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This review is concerned with a type of research confined mainly (but 
not exclusively) to researchers working in organisations which 
produce or maintain !a;ge quanrities of information as a result of their 
activities, information which is not labelled as research data but can be 
used as a basis for research work. Administrative records are easily 
overlooked as a potential source of dara for research, and they present 
special problems that are not covered in the existing methQdological 
lfrerature produced by academics. But the probkms are not unsur­
mountable, and the result is often research of a cype that could not be 
done hy any other means at all. 

There are cases of independent researchers (usually academics) 
doing research based on administrative records. 1 But the great 
majoriry of such srudies are carried out by researchers workin_g inside 
the relevant organisation (such as a government depamneot, local 
authority, hospital or area health authority), and probably few end up 
in published, and hence accessible, repons. 1 

The literature on social research methods concentrates almost 
exclusively on new data collection, whether by survey or other 
·approaches, and secondary analysis of existing data sources is rarcly 
dealt with. 1 Although documentary evidence is frequently used in 
social research, the relevant methodological literarure is concerned 
primarily with the 'reading' and interpretation of non-quantitative 
(and non-quantifiable) single-unique documents and records.• The 
only literature of which I am aware on the methodology of converting 
the info=atioo m records into quantitative data is that which is now 
being developed around the re-analysis of nineteenth-century census 
records deposired in public archives. s Bue many of the problems that 
must be confronted in the coding and analysis of data from 
administrative records do nor occur at all, or in the s;,.me way, in the 
coding and analysis of census in!ormatioo-if only because the census 

489 



• 

' 

Catherine Hakim 

is a specially designed (Md unique) data collection and not carried our 
as the by-product of adminismn.ive functions. Discussions of the 
secondary analysis- potential and limitations of published staristics 
provide a very limited Introduction to the analysis of data in 
administnitive records, especially as certain records are lime used for 

statistical purposes.• 
Aclminlsrrative records are a collection of documents containing 

mainly faaual information compiled in a variety of ways (from 
informants and respondents) and used by organisations (both in the 
public and private sector) to record the development and implementa­
tion of decisions and activities that are central to their functions. They 
are large in number; are usually high in content rigidity and narrow in 
content scope; and are often available for considcnib!e s.tretches of 
time. Government records can offer complete censuses of the 
populations or universe. in question. Administrative records are 
traditionally held on paper (in forms, files, card indexes and so forth), 
bur are increasingly held a.nd updated on computers. The main 
reference here is to examples of records held in the public sector. 

Types of administrative record 

Given the enormous range of administrative records and of the rypes 
of information recorded and its uses, no single classification can hope 
to do justice co them all. I have used rwo criteria to develop ·the 
typology presented in Table I, but other criteria might be used to 
diffe.reotiate further within each category. The rwo primary criteria 
would appear co be: (a) the type of information recorded and irs 
primary, administrative, uses; and (b) the nature of the recording 
process. Most of the time, these two factors are very closely related, so 
that some combinations would be rare or non-ex.i.stenL 

A wee-fold classification of the primary uses of adminisrrative 
records is olfe.red in Table I. Starucocy decision-making with reference 
to minima only refers to records which are kept in the context of 
implementing legislation or regulations which sec out minimum entitle­
ments or minimum requiremtll!S only. For example Wages Councils lay 
down minimum wages in certain rradcs, but do not sec any maximum 
rates of pay. Health and Safety legislation lays down minimum standards 
for safety, but inspections (and the records} are concerned only with 
ensuring that the minima are observed, and not 1'{ith recording full 
details of those cases where the minima are exceeded. 

Statutory decisioo-making with universal applicabiliry refers to 
records which are kept in !he context of implementing legislation on 
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Table I Class.rification <>f dalO available from ad111inistralive records 

2. 

3 

Natw:e of recordi□g process 
Primary adminismi.tive uses 
of the records Routine Regular Special 

Statutory decision-making A 
with reference to minima o,nly 
eg WI assessments, 
HSE inspections 

Sr:arutory decision-making B 
wltb universal applicability 
cg UB and SB c)aimaors, 
income tax records 

Record-keeping for C 
service-delivery functions 
eg Jobccnrre records 
el¢ccora.J register 
lndusrrial Tribunal records 
and related ACAS case 6Jcs 

F 

D G 

E H 

X Data collections carried om 
purely for statistical and 
research purposes (and hence 
with no administrative: uses) but 
relying to a large extent on "the 
existing administrative system 
for the data collection proc¢SS, 
eg Census of Employment, New 
Earning, Survey, Retail Price 
lndex, strikes data1 population 
census. 

regulations which set out the e.ntitlcrnent of all applicants. For 
example legislation on income tax, on unemployment benefit and 
supplementary benefit determines !he amounts 10 be collected from or 
paid 10 each person, and !he records are a routine and nec~ssary part 
of the task of ensuring that all people are treated accordmg to the 

rules, consistently and uniformly. . . 
Many records are created in the contclft of servrce-d~livery 

activities where legislation does not lay down the precise, or 
minimum, entitlement or requirement. For example the Jobcenrres 
run by the Manpower Services Oun.mission do nor have a -starur~ry 
obligation to counsel or advise every person wh_o registers. as looking 
for work; thus any records of the number of tunes a registrant was 
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counselled would not be as comprehensive and routine as if there were 
a srntutory obligation, they are more likely 10 be adequate for the 
service-delivery function, but no more. 

lo the early days, administrative records rarely contained more than 
the bare minimum of essential and routinely collected data. More 
recently, additional information has been collected in certain records, 
either on a regular basis or as a special exercise (in which case they 
were often termed a 'survey'). Additional information might be 
required for management purposes, for monitoring service-delivery or 
the operation of statutory activicies, or for statistical purposes. 1 This 
suggests the three-fold classification of the recording process in Table 

I. 
Data recording fa routine when it is an expected and necessary part 

of the work of administrators, in some way central 10 their work. In 
this case, errors should be minimal or non=istent, coverage should 
be comprehensive, consistent and reliable. Any biases in the data 
recorded should be ·systematic and consistent because they would be 
part of the organisational aod work context. 

In some records, additional information is recorded on a reglllar 

basis. For example MSC Jobccmres have been required to -record r.he 
ethnic origin of unemployed registrants for management information 
and statistical purposes, even though they do not need 10 use this 
information themselves in helping people to find jobs (type E darn in 
Table l); with the change ro voluntary registration (in 1982) the 
equivalent information will be collected by unemployment benefit 
offices instead (type D data in Table I). s The recorders' assiduity and 
care here will normally be reduced, with a higner incidence of errors 
and random variation in recordings. The errors and random variation 
will nor be detected by r.he recording office (since they do not use the 
information in the course of their work) but may become apparent 
when analyses of the data are carried out. [n some cases additional 
information is created rather than collected. For example ACAS 
cle,r.ks are required to create a code for the industry in which 
Industrial Tribunal applicants worked (using the Standard lndustrial 
Classification and information on the employer's name and type of 
business). Analyses of the data from these records reveal marked 
variations in some years in the industrial distribution of IT applicants 
which is due to error and inconsistency in the classification of indUStry 

by clerks. 
Administrative records. may also contain additional infom1ation for 

ad hoc or special studies. These are sometimes referred to as 'survey·s' 
or 'research exercises'. The quality of the additional information 
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recorded is less predictable and may or may not be affected by 
systematic or random bias arising out of the fact that it will oormally 
be collected and recorded in conjunction with the other routinely 
required information. Although one-off exercises can attract interest, 
and hence greater care in the recording, they a.re usually carried out at 
the same time as (and in addition to) existing work, so that there is 
often less time available for special care, notwithstanding the interest. 
One example is the 'special drive' carried out by the Wages 
Inspectorate In winter 1978/79 during which inspectors were 
required co record additional information on homeworkers' reasons 
for doing homework and Jeagth of experience in the rrade, items of 
information that were not central co their main task of inspecting 
wages, and not routindy recorded (type Fin Table I). 

