Secondary Sources
Primary data – data produced by researchers using methods such as questionnaires, interviews and observation. Primary data is new data that did not exist before the research began.

Secondary data There is a vast range of existing information which is available for sociological research. It includes letters, diaries, novels, autobiographies, legal documents, parish records, official statistics, newspapers, magazines, television and radio programmes, recorded music, photographs and paintings. These sources of information are known as secondary sources and the data itself as secondary data.

  This unit looks at a number of secondary sources and assesses the usefulness of secondary data.

Official statistics 

Sources of official statistics

Official statistics are numerical data produced by national and local government bodies. They may be a by-product of the normal workings of a government department. Eg, the claimant count measure of unemployment- a measure of unemployment based on the number of people who claim unemployment related benefit- is a by-product of administrating the belief system. Or official statistics may result from research designed to produce them- eg, the Labour Force Survey collects information on unemployment from a quarterly survey of 60,000 households.
  Official statistics cover a wide range of behaviour including births, deaths, marriage and divorce, the distribution of income and wealth, crime and sentencing and work and leisure. The following are among the main sources of official statistics.

1 Government departments- Departments such as Children, Schools and Families and the Home Office regularly request information from organisations such as local tax offices, social services departments, hospitals, job centres and police stations. This information is then processed and much of it published.
2 Surveys The Office for National Statistics is the government agency responsible for compiling and analysing many of the Uk’s economic, social and population statistics. Surveys are a major source of statistical data. Every 10 years the office for National Statistics Carries out the Census of the Population which covers every household in the UK. Each head of household must, by law, complete a questionnaire that deals with family composition, housing, occupation, transport and leisure. Other large scale surveys include the annual General Household Survey based on a detailed questionnaire given to a sample of nearly 12,000 people and the New Earnings Survey based on a 1% sample of employees drawn from Inland Revenue PAYE records.

Using Official Statistics 

Official statistics provide a vast array of quantitative data. However, sociologists cannot accept them at face value- they must use them only with care & caution. It is essential to bear the following points in mind.

  How are official statistics constructed? Sociologists must know how official statistics are constructed in order to assess the quality of the data they provide. The example of unemployment statistics shows why.

  As noted earlier, there are two main sources of data for unemployment statistics –the benefit system and social surveys. And there are two main definitions of unemployment –the claimant count definition which uses data from the benefit system, and the International Labour Organisation definition which uses data from the Labour Force Survey. Although both measures show broadly the same levels of and trends in unemployment, there are differences.
  Sociologists using official statistics on unemployment should be aware of how these statistics have been constructed. This applies to all official statistics, no matter what the topic.

Who decides what statistics are collected and published?

Official statistics are government statistics. Elected representatives and government officials decide what information is important and useful and, on the basis, what data to collect and publish. And, maybe more importantly, they decide what not to collect and publish.

  These decisions may be ‘political’. They may reflect the concerns and priorities of government rather than a desire to provide sound & reliable information. Eg, Muriel Nissel, the first editor of Social Trends, an annual ‘From time to time, there has been great pressure on directors of statistics in departments to withhold or modify statistics, particularly in relation to employment and health, and professional integrity ha forced some to threaten resignation’.
Are official statistics politically biased?

Does the actual construction of statistics reflect government interests? Are they shaped to present the government of the day in a favourable light? The following evidence suggests that in some cases this might happen.

  According to the Labour Party, Conservative governments changed the method used to count unemployment over 30 times between 1982 and 1992. And in practically every case, these changes resulted in a drop in the official level of unemployment (Denscombe, 1994). At best, some would argue, this is politically convenient, at worst it is outright fiddling to present the government in a better light.
Do official statistics provide valid measures?

Do official statistics really measure what they claim to measure? Eg, do the annual crime statistics produced by the Home Office provide an accurate measurement of crime? Even the Home Office accepts that the answer is no. Similar criticisms can be made for a range of official statistics from unemployment and suicide to the distribution of income and wealth.

Advantages of official statistics Despite the above warnings, official statistics can be very useful for sociological research. They have the following advantages. 
· Published statistics are readily available and cost little or nothing to use.

· Care is taken to select representative samples and sample sizes are often large. Surveys as large as the General Household Survey are usually outside sociologists’ research budgets.

· Many government surveys are well planned & organised with detailed questionnaires or interview schedules. As such, they meet the standards of sociological research.

· Surveys are often conducted regularly, for example on a fortnightly, monthly, annual or ten yearly basis. This can allow for comparisons over time & the identification of trends.

· Sometimes official statistics are the only major source of information on a particular topic.

