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SO201: SSAASS Surveys and Statistics (Richard Lampard)

Week 3 Lecture Handout: Secondary analysis and official statistics

But first, a P.S. relating to multivariate analysis...
Multivariate analyses are often needed in social research because the scope for an experimental approach is limited by both practical and ethical considerations. In an experiment, a sample of people could be allocated at random to two groups, one of which could be subjected to a treatment, e.g. unemployment(!), and then the frequency of some outcome, e.g. marital dissolution(!), could be compared between the two groups. In this situation a bivariate analysis would suffice, since the only systematic difference between the two groups would be whether they had been ‘treated’ with unemployment or not.

However, in reality one can only observe whether unemployed people are more likely to experience marital dissolution than other people are. Different rates of marital dissolution in these two groups might be attributable to unemployment, but might also be the result of other systematic differences between the two groups. For example, unemployment is more common among the ‘working class’, hence class differences may exist between the two groups. However, class is also related to age at marriage, and age at marriage is related to the likelihood of marital dissolution. Hence, what appeared to be an effect of unemployment on the likelihood of marital dissolution might in fact be due to class/age at marriage differences between the unemployed group and the other group.

It is thus important to control for other factors that may have induced an observed relationship. Controlling for such factors inevitably involves the use of a multivariate analysis!

Note that longitudinal studies can solve some of the problems of establishing causality by showing whether ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ occur in the appropriate temporal order and whether in a broader sense their respective timings fit in with a sensible ‘story-line’. Cross-sectional surveys can, of course, collect longitudinal data retrospectively, but the validity and reliability of such data may leave something to be desired...

The fact that controlling for other variables is often an important reason why researchers carry out multivariate analyses implies that the additional variables that are used to elaborate a bivariate analyses are not always of much analytical interest in themselves. If a researcher is seeking an explanatory understanding of some outcome, then all the independent variables in a multivariate analysis may be of analytical interest, but often the analytical interest focuses on a particular independent variable, with the other independent variable(s) simply acting as controls... For example, while educational attainment acts as an intervening variable to explain the relationship between class origins and class destinations, some researchers may instead be focusing analytically on the ‘residual’ impact of class origin on class destination, controlling for educational attainment. 

Secondary analysis

Many social research studies collect far more data than can be analysed by the original researchers. This is particularly the case for large social surveys, where the number of ways in which combinations of variables can be examined appears almost infinite. Hence social research results in the accumulation of enormous quantities of data, which have only been partially ‘explored’, and thus represent a potentially important resource for sociologists.

Secondary analysis has been loosely defined by several authors. Hakim (1982) defines it as “any further analysis of an existing dataset which presents interpretations, conclusions or knowledge additional to, or different from, those presented in the first report on the inquiry as a whole and its main results”. Hyman (in a classic text not in the library) describes it as “the extraction of knowledge on topics other than those which were the focus of the original surveys”, while Dale et al. (1988) simply comment that “secondary analysis implies a re-working of data already analysed”. (Note that the term ‘secondary sources’, or ‘secondary documents’, as sometimes used by historians, has a different meaning; it relates to sources of information which are not contemporary accounts compiled by witnesses to events, but which instead are generated at a later date by people who were not present at the events).

The term secondary analysis is most often used in the context of the analysis of survey data. However, as Hakim notes, secondary analysis may also involve data from the Census, from administrative and/or public records, and from longitudinal studies. There is no compelling reason why secondary analysis should be restricted to quantitative data, but as Dale et al. point out, the re-analysis of qualitative interview transcripts by anyone other than the original researcher may be somewhat problematic, since qualitative research may involve a highly individualised relationship between the researcher and the respondent/research setting and under such circumstances an ‘outsider’ is, perhaps, unlikely to gain more than a partial understanding of the research issues. Nevertheless, there is a trend towards qualitative data sources being developed which are suitable for examination via secondary analyses (e.g. the Timescapes qualitative longitudinal study: see http://www.timescapes.leeds.ac.uk/).
Either way, secondary analysis can certainly be used usefully in combination with qualitative material. Dale et al. comment that “qualitative research can greatly enhance the value of secondary analysis by providing greater depth of information, particularly by suggesting the underlying processes that are responsible for the observed relationships” (see also Smith 2008). As an example, secondary analysis of the 1980 Women and Employment Survey can demonstrate that women who work part-time are more likely to provide care for a sick or elderly dependant than women working full-time, but qualitative research might help one answer the ‘chicken and egg’ question: do the women work part-time because of their caring role, or did they end up with the caring role because they work part-time? (An alternative might be to use quantitative data that have been collected longitudinally).