Finally, Table I identifies one other category (type X) wruch 
strictly speaking does not belong there at all. This covers specially 
designed data-collections that are racried out solely for statistical 
purposes but rely to a large extent oo the existing administrative 
system for the data collection process. In this case administrative staff 
are used (for example for the mail-out and mail-back parts of a 
survey) not administrative records. The msk is typically completely 
unrelated to the day-to-day work. of local office staff, and the resulting 
information is used by headquarters staff (nowadays statisticians in the 
Government Statisti.cal Service). The C-ensus of Employment and 
New Earnings Survey are carried out in this way. Arguably the census 
of population falls into this category because the census offices rely in 
large pan on the network oflocal Registrars' offices for the conduct of 
the census operation, even though enumerators are recruited-s-pecially 
for the job. Less well-known examples are the use of local office staff 
10 collect infomiation on prices (for the Retail Price Index) and on 
strikes. All of these sped.ally designed data coUections result in 
published ,reports, whereas many types of administrative records are 
never used to produce statistics. Type X data does not constitute an 
example of administrative records; it is identified in Tabk I primarily 
to make the distin.ction-one that is easily overlooked by academics 
who make use of official sratistics. • 

One implication of the cla$sification offered in Table 1 is tl1at as the 
range of information in r.ecords increases there will tend to be an 
associated decline in the quality of the Worrnation. Record-keeping 
becomes a very variable activity when it is for internal management 
purposes, especially if the object of the exercise is invisible to the 
recorders (and potentially misunderstood by them also), so that the 
quality of the data (in terms of completeness and consistency) will be 

493 



f 

• 

Catherine Hakim 

lower. And 'special' data collection exercises carried our wirh.io the 
context of administrative work are almost certain to be of lower 
quality than routinely collected roformarion, where quality control is 
implemented by virtue of the fact that the information will be used by 
the recorders. themselves. Speci:il darn collections are carried out in 
this way because they are cheaper than the alternative of a specially 
designed research survey, but they do not compare in terms of data 
quality. 10 

The second implication is tliat the data in administrative records is· 
very heterogeneous; io terms of coverage, content and quality, oo both 
axes in the table. Since a single set of records might conta.io three or 
more types of data, an overall assessment of their quality would be 
ruled out and the narure of each data item would need to be separately 
established. In the case of rype X data collections carried out solely for 
research and sratistical purposes, published reports on the resultsf 
which comment on the quality of the information obtained, will 
always be available. 11 But for administrative records proper, such 
reports are non-existent or rare, even when data from the records ~nds 
up in published statistics. 12 

When trends over time are being srudied, it will also be necessary ro 
assess the degree of amtinuity in the treatment of any data item. A 
particular item of information may change its •~arus, from 'special' to 

'routine' for example, as the relevant legislation and regulations are 
changed. One example of th.is is the information on occupational 
pensioners among the registered unemployed. Until the late 1970s 
entitlement to flat-rate unemployment benefit was no1 dependent io 
any way on receipt of an occupational pension; so data on occupation­
al pensioners among the registered unemployed was available in the 
records only when specially collected by Jobcentres as pan of a 
'survey' exercise on the characteristics of the. unemployed As a result 
of new legislation in the early 1980s, benefits were reduced for 
persons aged 60 and over who were in receipt of an occupational 
pension of over £35 a week, so io the 1980s the information had to be 
routinely collected by benefit offices in the process of assessing 
statutory benefit entitlement The data item was thus transferred from 
rype H to type B in Table 1, with major implications for data quality 
even though the information was consistently obtained ·from adminis­
trative records. Even if the data content remains the same in principle, 
a transfer of the data collecting/recording function from one 
organisation to another can in practice have a substantive impact on 
the data content. 

The typology offered in Table I does nor cover other criteria that 
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mighr be used to differentiate between rypes of data hcld in adm ini­
strative records. For some types of record, such as those offering 
information on suicide or crime, problems of values and anitudes will 
often arise and may affect the recording process. Also the darn items of 
most interest in these records are those that are necessarily the most 
problematic (irrespective of the source): information on the imenrions 
and motivations of acrors, on the causes of an observed event. These 
sorrs of records are however untypical of the great majority of 
administrative records apd are not considered here. They are 
unfommarely the example most commonly presented in university 
courses on official statistics, even though they are atypical. 11 

Some examples of administrative records· 

111e three· examples described here concern records which are 
compiled by or accessible to the Deparrmenr of Employment, 
primarily because I have SQme knowledge of thc:rn. They cover most 
of the rypes of data classified in Table I and illustrate the range of 
data which might be used for research analyses. 

Wages Inspectorate records 
Although there is no statutory national minimum wage in Britain (as 
in the United States and most other countries), the Wages Council 
system sets legal minimum wages (or more precisely, rates of pay) in 
certain induStries and trades. The Wages Inspectorate carries out a 
policing function to ensure that these minima are observed, to oversee 
the payment of arrears due to employc-es who have been underpaid, 
and to prosecute employers who persistently fail to pay the minimum 
rates. The Wages Inspectorate keeps records of inspections of the 
rates of pay and earnings in each of the establishments they visit; these 
can number anywhere from 30,000 to 50,000 establishments each 
year. The records are treated as confidential, unless they result in a 
prosecution for underpaymem, in which case they -arc pan of the 
evidence presented in court. All the records are kept indefinitely so 
Jong as the employer stays in business; records for businesses rha1 
have closed down are destroyed after ;i lapse of time. The Wages 
Inspectorate publishes an annual ·r<j'iOrt on the results of each year's 
work. The statistical content is limited ro a count of the number of 
establishments and employees inspected, the number where undcrpuy• 
ments were found, and the total amount of arrears ofpay colkcted 
from employers and pa.id ro their employees. The infcmundon 
routinely recorded by the Wages lospecrorate (t ypc A in Tublc I) I, 
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very limited, consisting essentially of: weekly and hourly earnings, 
hours worked per week, and the legal minimum rate of pay applicable 
10 each worker. In the winter of 1978/ 79 a 'special drive' on 
homework was carried out in London and Birmingham, during which 
a special elfon was made 10 inspect the pay records of all establish­
ments in the clothing !l'1lde, where homeworking was concentrated. 
For this special exercise, a new form was employed which required 
Wages Inspectors to collect some additional information on 
homeworkers, for example 'reasoos for homework' and 'experience in 
the trade' w~re to be recorded. This specially collccred additional 
information (rype F in Table I) was no longer collocced after the 
special drive period. The results of the special drive were reported in a 
Department of Employmenr Press Notice in early 1979, but this only 
gave figures on the number of illegal underpayments discovered (much 
was nil for homeworkers). Findings based on the additional specially 
collected information were not reported. The records of inspections 
carried out in the winier of 1978/79 in Londol\ were larer used as the 
basis of a more intensive and detailed research analysis. The srudy 
made use both of the routinely collected data on earnings, hours and 
rates of pay and of the additional special information recorded about 
homeworkers. " 