Perspectives on official Statistics 
A positivist view From this perspective, official statistics are a potentially valuable source of quantitative data. They have their faults but, in many cases, they provide measures of behaviour that can be used to investigate possible cause & effect relationships.
An Interpretivist view From this perspective official statistics are not ‘facts’, they do not represent some objective reality ‘out there’ in the real world. Instead, they are definitions & meanings in terms of which people construct social reality. The job of the sociologists is to discover these meanings & how they are conducted. Eg, an interpretivist sociologist would not use suicide statistics to explain why people commit suicide is a meaning.

  Take crime stats. The question is not whether they are accurate or inaccurate. A crime is simply a meaning given to an event. And the job of the sociologist is to understand how this meaning is constructed.

A Marxist view From a Marxist viewpoint, official statistics are an aspect of ruling class ideology. Generated by government departments and agencies, official statistics derive from questions asked by, information processed by, and results either suppressed or made public by a state which represents the interests of the capitalist class. As such, they provide information which helps to maintain and justify the power of capital and disguise the reality of exploitation and oppression.
Documents
The term document covers a wide range of written & recorded material. It includes letters, diaries, memoirs, autobiographies, novels, newspapers, advertisements, posters, photographs & radio & television broadcasts.
Ray Pawson (1995) distinguishes three main types of analysis, 1) formal content analysis, 2) thematic analysis & 3) textual analysis.

Formal content analysis

This method attempts to classify and quantify the content of a document in an objective manner. Say you were interested in the portrayal of gender roles in children’s fiction published during the last 5 years. You could take a sample of the books and analyse each in terms of the same pre-sect categories. Eg, which activities are shared by girls and boys & which are limited to 1 or the other. The results are then quantified and interpreted. If, eg,, preparing food & taking care of younger brothers & sisters is limited to girls, then it could be argued that gender roles remain distinct.
Critics accept that formal content analysis can often effectively measure simple straightforward aspects of content. However, they argue that it says little about the meaning of a document, either in terms of its meaning to the audience or the meaning the producer intends to communicate.

Thematic analysis

This approach looks for the motives and ideologies which are seen to underlie documents. Eg, a news broadcast may reflect the interests of powerful groups in society. The job of the research is to uncover this underlying ideology. The Glasgow University Media Group combined content & thematic analysis in their analysis of TV news broadcasts in the 1970s & 80s. They made a strong case that there is a pro-management, anti-union bias in the reporting of industrial disputes.
  However, there are a number of problems with thematic analysis. Who is to say that sociologist’s interpretation of the underlying ideology is correct? And if it is correct, does the existence of such ideology matter? Readers of The Sun, for instance, may see through or ignore or be unaware of its right-wing views. This may well explain why a significant minority of Sun readers regularly vote Labour.

Textual analysis

Rather than looking for underlying ideologies, this method involves a close examination of the ‘text’ of a document to see how it encourages a particular reading & creates a particular impression. Ray Pawson (1995) gives the following eg, from a newspaper headline, GIRL GUIDE, 14, RAPED AT HELLS ANGELS CONVENTION. This eg of the ‘innocent victim’/’wicked perpetrator’ pair which creates the impression of two extremes, one good, the other evil. It is one of the many tricks of the trade used to convey particular messages. As with thematic analysis, the problem with textual analysis is reading things into the text which may have little or nothing to do with the intentions of the produces or the interpretations of the audience.
Audience research

Some researchers argue that the focus of document research should be the audience. From this viewpoint, the audience is not made up of passive consumers who are brainwashed by underlying ideologists or swayed by textual ‘tricks of the trade’. Instead, it sees audiences actively negotiating the meaning from acceptance to indifference to opposition (Pawson, 1995).
The news game But finding out how audiences respond is far from easy. Jenny Kitzinger’s use of the ‘news game’ examined so far. Small ‘audience groups’ averaging 3 people from different social backgrounds were given a set of 13 photographs taken from TV news items & documentaries about AIDS. The groups were asked to select pictures & use them to write a news report on AIDS. Kitzinger concluded from this exercise that audiences are selective in their interpretation of news. They highlight certain views & modify or oppose others. They are able to ‘read between the lines’ of news reports, to uncover dominant themes & to construct alternative accounts which draw on their personal experience & political beliefs. This gives some indication of the variety & complexity of audience responses.
  The ‘news game’ was first used by Greg Philo to study audience response to the media & the miners’ strike of 1984/85. It represents an important change of direction- from the document, to the document in relation to the audience.