The methodological literature on qualitative secondary analysis seems quickly to be outstripping that relating to quantitative secondary analysis, perhaps because the value of secondary analysis is typically treated as a given by quantitative social researchers (see Cohen et al. 2011), and is the prevalent form of published quantitative research within British sociological journals (Smith 2008).

Secondary analysis in Britain is facilitated by the existence of the Data Archive at the University of Essex, which was initially part-funded by the ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council). The purpose of the Data Archive is to “collect... data relating to social and economic affairs from academic, commercial and governmental sources, and to make that data available for secondary analysis”. Data available from the Data Archive come from a wide range of sources, including government social surveys such as the General Household Survey, well-known academic surveys such as the 1972 Oxford Mobility Survey, and somewhat more esoteric surveys such as the Reading Marriage Survey, which collected data relating to the characteristics of couples marrying in Reading in 1972! The Archive can also supply data from the British Social Attitudes Survey, described by Dale et al. as “the first data source specifically planned for secondary analysis” (as far back as 1983!)
The Workplace Industrial Relations Surveys are a good example of the value of data being made available for secondary analysis, since the surveys were designed for industrial relations research but the Data Archive’s records show that they have also been re-analysed by labour economists and industrial geographers. Similarly, the 1976 OPCS Family Formation Survey, which was designed to examine patterns of child-bearing and family planning intentions, can be used to look at trends in religious intermarriage (as in Lampard 1992), because it collected data on both husbands’ and wives’ religious denominations.

The Archive now has an on-line catalogue of its holdings, which can be accessed via http://www.data-archive.ac.uk. Data from large surveys, which previously were supplied on CDs, are now typically downloaded via the Internet, which means that an academic researcher with their own moderately high-specification PC and access to appropriate statistical software is no longer reliant on his or her university’s IT services department for tape-reading, computing power, etc. In some cases survey data held by the archive can be analysed online (using a facility called ‘Nesstar’). International links with other archives have tended to strengthen with the passage of time, and international surveys such as the European Social Survey may be accessible from archives in other countries (ESS: http://ess.nsd.uib.no/) and in recent years an archive of qualitative material, QUALIDATA, has also been set up, and subsequently integrated into a broader UK Data Archive. Furthermore, the Data Archive itself is now part of a broader Economic and Social Data Service (ESDS: http://www.esds.ac.uk/).
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Hakim (1982) also mentions the use of administrative records (e.g. marriage register data), but these are sometimes difficult for a secondary analyst outside the organisations producing them to gain access to. The form of access to data sources is also sometimes constrained/restricted (as in the case of the ONS LS, which is based on both Census and vital registration data). It is sometimes possible to access data constructed from administrative records by other researchers (e.g. a dataset constructed from 19th Century marriage records by Miles, 1993). Official studies like those mentioned above are usually carried out by (though sometimes on behalf of) the Office for National Statistics (ONS), which superseded the Office for Population Censuses and Surveys (OPCS) and also the Central Statistical Office (CSO). The fieldwork for some official surveys and many significant non-official ones, e.g. British Social Attitudes and NATSAL, is carried out by the National Centre for Social Research, or NatCen (the current name for what used to be Social and Community Planning Research, or SCPR; website address http://www.natcen.ac.uk/), though there are a variety of other survey research organisations, including those which may be familiar from their role in opinion polling (Gallup, MORI, NOP, YouGov, etc.). Funding for the data sources may have come directly from government departments, indirectly from government via research councils (e.g. the ESRC), and/or from non-governmental organisations such as charities. Household panel studies are now seen as the ‘gold standard’ form of data source, hence considerable public funding has been channelled, via the ESRC, into the recently-started Understanding Society data source.
Note that ONS has its own website (http://www.statistics.gov.uk/); sources of official statistics can also be tracked down via the ONS Guide to Official Statistics: 2000 Edition (ONS, 2000), although such hard copy resources seem increasingly dated...
Key issues in secondary analysis

Dale et al. discuss the kinds of questions which researchers need to ask themselves when carrying out secondary analyses. These include the following:

· What was the original purpose of the study and what conceptual framework was used? Who was responsible for collecting the data?

· What data did the study collect and how were variables such as occupational class operationalized?

· What was the sample design that was used and what was the level and pattern of non-response?

The above kinds of questions need to be answered so that the researcher can be confident that the data are adequately valid and reliable, that the data are in a form which is appropriate to the researcher’s needs and theoretical perspective, and that generalisations can be made from the data. It is also important that the researcher has a good understanding of the substantive area in which he or she intends to carry out research, and that he or she understands the meanings of the categories of responses to the questions in the original study.