Industrial Tribunal records 
Industrial Tribunals are a more recenr instirution, created in the 
mid-I 960s for the resolution of disputes about employment relation­
ships between employers and employees. The scope and range of 
disputes which can be presented 10 the tribunals have been enlarged 
greatly since then, as legislatio.n on employment relationships has been 
extended, for example by the Equal Pay Act and equal opportunities 
legislation. Tribunals are now responsible for hearing unfair dismissal 
applications and cases concerning disputes relating to sex or race 
discrimination, equal pay, redundancy, maternity rights, time off for 
union business, and staMory guarantee payments among others. In 
siime y.ears as many. as 41,000 cases have been lodged. 

Applications arc made to the Central Offices of Industrial Tribunals 
io London and Glasgow where each is allotted a case number and a 
confidential file is opened which contains all correspondence and 
documents relating ro the case and the eventual decision of the 
tribunal. Shortly afterwards, in most jurisdictions, applications are 
sent for information and conciliation action to regional offices of the 
Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) where separ­
ate confidential files are opened, inaccessible to tribunal staff, which 
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contain papers generated by the conciliation process. These two sets 
of files, and particularly the last, provide the bas.is for regular statistical 
accounts of the tribunal and conciliarion system and their results, 
based io some jurisdictions on counts of all cases and in ochers on a I 0 
per cent sample. Results are published, usually annually, in the 
Employment Gazett~. The statistical content of these regular repons is 
Limited to a broad description of the characteristics of applicants (who 
are almqsr invariably employees), the cypes of complaint brought, and 
the eventual outcome of the case. Occasional sp<eial exercises are also 
undenaken to provide more detail, and these are sometimes based oo 
tribunal office files. 

The information recorded in both tribunal and ACAS case files is 
variable, aocording to the circumstances of the case, and wlu1e there 
are certain procedures which have IO be observed (producing some 
standardisation in the documents, particularly in the initial applica­
tion), there are no set questionnaires or schedules which reduce all the 
information into a standardised format. However, cusrom and practice 
bas evolved in relation co the administrative work of tribunals, so that 
certain information is customarily recorded precisely; for example 
careful notes are almost always made of those attending any meetings, 
and on the status of the panies' representatives (e.g. trade union 
officials, lawyers, employer associations}. CaS¢ files thus contain 
information spanning across rypes C, E and H in Table 1, but not in ~ 
higbly standardised form, and the ACAS files differ from tribunal 
tecords io coverage·and con(enr. 

Although both sets of case files arc coniidential, bona fide 
researchers have sometimes been given permission to have access to 
tribunal files 10 extract data for resea,ch purposes. Some studies have 
been carried out by academic researchers who were granted access 10 

completed case files in specific tribunal offices, others by professional 
social scientists in the Oepanment of Employment. Some studies have 
been based on the datarapes containing anonymous and limited 
information extracted from the ACAS files for the production of the 
routine statistics on the tribunal system. 15 

Unemployment register and l:ienefit records 
Administrative records relating to the unemployed have as long a 
history as the Wages Inspectorate re.cord<. Their most important, and 
most widely known, use is in the compilation of official statistics on 
the registered unemployed. But the records are also used as the 
sampling frame for interview surveys of the unemployed and for 
res.arch analyses based oo samples drawn from the record,. 
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The infonnation available in the records bas varied in line with 
changes in legislation and procedural arrangements. Traditionally the 
unc:.mployed were required 10 ammd at only one government office 10 

register themselves as seeking employment a-nd to claim unemploy­
ment and/or sucial securiry benefits. For a decade (from 1973 to 
1982) the procedures were changed so that (compulsory) registration 
as seeking work took place in local offices of the Manpower Services 
Commission (Jobcentres or, for the young, Careers Advisory Offices) 
while claiming benefits rook place at the local offices of the 
Departmenr of Employment and/ or the Departmenr of Health and 
Social Security. The regulations were changed in the early 1980s so 
that from October 1982 the unemployed would again attend only one 
office to claim benefits, with registration at Jobcentres made volun­
tary. Whatever the procedures in force, it is clear that registration as 
seeking work and entitlement to benefits have always been closely 
associated, so that even in the decade where records were separately 
maintained by MSC, DE and DHSS offices, some items of infom,a­
tion would be available from die records of all three (either because it 
was collected afresh by each one, or because information was 
exchanged between offices), while other information was uniquely 
recorded in one office only_ The information recorded on. unemployed 
benefit-claimants varies with -rhe rules determming eligibility and 
entitlement (iocluding, for example, the number of dependents for 
whom benefit will be paid), and includes a record of benefits actually 
paid, which can vary over the course of a spell of unemploym.en.t. The 
informati9n recorded on those registered as seeking work includes 
that which is necessary for helping people to find jobs (for example 
occupation and whether seeking full-time or part-time work) and a 
variety of additional information required. for statistical purposes 
{such as sex, country of birth, the industry in which the last job was 
held). 'fhus the information held in the records spans across types B, 
D, G, C, E and H in Table 1, with a particular data hem potentially 
transferring from one category to another, as noted above. 16 

From time to time the Deparonent of Employment has carried OUI 

'surveys' of the characteristics of the unemployed for management 
information and stati$rical purposes. These special exercises are in fact 
based almost entirely on extracting existing information from the 
records in local offices, bur some additional information might be 
recorded-some of it based on the personal judgment of the local office 
staff (for example their views on a person's employability and anirude 
to work) and some of it being obtainable only by questioning the 
unemployed registrantS (for example on whether they had an 
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occupational pell,',ion or not in 1976). Local office staff were also 
responsible for implementing any sampling procedures applied in the 
srudy. 11 Research analyses carried out by academic researchers have 
sometimes relied on the datasets produced by these departmental 
special exercises, 13 but some have been done quite independently, 
with the researcher himself extracting and coding information from 
the records; usually those at a single local office. 19 

In the early 1980s, both ·the DHSS records relating to unemployed 
benefit-claimants, and the MSC records relating to persons registered 
as seeking work, were computerised. Research analyses of data from 
the computerised records have had to rely. on the coding procedures 
and classifications already applied to the information, but rather more 
complex sampling designs could be carried out reliably, Also special 
exercises co extract data from the records for a specifi~d sample of 
claimants or registrants became feasible. The DHSS cohort srudy of 
l.lllemployed benefir-claima.nts provides an early example of this use of 
the records for research purposes. For all men in the study sample 
who agreed 10 an interview, infonnation on the benefits actual.ly paid 
out to them were extracted from the records and added to rhe 
interview data. The procedure was adopted in preference to asking 
people about the benefits they received, to avoid problenis of recall. 
Also, for all those who gave their permission, information on income 
and rax was extracted from the Inland Revenue records and added to 
the iotervi.ew data In this example, data from administrative records 
contributed ouly one part of the information used in the research 
study and was analysed in combination with information obtained 
through p:erso11al interviews with unemployed claimantS. Use of the 
(computerised) records as a sampling frame for an interview survey 
and as the basis for research analyses was conflated into a single 
study. 20 

Research procedures 

There are essentially three procedures in research based on ad.minis• 
crative records: the selection of a sample from the records; the 
appl.icarion of coding or classification routines so as to convert the 
information into a standard format (amenable to computer analysis if 
necessary); and the analysis and interpretation of the results. To a 
large extent these are standard procedures typical of any research 
exercise. Those features which distinguish records-based research are 
described. 