Audience understandings In more research, Greg Philo and David Miller (2002) examined BBC & ITV TV news broadcasts of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. The broadcasts focused on images of violence and the bleak prospects for peace. The researchers’ audience sample included 300 young people aged 17-22. The responses of this sample show how TV news affected their knowledge & understanding of the conflict. 
   News broadcasts made little reference to the history & background of the Israeli/ Palestinian conflict. Broadcasts referred to ‘occupied territories’ but provided no explanation of what they were. Only 9% of the young people sampled knew it was Israelis occupying Palestinian land, 71% had no idea what the term meant, & 11% actually though Palestinians occupying Israeli land. Broadcasts showed Palestinians burning the American flag & mentioned their distrust of American peace proposals. There was little or no mention of why. Eg, there was hardly a reference to the fact that the USA supplied some 3 billion dollars of aid to Israel each year, much of it in military hardware. When asked to explain Palestinian distrust of the Americans, 66% of the sample had no idea, 24% thought America ‘supported’ Israel & only 10% mentioned money & arms (Philo & Miller, 2002).
  This study shows the importance of audience research. Sociology is the study of people in society. When researchers examine ‘documents’ such as TV news, a major concern is how they affect members of society. And this requires researchers to discover the meanings people give to those documents & the understandings they draw from them. To do this they must ‘ask the audience’. 

Historical Documents 
For studying the past, historical documents are often the major and sometimes the only source of information. Max Weber’s classic study The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism could not have been written without a range of historical documents. Eg, he illustrates the sirit of capitalism with quotes from two books by Benjamin Franklin, Necessary Hints to Those that would be Rich (1736) & advice to a young tradesman (1748). Weber builds a strong case for the religious bias of the capitalist work ethic by quoting from the speeches & writings of ministers such as John Calvin (1509-64).

  Geoffrey Pearson’s Hooligan: A Historical of Respectable Fears (1983) provides a more recent example of the use of historical documents. Pearson looks back to Victorian England and forward to today to show that ‘for generations Britain has been plagued by the same fears or problems’. He looks at ‘hooliganism’ – street crime & violence- the moral panics it generates & its ‘discovery’ time and time again as something new, in contrast to the ‘good old days’. Pearson builds up a substantial case for this argument with a range of historical documents which include newspapers, magazines such as Punch and the Teacher’s World, contemporary novels & government reports.
Using historical documents Historical documents are often a long way from the objectivity which sociologists strive for. They are usually biased, prejudiced, one-sided & concerned with putting over a particular point of view. However, as long as researchers take them for what they are, historical documents provide a rich & valuable source of data. Thus Lord Ashley’s announcement in the House of Commons in 1843 that, ‘the morals of the children are tenfold worse than formerly’ (quoted in Pearson, 1983) cannot be seen as a balanced assessment of juvenile morality. However, Pearson’s study of ‘respectable fears’, it is a very useful piece of data since it exemplifies a fear that has recurred throughout the past two centuries.

  Historical documents bring their own problems of interpretation because they are from a different era, a different culture, & those who produced them are often dead. Add to this the fact that the interpretation relies heavily on the researchers view point & background & it is clear that there is plenty of room for disagreement. Eg, J. Berger argued that a number of paintings from the 17th & 18th centuries showed how art patrons at the time were very concerned with material possessions. He saw this concern as linked to the rise of capitalism. However, as Berger himself notes, this interpretation was hotly disputed by an art critic (discussed in Macdonald & Tipon, 1993).
Assessing historical documents John Scott (1990) provides four ‘quality control criteria’ for assessing documents which are particularly applicable to historical documents.

Authenticity The first refers to authenticity. Is the document genuine or forgery? As the famous 60 volume Hitler Diaries which surfaced in 1983 showed, forgeries can fool even top historians. Or, is the document an original or copy? Eg, the writings of Roman Historians have been copied and recopied by hand. How true to the originals are the copies?

Credibility Is the author of the document ‘sincere’ or does he or she distort the evidence in order to mislead the reader? There are plenty of examples of distortion, deceit & outright lies in the documents. Former US President Nixon denied all knowledge of the illegal break-in at the Democratic Party’s headquarters which became known as the Watergate Affair. The lie appeared in TV and radio broadcasts by Nixon & his officials, & in White House press releases.

Representatives To what extent is the document representative? Eg, is a newspaper article typical of the articles which appear in that particular newspaper? The question of representativeness is particularly important in the case of historical documents as many may have been lost or destroyed. Those that remain may be untypical. Eg, a study of witchcraft in 17th century New England was based on court records relating to 114 suspects. The researcher believes that these surviving records are only the ‘tip of the iceberg’, a ‘tip’ which may well be unrepresentative (discussed in O’Connell Davidson & Layder, 1994).
Meaning What does a document mean? This ranges the literal meaning of the text- can the researcher ‘literally’ understand it, eg can the researcher read a text in Anglo Saxon English – to higher level interpretation of meaning & significance.