Secondary analysis and official data
Both Dale et al. and Bulmer (1980) commented that more use could be made of data from government surveys and official statistics in general (a point reiterated by Smith 2008). While the relatively infrequency of secondary analyses of government survey data (as compared to the U.S. and to Dale et al.’s and Bulmer’s perceptions of the level that one would have expected if social researchers had been making full use of what was available) can be partly explained in terms of a paucity of quantitatively orientated researchers in British social research at that time (which is an ongoing issue that is yet to be resolved), it was also due to a reluctance by some researchers to use official data because they perceived them as being of dubious validity.

Many criticisms of official statistics echo the (seemingly rather dated) reservations of some sociologists about the survey method in general. For example, official statistics are just as open to accusations of positivism as any other forms of quantitative data, and the sceptical comments of Graham (1983), who looked at the survey method from a feminist perspective, are of equal relevance to official data, though material in the edited volume by Roberts (1990) demonstrates that official data can make a useful contribution to the study of women's health, and many researchers now see quantitative data, including official data, as of value to feminist research (Hughes and Cohen 2010; Scott 2010). 
Bulmer points out that the coverage of key social variables is often deficient within official statistics (e.g. relatively few data have tended to be collected on religion or income), although attempts are being made to address some of the shortfalls (e.g. the ONS Sexual Identity Project). However, it is the measurement of key social variables which is possibly most problematic. Slattery (1986) points out that official definitions used to divide people into categories are often ‘non-sociological’, that such definitions become dated and are frequently changed for this or other reasons. 
For example, the class categories used in a piece of research can affect the conclusions that are drawn, and official statistics in the past more often than not (until about 2001) used the Registrar General’s Social Classes, a set of occupational categories which were heavily criticised. Slattery pointed out that the Registrar General’s Social Classes arguably over-emphasised the non-manual/manual ‘boundary’, that they omitted the unemployed, that they did not take account of class consciousness, that they were inappropriate for looking at the social class of women, and that they did not make reference to peoples’ relationships to the means of production. (These limitations in part explain the replacement of Registrar General’s Social Class by the National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC), following a review of Government social classifications {Rose and O’Reilly, 1997: see the Week 11 section of the module reading list}).

Critiques often seem to ignore the self-awareness that quantitative social researchers exhibit about the limitations of their data sources. For example, criticisms of data on social class and mortality from a publication called the Registrar General’s Decennial Supplement were put forward, based on problems with the assignment of occupations to class categories both on death certificates and in the Census. However, as far back as 1977, the Decennial Supplement contained a section assessing the limitations of the method of inquiry (see Bulmer). Furthermore, Wilkinson (1996: 69) pointed out that this issue contributed to the development of the OPCS Longitudinal Study, which strengthened the occupational information available by linking the death certificates back to earlier Census data. In this and other contexts, official statistics have been used in critical discussions of health inequalities (Guy, in Levitas and Guy, 1996).
Notwithstanding this potential for official data to be used within critiques of governments and the state, perceptions of official statistics seem often to be influenced by critical comments, such as:
“It’s [i.e. the state’s] economic and political functions are embedded in the production of official statistics, structuring both what data are produced and how this is done... only by understanding that statistics are produced as part of the administration and control of a society organised around exploitative class relations can we grasp their full meaning” (Miles and Irvine, 1979).

and
“Behind the veil of neutrality, official statistics thus form part of the process of maintaining and producing the dominant ideologies of capitalist society. While masquerading as neutral facts with which ‘divergent political forces and pressure groups can argue about policy’, official statistics are in fact a selection of data typically offering far less of use to the radical critic than the reactionary. The concepts employed serve to reinforce the arguments advanced by political and intellectual representatives of the ruling classes” (Miles and Irvine).

As in the case of RGSC, the issues raised by critiques are sometimes ones that government social researchers also see a need to address. Abberley’s critique of the OPCS Disability Surveys highlights that these surveys, which were part of a project intended to quantify levels of disability and produce a general scale of severity of disability, did not adequately reflect disabled people’s perspectives on their disabilities (see his chapter in Levitas and Guy, 1996). However, the Office for Disability Issues (ODI) brought together a group of disabled people as a reference network, in part to facilitate the effective design of a new longitudinal disability survey, the Life Opportunities Survey (LOS): see

  http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/surveys/respondents/household/life-opportunities-survey/index.html 

A notable focus for critiques of official statistics has been statistics relating to crime and suicide (see Miles and Irvine). Phenomenologists have argued that official statistics on suicide are more of a reflection of the attitudes and behaviour of officials (coroners) than of those who ‘kill themselves’. Similarly Cicourel, an influential critic of official statistics, suggested that:
“Rates of deviant behaviour are produced by the actions taken by persons in the social system which define, classify and record certain behaviours as deviant”.