The selectio,z of a sample from the records can be problematic if the 
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aim is to obtain a random or representative sample. Almost all records 
form a continuous series: they are constancly being added to or 
updated, ofteo on a daily, weekly or monthly basis. There is thus. no 
static universe from which co sample, and any sample will be 
a cime-speciJic sample. This is also true of research surveys of course, 
but it .is more obvious in the case of records-based research, since the 
researcher usually has a great deal of freedom to specify precisely the 
particular time period co be selected for a study. For example it is 
often possible to sdccL more than one sample, from two different 
years for instaoce, in order co study changes over time or changes 
resulting from, say, the modification of policy or procedures. More 
generally administrative records can be used for single-time studies, 
before-and-after studies, nme series, studies comparing regions (or 
other areas) within the country, aod even for longirudiual studies of a 
particular cohort or of nationally-representative samples of cases. 21 

Mosr government records are maintained on a national basis, and 
constitute a census (in that infonnation is available for all cases in the 
specified category), so that in principle nationally representative 
samples can be obtained by the researcher. In practice this is only 
feasible when the records, or some basic information derived from 
them, are routinely collated in a single location. The computerisation 
of n:cords does just this, as there will almost invariably be a single 
computer holding the relevanc records for the whole country. But 
some agencies.have a rtgional network and records are maintained in 
regional, or other local, offices. Unless it is feasible co arrange for Ioctl 
offices to select samples, and also extract the required information, it 
is necessary for researchers to travel around the network of office.s to 

do this themselves. In practice, researchers will more commonly limit 
their sample to just a few (or just one) specified locations, and accept 
tbat the sample so obtained cannot be nationally represemative. 
Official Statistics produced routinely from the records, or other 
information, may be available to indicate what is lost in the process of 
restricting the sample, and any limitations that therefore apply to the 
research findings. For example the Wages Inspectorate records are 
maintained in a network of some eighteen regional offices, and as yet 
no study has ever attempted to draw a nationally represenmtive 
sample from all of them. 

Some records concern one-off events, such as the birth and death 
registers, the probare register or the indusuial tribunal records. Other 
records cover all the population within specified categories, aod 
update the information on this group ·at regular in1crvals, such as the 
Inland Revenue tax records. Yet a third type of record contains 

500 

R-eseardi based on adm£nistrative records 

information oo people who flow into and out of a specified status or 
category, but remain there for varying periods of time. Exarnples here 
arc unemployment and social security records. 1n this case one will 
have to choose between a flow sample or a stock sample. A stock 
sample is taken from all the records for people within the specified 
category, such -as all persons registered as unemployed at a given time. 
Af/aw sample is taken from the records for people moving into (or out 
of) a specified category-for example all persons 'newly' registering 
as unemployed in a given period of weeks (or months), or all per.<ons 
moving into the 'one-year or more of unemployment' category, or all 
persons 'coming oft' the register (i.e. ceasing to maintain CQntinuous 
registration). The choice of a flow or stock sample can have major 
implicarions for a research design. For example flow samples of the 
unemployed bave a very different composirion from stock samples of 
the unemployed as there are significant differences between groups 
with d.iffereht durations of continuous unemployment. Similarly a 
sample of all prison inmates will have different clµraaeristics from a 
sample of people newly committed tP prison. Decisions as 10 which 
type of saniple is most appropriate for a particular srudy can 
sometimes be infonned by official statistics produced from the records 
in question. These will show whether there is any major duration 
effect on the composition of each rype of sample. There usually will 
be. 

Once 1be sample design bas been selected, the second task will be to 
identify the type (or types) of information available _in the records 
according to the classification in Table 3, and decide whether routine 
information only will be used or whether additional information 
(regular or ad l1oc) will also be used. The amount (and difficulty) of 
work involved in the conversiqn to a standar4 fom1at is determined in 
part by the nature of the information used, and in part by the extent to 
which the information has already been processed and coded. 
Although each ser of records ls unique and presents different problems 
and potential, some of the more common issues can be noted. 

ln a research survey, one knows from the questionnaire whether a 
particular question has been asked or not And when the answer to 
the question is missing, one knows a)so whether this was because the 
respondent refused to answer it, because the interv.iewer forgot to ask 
it, or because the interviewer decided the question was not applicable 
to the respondent, as these reasons are usually separately identified in 
the coding frame. With administrative records the process of finding 
out whether particular information was obtained or not, and why 
information is missing, is less clear-cur, because there is no standard 
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documentation (questionnaire and coding record) available to the 
researcher. Documentation usually has to be created for the study. 

1n a survey, there is usually a written briefing document issued to 
all interviewers, supplemented usually by personal briefings which 
amplify the instructions given in the briefing document. An important 
part of these training materials concerned with the definitions a11d 
meanings applied both to the questions and 10 the (closed) a.nswers in 
the survey questionnaire. Coding guides provide further information 
on how unusual or unforeseen (written-in) replies were coded or 
classified There may be Little or no equivalent background material 
for the information held in administrative records. Indeed in the case 
of 'special' exercises, the only way of knowing exacdy how and why 
information was recorded in a particular way may be to talk to the 
recorderS. In ocher cases the information may be contained in 
departmental circulars (issued from headquarters to local offices with 
written instructions on sampling and/ or data to be extracted) which 
may be incomprehensible to someone not familiar with th.e system, so 
that consultation with the recorders is still required. There may also 
be some degree of regional or local variation in the type of 
information r~orded on something as broad as 'reasons for X' which 
needs to be clarified. The ( operational) definitions and classifications 
applied in practice may depart from the original instn1crions either 
l;x.-cause these were too open-ende<l (hence ambiguous) or because they 
were inoperable in their original form (usually because they were not 
ccsc~. 22 

Lack of familiarity with the concenc of records makes ir difficult to 
ser up in advan.ce a standard coding frame to be applied to the 
information e,ctracted from records. One method of overcoming the 
problem is to split the data oxtraccioo process into two stages: first 
copying information as given in the records, then later coding the 
info£Dlation into a standard format 2l lf the copying process is done 
manually, the classifications adopted will be based on one complete 
'reading' of the data and knowledge of the full range of responses. It 
will also clarify whether a single item of information cao be coded on 
the basis of cwo or more classificatory schemes in order to fully tap the 
range of information recorded under a single heading. An obvious 
example here is the heading 'occupation' which may consist of 
information on main occupation, on whether currcndy working or 
unemployed, on whether a second occupation or second job is also 
held and so on. However, the scope for recoding and creating new 
derived variables is usually more limited in the case of computerised 
records, where the information bas already been coded to s.ome extenL 
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Tlze analysis a11d i11terpretatio11 of data from administrative records 
dilfers from similar work based on research surveys in cwo ways. 
First, because of the variable quality of data even from the same 
records, the variable validicy and reliability of the findings may need 
10 be sr.ressed (and explained), particularly when both 'routine' and 
'special' data bave been used. Second, there may be a need to clarify 
whether, and if so how and Why, the findings differ from those of any 
routine analyses of the records that resul1 in published statistics. 

