which they were originally said or written (see 
Section 5 2 above) Taken out of context, this original meaning may be misunder- 
stood Similarly the context in which particular administrative records were com- 
piled or the constraints under which the compilers acted are all part of the 
background which a critical researcher has to consider. 

7 Wzth statzstical sources what were the assumptzons accordzng to which the 
statzstics were collected and presented? 

Statistical records too are not just self-evident facts of nature They have to be 
collected, interpreted and presented In so doing a number of assumptions must 
inevitably be made about, for instance, what is a suitable sample, what categories 
are to be counted, how they are to be defined, the questions used to get at data, 
and so on 

One particularly important set of assumptions are those which shape the basic 
categories employed - what are the statistics in effect about In statistics referring 
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to 'the crime rate', for example, what is the category 'crime' assumed to mean7 If it 
is 'crimes known to the police', that will result in one figure; if 'people pros- 
ecuted', in another (lesser) figure; if 'persons found guilty', yet another (lesser 
still) For this reason, always look carefully at the tztle of any table or other figures 
being cited by researchers 

Here too some considerable background knowledge of the subject is often near- 
essential for evaluating a researcher's use of the figures This enables one to 
look at the assumptions behind statistical sources on the subject more critically 
and knowledgeably. Knowing how they were collected, by whom and in what 
circumstances is one unavoidable precondition for interpreting statistics So too 
may be some grasp of the ways new categories or definitions can be introduced 
such as those in the definitions of 'employment' or of 'poverty' in the UK in the 
1980s. 

8 And jnally having taken all the prevzous factors znto account, do you con- 
sider that the researcher has reached a reasonable znterpretatzon of the mean- 
ing of the sources? 

This central question is seldom a simple one to answer But it has to be faced For 
irrespective of all the care we can take in considering the background, counting 
the units, analysing the contents in the end few or no humanly created sources 
are just transparent purveyors of clear-cut and objective 'truth'. Interpretation is 
always needed, not only by those constructing the documents, but also by those 
intended and unintended audiences who consult them 

This is more complex because of the multi-layered nature of meaning, something 
of which we are nowadays becoming increasingly aware A document - whether 
the transcript of a speech, a government paper, a personal diary or a set of busi- 
ness records - may be perceived in one way by one reader, in another by others 
The interpretations may vary as between different interested parties, historical 
periods and geographical cultures - and this without any of these interpretations 
necessarily being 'wrong' (some may well be, of course). And it is always a possi- 
billty that a source which it would be misleading to interpret as evidence for one 
purpose (interpreting a firm's publicity handout as providing the facts about its 
actual financial standing) may well be an excellent source if interpreted as evi- 
dence for, say, the current conventions in the public relations industry and the 
sorts of values thought likely to appeal to its targeted readership. This recalls the 
difference which Arthur Marwick (1977, p.63) neatly makes between the 'witting' 
and 'unwitting' evidence provided by sources Whzch of these is considered, for 
what purposes, and in what mix, is also a matter of interpretation 

In the end there is no easy way to measure this, and you will have to exercise 
your own judgement in the light of all the evidence you have as to how reason- 
ably the researcher has reached his or her own interpretation. 

It will be clear from the above discussion that a full assessment of how well a 
researcher has made use of the appropriate sources can really only be made by 
people themselves knowledgeable about those very sources and their background 
- and, furthermore, knowledgeable about the researcher's own preconceptions in 
using those sources This ideal situation may not be open to you. But as a second 
best it is always worth at least askzng the kinds of questions above, and consider- 
ing whether the research report provides any information to suggest how far the 
researcher has considered the issues. 
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ACTIVITY 4 m 
I Take (a) one spec~fic example of research In the course andlor (b) any example 

known to you where research conclus~ons have been reached based on ex~st~ng writ- 
ten sources - whether w ~ t h ~ n  an organ~zation, of  an ~nd~v~dual nature, In the mass 
med~a or wherever - and l ~ s t  the kmd of prob~ng quest~ons you would find 11lum1- 
nat~ng In assessmg its vahd~ty and reliab~l~ty. Do  you cons~der some more useful than 
others? 

2 You may w~sh t o  rephrase the eght quest~ons deta~led above t o  make them more 
adaptable to  your own use. How m~ght you try t o  do th~s andtor are there any more 
general head~ngs under wh~ch you would prefer to  group them? 

3 What common features can you see between the research use of documentary 
sources as data and that o f  other ~nforrnat~on-gathering methods d~scussed In th~s 
block wh~ch m~ght be relevant for evaluatmg the research der~ved from them? 

My responses t o  these quest~ons are at the end of this u n t  

5.4 SOME FINAL POINTS 

Three additional points need to be made here. two which are relatively detailed, 
and one of more general significance 

First, the questions in Section 5 3 have mostly been expressed in terms of wrztten 
sources However, it is worth returning to the point made earlier, that most of 
them can also be applied to existing sources in other media, including those in 
audio or video form. Such sources are now attracting greater interest from 
researchers, whether broadcast over the air, shown in the cinema, taken over from 
other researchers, or stored in a variety of archives (Audio sources, for example, 
have now become important enough for the British Library to have published a 
special directory to recorded sound resources in the UK Weerasinghe, 1989 ) It is 
sometimes tempting to suspend the usual sceptical approach to sources when 
considering audio and video because of the impression they can somehow purvey 
of representing direct and unvarnished 'reality' But like any other source, they are 
humanly constructed and need to be approached with the same range of probing 
questions as written sources - as does the work of any researcher depending on 
them as data. 

Secondly, researchers using existing sources sometimes speak of 'content analysis' 
This applies particularly (though not only) to research in a mass communication 
framework and on the mass media analysis of television programmes for exam- 
ple, radio broadcasts or the popular press. This is not the place for a detailed 
exploration of this approach, except to say that it usually depends on a high 
degree of quantification and claims to have developed scientific procedures for 
measuring the occurrence and recurrence of specific items in the 'documentary 
records' being analysed (for further discussion see Unit 21) The procedures are 
controversial ones - or at least their theoretical rationale is, often resting on argu- 
ments about measureable 'objective' content as against subjective 'meaning'. But 
irrespective of such arguments the relevant point here is that exactly the same 
kinds of questions can be asked of this approach as of other uses of documentary 
and existing sources for example, how was the original source constructed in the 
first place, and how critically and knowledgeably did the researcher interpret it? 

The final and most important point is that any researcher's use of sources - selec- 
tion, interpretation, evaluation - will be influenced by her or his own theoretical, 
political and perhaps moral assumptions What counts as the 'appropriate' sources, 
a fair selection, or a 'valid' interpretation is certainly not just subjective or relative 
- but often it cannot be a purely objective or agreed matter either The same 
applies to your own assessment of that researcher's use of the documentary 
sources. Ultimately what is involved at every level is not just a technical pro- 
cedure, but a matter of informed and critical personal judgement 