Similarly, official unemployment levels often reflect an administrative and/or political view of unemployment rather than one that a sociologist might wish to adopt. Slattery gives an example of how unemployment in 1982/3 could be viewed as 4.4 million OR 1.7 million, depending on one’s subjective opinion of what constitutes an unemployed person. However, official data can evidently be used as the basis for assessments of unemployment from different political viewpoints, conceptualising it in different ways.
However, users of official statistics clearly need to take into account the ways in which they reflect their origins. In an influential critique of official statistics Hindess (1973) states:

“The rational evaluation and utilisation of statistics for scientific purposes must take account of the conceptual means for their production, that is, of the system of categories together with the instructions and elaborations in which they are specified. This means that it must depend on the theoretical interests of the science concerned”.

In conclusion, Bulmer suggests that there is a case for making greater use of official statistics for three reasons:

(i) they produce substantively interesting results,

(ii) the producers and users of official statistics are normally very concerned about the errors in data and the data’s limitations,

Government Statisticians commenting on various official statistics comment that:

“What such statistics tend to monitor is not so much the social conditions of wealth, unemployment or homelessness, but rather the operations of the state agencies responsible for dealing with the matter” (Government Statisticians’ Collective, 1979).

(iii) the conceptual issues arising from the use of official statistics are not dissimilar to those arising in other forms of sociological research.

Hindess comments that

“Official statistics are never mere givens to be taken as they are or else dismissed as inadequate. Like other productions they must be explained in terms of the conditions and instruments of their production”

and

“As structured social products they [i.e. official statistics] can be critically assessed”.
Official data and secondary analysis:
Official statistics have justifiably been viewed with some scepticism by sociologists. However, the analysis of official data by secondary analysts within academia avoids some of the problems that occur in relation to published official statistics. Clearly, the secondary analysis of official data takes place within a framework set by government and/or officials. The range of issues covered by official data, and the specifics of the questions asked are outside the control of the secondary analyst. However, if the secondary analyst has access to the ‘raw’ data, then he or she can process them in different ways to the ways in which they are processed to produce published official statistics.

For example, many data sources do not bind the secondary analyst to official class schemata such as Registrar General’s Social Class and its successor, NS-SEC, or to problematic concepts such as the “head of household”. The ‘manipulation’ of unemployment figures is a standard example of a problem with official statistics; however, critiques of official, administratively-based unemployment figures can make use of data from the Labour Force Survey, an official government survey; see Levitas and Guy, 1996: 4). Access to information about the collection and processing of official data (e.g. sample selection; questionnaires; instructions to interviewers; the coding of answers) also allows the secondary analyst to adopt an informed and suitably critical approach to their assessment of the validity and value of official data and statistics.

Whether the source of their data is official or non-official, secondary analysts should gain an extensive knowledge of the research design and data collection process that generated them. Secondary analysts may lack control over this process, but knowledge of it is vital, and a critical assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the process and hence the data should take place irrespective of whether the data are official or non-official in origin. 

Levitas and Guy’s edited book (1996) examines the availability and interpretation of official data over the preceding couple of decades in some key areas of public concern. Their assessment of the situation mixed optimism and pessimism. However, during the subsequent decade or so, the Labour government responded relatively constructively to recommendations (e.g. by the Royal Statistical Society) relating to such issues as the measurement of unemployment, and a move towards a genuinely independent National Statistical Service (see Holt, 2003), e.g. via the Statistics Board resulting from the Statistics Bill of July 2007 (Eagle, 2007; http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2007/18/contents), which was renamed the UK Statistics Authority in February 2008 (see: http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/) and which
“... is an independent body operating at arm's length from government as a non-ministerial department, directly accountable to Parliament.  … [its] overall objective is to promote and safeguard the quality of official statistics that serve the public good. It is also required to safeguard the comprehensiveness of official statistics”.
This last requirement may mean that this body has an interesting role to play in a period when the resourcing of official surveys is under considerable pressure. However, the existence of this body did not ‘save’ the GHS, and the likely demise of the Census may be driven more by resourcing than by an emphasis on efficient ways to satisfy society’s ‘data needs’.
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