It seems reasonable to expe<;t that, in most cases, adminis1ra1ive 
records will prove less amenable than ~earch surveys 10 secondary 
analyses with a focu~ quite differem from that of the primary analysis. 
The data content .is more !inured and focused towards the primary, 
administrative, uses. So most research uses of the records will consist 
of some combination of four procedures: (a) applying a somewhat 
different perspective l() the topic, as reflected in different conceprual 
framework and coding operations, (b) making full use of any 
contextual information collected but little used in previous analyses, 
( c) applying more extensive and more complex analysis routines to the 
dataset, and (d) extending the interpretations that can be placed on the 
data by setting them io the coote.'<t of data or information from other 
sources and other studies. Any deparrures from, or modification$ ro, 
the conceptual frameworks and classifications applied in previous 
analyses of the data, and any new or different analytical concepts 
applied, must be spelt out clearly, to explain wby the results present a 
different picture from that offered by previous analyses, and to avoid 
the danger that findings will be dismissed as incorrect because they are 
out of line with any reporis previoQsly publjshed. 24 

llis overview of the procedures for quantitative research based on 
administrative records suggests chat this type of research requires a 
combination of the skills of the data analyst (and hence some 
statistical skills) and the skills of the researcher using documentary 
evidence. The latter are more common among historians than among 
social scientists engaged in quantitative research based on recently 
collected datasets. 25 The problems confronting the user of historical 
documents arc rather greater than those presented by contemporary 
documentary evidence. The user of contemporary documents can, for 
e8ample, consult some of the people responsible for the records, to 
obtain documentation on their compilation. This type of discussion 
,vitb role-holders is not an interview, nor yet a discussion between 
research colleagues witb ~imilar interests and concerns. It is a crucial 
part of the research process, but one which has oo label, no guidclines, 
and which can easily go a wry. The third skill required for research 
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based on administrative i;ecords is the ability ro discuss the nature of 
the records on a without-prejudice basis with the recorders to obtain 
valuable documentation oo the data which is nor readily accessible. 
Interestingly, this third aspect of the method tends to be played down 
in reports by academics on records-based research, with little more 
than a cryptic acknowledgement of 'assi.~tance'. This is ·somewhat 
ungracious, but it also devalues the important contribution of the data 
recorders to any study of this narure. 16 

Methodological problems 

At the general level, the research proc<:dures applied to records-based 
studies do not differ fundamentally from those applied to specially 
collected data. At the detailed level the problems arising are often 
different and demand an innovative approach ro their solution. 
Although rhe problems, and solutions, will always be speci.fi.c to a 
particular set of records ar1d to a particulai; research use of them, this 
section gives the flavour of what is involved. 11,e discussion is 
ittustr.ued in the ma.in by a srudy of the pay and earnings of 
homeworkers in Wages Council industries based on Wages Inspector­
ate recordsJ21 but illustrative examples from other records are also 
offered. The main feature of records-based snrdies is char the records 
exist already and cannot be created co the researcher's specification. 
The approach to research design has to be back-to-front. Instead of 
designing the study, and then collecting data in accordanc,; with it, 
one gets full details of how the data was collec~ed and/ or recorded, 
and then identifies (or rewgnises) the research model to which it 
corresponds. 

For example the records· from the I 978/79 'special drive' of the 
Wages Inspectorate were identified as corresponding perfectly to the 
model of a sample of 500 home,~orkers with a 'control' sample of 500 
inworkers employed in the same area, the same industries and the 
·same firms. Recognition that the data already available constituted a 
particular research design ( even if this was accidental) pointed the way 
to standard analysis procedures, and also indicated that the standard 
strengths and weaknesses 01 matched samples would be present. 

Identification of standard research designs and research procedures 
can be inhibited by the fact that the language of social scientists differs 
from that of the data producers. In the Wages Inspectorate study it 
was found that a high proportion of the records for homeworkers did 
not coorain full information on pay and earnings. At first it was 
assumed that the missing data was attributable to the problems of 
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contacting the homeworkers in their own homes, and hence 10 

non-contacts {due to incomplete addresses) and refusals (from 
homeworkers who did nor wish ro be 'iorecviewed' by an inspector). 
This raised the question of non-response bias, and some ti.me was 
spent assessing irs significanc,;, Surprisingly, there was no evidence of 
n.on-respoose bias. Discussions with rhe Wages•.fnspectorate subse­
quently clarified that the procedures they used equated in pracdce 
with a type of sampling procedure, although the term as such was not 
used. Inspectors were not required to v.isir all homeworkers on a firm's 
lists, only co assess the wages of a sufficient number to assure 
rhemselves char the firm was not paying rates below the statutory 
minima to any homeworkers. Recognition of the sampling principle 
implied in the data collection procedure eliminated the question of 
non-response bias and led to the conclusion that the interviewed 
homeworkers were representative of all homeworkers in the sample 
(as had been shown already by rhe tests for 'non-response' bias). 

The main point here is chat the data collection and recording 
procedures may not be consciously and intentionally designed along 
specified methodological lines, but the results may nevertheless 
correspond in practice ro standard methods or research designs. 
Recognition of them, post /we, enables conclusions to be drawn about 
the representative nature of the dataset or the appropriate forms of 
analysis. Bur the process of model-recognition is left entirely to the 
researcher, with few hints being offered by those who produce the 
records. 

A set of records will sometimes have missing i,ifomuz:tron, in that no 
entry will be found in a clearly labelled box or space in the forms 
used, or information routinely recorded on a file is absent. To many 
cases it will be possible ro deduce or impute the missing data item. In 
most ochers it will be possible to investigate the range of reasons for 
the missing information and ro carry our tests for non-re•ponS<! bias 
on the basis of other data items in the records. 

Where a large number of cases are being routinely recorded, 
simplified recording procedures are often adopted, in order to save 
time. The most common is the use of ditto marks to indicate that the 
information for consecudve cases is the same as for the first fully 
recorded case. Sometimes even ditto marks arc omitted, so that a 
blank entry leads ro a suspicion of missing information. For example 
in tbe Wages lnspecroratc records many items of information were 
left blank and were apparently missing. Discussions with the recorders 
clarified those cases where dino marks were applicable, and where rhe 
missing data could rhus be inserted. ,. 
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Where an item of inforrnarion rarely has a value different from the_ 
noan, ir may also be left blank except for the exceptions to !he rule, 
For example the Wages Inspector's decision as to whether a worker 
was statutorily unde,rpaid, and whether !hoy were below 'ordinary' 
status in their work efficiency, was recorded only for the rare cases 
where workers were determined to be statutorily underpaid oc 
sut,..ordinary. In all other cases (the vast majoriry) this item was left 
blank and could have been mistaken for missing information. (For 
example a feasibility study based on a small sample of the records> 
would suggest that the information was never recorded at all.) Again, 
knowledge of the simplified recording procedures adopted in practice 
allowed this missing data to be imputed for all cases. 

It would appear that unwritten rules on simplified recording pro­
cedures are developed most commonly on routine or regularly 
recorded data items rather than on special items. In the latter case, the 
only reliable procredure would be to treat all blank entries as missing 
infoanation, and to carry out systematic checks for non-response bias 
on each item of information with a high level of missing data. If there 
is a high level .of randomly distributed missing data, this can severely 
limit the range of analyses appli~d to the dataset. 

Given the absence of documentation on a set of records, the process 
of identifying the data available in the records is not always 
straightforward. In particular records may contain do.ta that is not 
e:x,p/icitly recorded. An obvious example is information on sex, which 
can almost always be deduced from narne.s alone, or from the attached 
titles (Mr, Mrs or Miss) even if not explicitly reoorded In the Wages 
Inspectorate records there is no single item of information whicb speci­
fies whether a worker is an in-factory worker or a homeworker. But the 
procedures adopted in practiet: by inspeaors allow each worker's starus 
to be reliably deduced. Inspectors would invariably group together all 
inworkers and all homeworkers in separate lists for each establishment 
Also, while names were listed for all workers, home addresses would 
only be listed for homeworkers. Thus workers could readily be classified 
ro the inworker or homeworker category even though the inspection 
foIIDS did not explicitly state this information. 

In some cases infoanation not recorded can be derived from other 
infonnation by straightforward calculation. For example the Wages 
Inspectorate records on assessments of inworkers' pay did not include 
infonnation on their -average hourly earnings. As the records did 
provide data on w«kly earnings and nours worked per week, a 
straightforward calculari.on provided the data on hourly earnings for 
inworkers. 
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When records consist of case files and all paperwork connected with 
a case, the process of identifying and extracting items of information 
from the papers is even more extensive than with records compiled on 
fom1s. For example the case files of Industrial Tribunals usually 
contain papers from which it is possible to identify whether an 
~pplicant was represented, or assisted by, a Trades Uaion official, even 
though representation of the applicant (and the employer) is not 
separately and foona!Jy recorded as an item of infoanation on any 
form. 

ft would appear that routine, regular aod special data collections 
may all provide instances of information being available in the records 
even though it is not explicitly recorded 

By far the most common difficulry encountered .in records-based 
research is inconsistently recorded i11ftm1iatio1l. Whether records are 
used for statutory decision-making or for management purposes, their 
common feature is a focus on the details of each individual case. 
There is hence less standardisation than in data from research surveys, 
for exan1ple, and some simjlariry to case-study material. A major task 
in the coding process will be to devise a standard set of response 
categories to which the varied information recorded can be reduced. 
This will generally be a great deal easier for routine and regular data 
items than for special data items, and easier for data extracted from 
forms than from case-files. 

For example, in the Wages Inspectorate records, it was not 
uncommon for the inspector to rc'C()rd details of earnings and hours 
worked over a four.week period instead of a one-week period. Also 
the assessmeot procedures differed between workers on time-rates and 
those on piece-ratc-s (paid by the hour or by the piece). For workers 
paid on piece-rates, the· aS!lessment procedure might differ betWeen 
tl1ose working solely on one type of work (and hence a single 
piece-rate) and those doing different types of work, to which a variety 
of piece-rares applied. Thus the information recorded for an assess­
ment might vary from a few items of irifonnatioo at one eXtreme ro a 
Jong and complicated list of piece-rates, size of batches, and earnings 
over a.four-week period at the Other extreme. For t:he purposes of a 
research analysis covering over 1,000 cases, it was necessary to 
condense and swnmarisc the information into a set of standard data 
items, so that comparisons between home,vorkers and inworkers could 
be made. Since all the information consisted of numerical values 
(hours worked, piece-rates, earrungs and so on) a complex system of 
averaging and estimating was applied to reduce the detailed informa­
tion into a ser of ~dard data items (average weekly earnings, 
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average hours worked per week and average hourly earnings) for all 
workers in the sample. 'Ibis meant that the data on which the analysi~ 
was based differed si.lbstantivcly in many cases from the detailed 
information on which the inspector's assessment was based, a point 
that bad to be emphasised in the interpretation of the research results. 

Another example of estimating procedures being used co convert 
inconsistently recorded information into a standard format is given by 
Baxter's srudy based on unemployment records. Tn this case the 
objective was co complete a quarterly time series on unemploymem 
spells among chronic job changersj 29 

In the case of the additional information specially collected by the. 
Inspectorate during the winter of I 978/79, the causes of inconsistent­
ly recorded information were attributable to the data quality problems 
observed earlier with reference ro special data items. For about 40 pet 
cent of homeworkers the information on 'length of experience in the­
rrade' was not recorded. When the infom1ation was recorded, it was 
with a marked degree of random variation. For example the 
homeworker's coca! experience in the trade might be recorded, and/ or 
their experience as a factory inworker, and/ or their experience as a 
homeworker only. On 'reasons for homework' references to children 
were by far the most common encry, but !he entries were usually 
ambiguous and unspecific (for example 'children', 'young children', or 
'family'). From this information it was not possible to differentiate 
between homeworkers with children below school age (who are 
always at home}, thos,, with children of school age only (who are not 
at home during the day in term time at least), ~nd those with older 
unmarried chil(h:en (who would not pre~ent the ~e child-care 
problems as the first cwo groups). 

Similarly it wa~ noc possible to differentiate between chose wbo bad 
originally' begun working at home because of their children (and were 
now continuing out of habit and convenience) and those bomeworke<& 
who were currently working at home because of young children. The 
facr that very variable meanings could be attached to these responses 
was emphasised by cross-tabulations with data on homeworkers' ages 
and the length of their experience as homeworkers (which might run 
to 20 yea\"S). fn this case there was no possibility of clarifying or 
amplifying on the infotmation available in the records and the 
weakness of che data had to be taken into accoum in cbe incerpreia­
cions placed on the resulcs. 

In any set of records where data is recorded other than for statutory 
decision-making purpoSt.>s, there is the possibility of a systematic slant 
or bias in the recordings, arising from the o.rganisational or work 
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conrexc or from USC$ of the data. (The term bias is used hcrc in ics 
non-pejorative sense of a swaying influence.) This type of probkm is 
clie most elusive and least visible. It will oometimes come to light 
from analyses of the data extracted from records; sometimes it will 
only come to light from discussions with those directly involved m 
making up the records. Ooe well-known ·example is the tendency for 
rrade unions to offer inflated rather than deftated figures on union 
membership derived from their administrative records, as unions 
exert voting inJluence in the TUC according co their membership size. 

Discussions with th.c Wages Inspectorate revealed a systematic slant 
in the information recorded under the heading 'reasons for homework' 
that was nor shown up in any of the analyses and would otherwise 
have remained undetected. Because the information on reasons was 
recorded in the context of a pay assessment, there was a strong 
propensity, in practice, to record those reasons that were relevant to a 
pay assessment rather than to obtain full information on reasons. Thus 
the reasons acrually recorded were chose that might hinder efficient 
working methods or contribute to low skill or output Knowledge of 
trus syscemaric slant did not of course invalidate the d.ata, but it 
justified a somewhat cliJfercnt inrerpreracion being placed on the 
research findings than would otherwise have been the case. 1t 
supported an interpretation of references ro children as the reasons for 
homework as subjecrivtl y valid: the homeworker who referred to 
children or family commitments was saying something about her 
priorities whicb could be expected in practice to have an influence on 
her work output and productiviry even if children of school age or 
above did nor present an objective impediment to wo.rking outside the 
home.'" 

Other examples of systematic bias or slant in the information in 
records come from the unemployment register maintained by the 
MSC local offices Oobcenrres and the like). The recording and coding 
of occupation in the unemploymenc register has a consistent down­
ward bias in occupational grade, which produc,,s a disproportionate 
number of people in the lowest category of unskilled 'general 
labourer'. This is because occupation is recnrded, for operational 
pnrposes, as the occupation considered most .appropriate for finding 
someone a job, raking account of the local unemploymem situation, 
local job oppornmities and any other relevant factors. It is not 
necessarily the last occupation they held, nor their usual or main 
lifetime ocet,pation as 'a local office may decide that. a wider range of 
unskilled jobs might be swtable for an unemployed man, and they 
may therefore cla$$ify him as seeking a 'general labouring' job.' 31 
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The nature and direction of this particular bias in the unemployment 
register records is known from bow the system works, but is also 
reAected in differences between the occupational distribution of the 
unemployed as shown by register statistics and by interview surveys 
(such as the biennial Labour Force Survey). 11 

A second example concems additional information collected for the 
June 1976 'survey' of unemployed registrants. As noted earlier this 
'survey' wa.s based almost entirely oo extracting existing information 
from the records for a sample of registrants, but loca.1 office sraff were 
also required to record their assessmen\ of the person's employability 
(or prospects of getting work) and attitude towards work. Analysis of 
the results showed such a Strong overlap between poor prospects of 
obtaining work and an 'unenthusiastic' attitude 10wards looking for 
work as assessed by local office staff that it is questionable whether 
these were really two independent items of information. Almost all 
(96 per cent) of the men who were judged by the local office to have 
'good' or 'reasonable' prospects of gecting work were also juc)ged to be 
'keen' to find a new job, while only half (53 per cent) of the men who 
were judged to have 'poor' prospects of finding work were judged by 
local office staff to have an 'unenthusiastic' attirude to gecting work. 
That assessments of attitude were deremuned by, or a reflection of, 
appraisals of job prospects was underlined by the experience of the 
men in the following six months: about two-thirds of the men with 
'good' or 'reasonable' prospects left the register for employment! 
compared with one-third of tb.ose with 'poor' prospects. Among those 
with 'poor' prospects, attitude towards work made no difference to the 
likelihood of getting work: both among those with 'keen' attitudes and 
those with 'unenthusiastic' a rtitudes, one-third left the register for 
employment within six montbs.1l Here again, knowledge of the slant 
in the information recorded on registrants did not invalidate the data, 
but supported a very different interpmarion being placed on the 
results of the analysis than would otherwise have been rhe case. lo this 
case, the results were used to illustrate the proce= surrounding 
discouraged workers. 

lo some studies, researchers are not allowed access to the original 
records to extract data themselves, but are provided with data 
specially extracted for them by the records producers. In these cases, 
the researchers' main contribution will be to extend interpretation of 
the data by analysing them in conjunction with data from other 
sources. A problem that often arises is the incampata/JiHty of 
operational definitwns of a variable in the different sources. One 
example here is the. Home Office study of arrest rates for whites and 
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erhnic nunoriry groups based on data specially extracted from police 
records for London and on population census daca on whites and 
ethnic minorities in London. Since the data extracted from pol.ice 
records was already coded and could nor be funher manipulated, the 
solution here was to obtain special tabulations of the relevant census 
data, based on definitions of ethnic groups which matched the data 
from the records as closely as possible. 34 

So far only six rypes of methodological problem have been 
illustrated. There may be other rypes, occurring perhaps only in 
panicular rypes of record However, rhe examples given have also 
illustrated how each problem is open to solutions. Sophisticated 
research designs can be recognised as present in a dataset, even if the 
data cannot be created to order. Incomplete information can be made 
good, gaps supplied by deduction or from information supplied by the 
recorders, or the reasons for missing information can be clarified. 
Although slants <;>f one sort or another often arise in data derived from 
reoords, knowledge of them can clarify the interpretations placed on 
findings. And although records often contain very varied infom1arion 
on each particular case, it is usually possible to reduce this to a 
standard form of data amenable to computer processing and system•• 
tic analyses. The difficulties are real, but not unsurmountable. 

Conclusions 

This review has been concerned with a rype of data that is widely used 
in central and local government yet is almost entirely unacknowledged 
in the literature on social research methodology which is produced 
alnrost exclusively by academics. 15 lbis may explain (if it does not 
excuse) why academic reports on records-based research typically give 
almosc no information on their methodology, the problems encoun­
tered and solutions adopted. 

The common element in all the records discussed here is that they 
are very large in number, national in cove.rage, sometimes constitute 
complete censuses of the events recorded (sometimes representative 
samples), are usually available for considerable stretches of time and 
are usually high in their content rigidity and narrow io content scope. 
They can be converted into quantified data on a reasonably systematic 
basis for quantitative analysis. The business of coding and classifying 
1he information oneself is what distinguishes this rype of research 
from that based on statistics derived from administrative records. The 
fact that one has no control over the original recording process, but 
can usually gain access to the recor~ers to discuss their procedures 
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with them, is what distinguishes this type of research from the truly 
reactive type based on inrerviews and questionnaires, and from the 
rruly non-reactive rype based on historical archival records. ' 6 

Administrative records can provide information that is unique, 
either because no other existing source provides information on the 
topic (as in the example of Indusr,rial Tribuna1 records) or, an even 
stronger argument, no other data collection method could provide the 
information retiulred. One of the ei-amples discussed here-Wages 
Inspectorate records on the earnings and skill level of homeworkers 
-is of the second type. A third advant3ge is that (!!Cords can be used 
to study the administrati,,e process itself, as illustrated by studi.es 
based on local autboriry housing or social service records. These are 
sometimes used tO shed lighr on the decision-making process in the 
delivery of services, for example the criteria applied in rating housing 
need, or need for a place in a day nursery, or co assess whether racial 
discrimination affects the allocation of applicants to Council housing 
estates. Similiarly company personnel records can be used to assess 
wherher racial or sex discrimination appears ro be operating at 
establishment level. A fourth advantage is that studies can be mounted 
very quickly and relatively cheaply compared to the timescales and 
costs involved in specially designed research surveys. And where the 
topic involved is sensitive for some reason, there ·are advantages to 
using unobtrusive and non-reactive methods instead of interviewing 
people dirt-ctly abour the issue. 

Given the limited info.nnatioo typically available in records, and its 
variable quality, it seems unlikely that a records-based stUdy could 
ever carry the whole burden of proof for any research conclusions. 
Throughout this article, reference has been made to the need to use 
other sources of data to corroborate, complement and clarify the 
results of analyses of administrative ;ecords. 'lne case for records­
based research is mucb stronger if this type of srudy contributes one 
part-but not the whole-<>[ a re=ch project. 11 This conclusion 
would be even stronger in the case of policy research. 11 

The trend towards computerising administrative records, both in 
central and local government, may lead 10 e,cpandiog inrerest ia 
records-based research. Compurerisation usually emails centralisation 
of records previously dispersed in the files of local offices, so that 
samples of the records can more easily be extracted for analysis. Also 
an increasing number of datasets of this type are finding their way into 
the SSRC Data Archive at the University of Essex. The Archive 
already holds a few datasets based on administrative records, most of 
which have never previously been accessible; such as the Department 
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of Education and Science datasets on educational instirutions, man° 
power and related aspects of the educational system, and the 
Department of Employment data on strikes.· The computerisation 
of unemployment records has made it possible for some datasets 
derived from these files to be deposired at the Archive. The DHSS 
cohorr study data is being deposired, and this contains data from 
unemployment benefit records. As complex multi-source datasets such 
as these become more common, other surveys of thi.s type may 
become ~vailable. Developments in dara archiving may chus lead 
academic social scientists to take greater interest in tbe research 
potential of tlus type of data. 

But ultimately the case for records-based research will rest on the 
vnlue of the studies they produce. The main example discussed here 
was the study based on Wages lospectorate records. Although only 
one part of a research programme on bomeworking, ir contributed a 
key elemem and information that could not have been obtained from 
an interview-based survey, however large and well-funded. 
Homeworkers are oocoriously vague about their earnings, and the 
range of earnings varies a good deal The study based oo Wages 
Inspectorate records was the only element in the research programme 
that was based on factual data on home,vorkers' earnings, and had the 
added attraction of providing earnings data for a matched sample of 
inworkers as well. Finally, the records provided darn on the statutory 
rates of pay applicable to each worker, ao(l on the inspector's 
assessment of the worker's pay, infonnation char would have been 
almost impossible co gain by any other method, however well-funded. 
The difficulties, both practical and substantive, of records-based 
research will only be overcome if the value of the results is seen to 

justify the research expertise required by this type of work, so that the 
reportS produced will ultimately be the most eloquent testimony in 
favour of the method. 
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overheads. • ffi ·a1 ' 
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18 Girrus, op. cit. The Manpower Services Comm1ss1on has•lso done 
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1981 issues of 1he Employment Gazelle) from the DHSS cohon study of 
the unemployed were based on the interview dara alone. But later reports 
made use of benefit data from records in conjunction with the inrerview 
data: R. Davies, L. Hamill, S. Moylan and C.H. Smee, 'Incomes in and 
oat of work', Employment Gau/J", vol. 90, no. 6, 1982, pp. 237-43; 8. 
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Earnings: Achievemn,t in the Early Career, New Yock, Academic Press, 
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probkm may now be overcome, as the computeri..~tioa of tbe records on 
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precisely, those speUs producing benefit claims) in the whole labour 
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22 Hindess, op. cit., pp. 29-35, nores an example of the second type 
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records-it was sigaposted in published reports. 

23 This approach has been adopted for research analyses of oinctccnth­
cenrury census records. Sjnce the records arc now he.Id on microfilm, in 
order co preserve Ulem_, researchers obtain romplece copies of the 
microfilms for specified areas or for narionaJ samples. Even wheli the 
census records arc compute.rised (as bas been done with the complete 
1801 Norwegian census and a 2 per cenr sample from the J 851 British 
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suggesting thar the data drawn from the records was unreliable, and 
should have b<:en questioned by !he researcher. See P. Lewis, 'An 
analysis of why legislation bas failed to provide employment protection 
for unfairly dismissed employees', British ]oumal of lndtatria/ Relatio"', 
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Lewis, The Aftermath of Tnbunal Reinstatement and Re-engagement, 
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25 Platt, op. cir. 
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with bis study from local office staff, which is acknowledged as 'generous 
assistance'. Baxter, op. ciL, pp.184, 197, 200-4. But other academics fail 
to admit 10 such assisrancc and ro the role played by !he dara producers 
in a.study. 

27 See note 14 above. 
28 Similarly ditto maclcs, and blanks which can be iaken as their equivalent, 

were often used in the ninctccnth-..century rensos enumerators' books, for 
e,ample where all mcmbecs of• household have the same surname, 
address or occupation. 

29 Baxter, op. dt., pp. 188-9. 
30 The valid.icy of the intcrpreration was suppotted with reference to rwo 

other srudies of homeworkers> one based on depth interviews: A. Cragg 
and T. Dawson, Qualitative Reuarclt Among Homework~ Research 
Paper no. 21, London, Department of Employment, 1981, and anoth.r 
based on u-nsrrucrurcd imervlews: E. Hope.t.rt al., 'Homeworkers in 
North London', in Dependmce and Expwitation i11 U7ork and Marriage, 
(eds) D. L. Barket and· S. Allen, London, Longman, pp. SS-108. 

31 Department of Employment, 'Characteris1ics of the unemployed: analy­
sis by occupation', Dtparrmem of Employm,nt Gazette, vol. 82, no. 5, 
1974, p: 385. 

·32 Discrcpaodes arc due also,. but to a lesser extent> co the tendency aMong 
some people 10 sligbdy upgrade their oceupation as reported in interview 
>'1Jrveys. See Table 19 i.o C. Hakim and W.R. Hawes, 17,e l,,bour Force, 
0291: Siatistical Sources, Milton Keynes, Open University Press, 1982., 
p. 45. 

33 Department of Employment, op. cir., 1977, pp. ;61, 565,966 and 9i0. 
34 Stevens and Willis, op. cit., pp 46-7. 
35 One conclusion to be drawn from this review is that the m,tholodogical 

guidelines devised by academics arc partial and inadequate for profes­
s;onal r=cbers worki:ng in a:nual and local govemmenr. The range of 
data so= and of research me!hodologies used in government go much 
wjder man those utilfaed by academics. Thi$ (in addition 10 the fact char 
government researc~ is usually muJti .. disciplina.cy while university 
courses are usually focused on a single discipline) may concribute to the 
complaint that social science graduates are often ill..equipped for 
government research (as voiced for example by R. V. G. Clarke, 'The 
effectiveness of graduate education in sociology: employment in c.cntral 
government research', S"""logy, vol. 16, no. 4, 1981, pp. 525-30). h 
at.so implies that cxcrn ,,.,,ining in research methods has to be-provided 
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within employing departments and Joe I • th •• 36 Tb I ifi ~ 1r: • ~ au onties. 
. c .c ~ss • ~uon ouered by \-Vebb, tt al. is useless in rclarion to 

admm1srrai,ve records. See E J Webb el I U h • M. 
Chicago, Rand McNalJy, 1966.. a ., 1JIJ truswe ~a.mres, 

J7 [:;f:~~~~l:~•~:•Ifis_ of;~ employment ageocfsrecords was 
th , . o tame om personal tmervicws-and three 

mon s observation of rhe agency's aaivitics. see Blau op • 19-117. •, .or.,pp. 

38 See f?r example the suitably autious conclusions in Siebert and Sloane 
Op. C:lt, , , 
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