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Type of data 

Primary 

Secondary 

Intelectual tradition of use of secondary data:  
Durkheim, Marx, Weber. 
 
Current situation: data proliferation, crisis of empirical Sociology,  
everybody produces data (Savage & Burrows, 2007). 
 
Examples: Census, Surveys, but also Google, Amazon, etc.  



Advantages and disadvantages of the use of 
Secondary data 

4 

 
 

  ADVANTAGES 
•conceptual 
•methodological 
•economic 
•social 

Cea D´Ancona (1996) ∙  González Rodríguez (1996) ∙ Hyman (1972) 

DISADVANTAGES 
•technical 
•quality of data 
•adequate data 
•investigation practice 
 



1. Conceptual advantages 
 

Best strategy (or the only one possible) to study certain themes: 
 

 temporal dimension: understanding the historical context, description and 
explanation of changes, access to the past; estimates of the future. 

 

 

 

 

 spatial dimension: comparative studies between countries, geographic 
areas and cultures, allowing broader generalizations. 

 

 
 
 

 familiarization with data generates new theory and new issues 
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Frankfort-Nachmias y Nachmias (1992) 

Example: evolution of intentional homicides from the database of external  
causes of death of the National Ministry of Health. 

Example: Latinobarometer conducts the same annual survey in 18 countries 
in Latin America (i.e. most important problem) 



2. Methodological advantages 
 

1) replication of studies: 

- strengthen validity of findings 

- reanalyze data with ≠ perspectives and techniques  new interpretations 
 

2) periodic measurements: 

  -  longitudinal designs: trends, time series, cohorts; 

- quasi-experimental designs: previous values as a basis for comparison. 
 

3) new insights of data due to detailed analysis of variables 

- improve measurements 
 

4) increase the sample size and its representativeness 
 

5) for triangulation, enhancing the credibility of findings obtained using  primary data. 
 

6) nonreactive research, unobtrusive: minimizes effects of the researcher. 
 

Census data: 
It allows to work with the entire universe; to build sampling frames and to validate samples 
from comparison with census data.  
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3. Economic reasons 

• saving of resources (time, money and staff) eg. in gaining access. 
   Eg with databases in a short time, abundant, cheap and good quality information. 
 

• maximizing public resources spent on censuses and large surveys. 
 

• avoiding duplication of costly research. 
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4. Social reasons 

Using secondary data is the best strategy when: 

 there is little funding, small research centers and less experienced 
researchers, since most of the funding goes to the 'oligarchy' of researchers 
(Hyman, 1972); 

 

 conflicting times and places are investigated as it prevents the aggravation 
of tensions due to fieldwork. 

 



Disadvantages (I) 

   Technical problems: 

 data not available because it is sensible information or it exists only for 
some years and places 

 too much time to get info due to bureaucratic requirements, permits, etc. 

 too costly to buy data 

 unusable format (paper, diskettes, tapes) 

 

    Problems in the quality of the data: 

 reliability, validity and accuracy 

 ignorance of difficulties in the field (reply rate, misunderstandings)  

 Ignorance of changes and reclassifications  
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Disadvantages (II) 

    Inadequacy of data regarding: 

 the geographic region or population or period of interest; 

 the way the concepts were operationalized (indicators); 

 the theoretical implicit definitions of variables and concepts; 

 the formulation of questions; 

 the presentation of data (tables). 

 
    Negative impact on research practice: 

 Forcing decisions to adapt research objectives to available data; 

 “radical empiricism" (crossing everything with everything, without 
theory); 

 no new problems or creativity. 
 

 
 



How to proceed? 
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Information Evaluation  Decisions 

González Rodríguez (1996) ∙ Hyman (1972)  



 
 

 
 conceptual definitions (theoretical perspective of survey);  

 
 sample design or selection of cases: type, size, potential biases, errors, 

response rate, weights, scope.  
 

 collection instrument: question guides, questionnaires, maps;  
 

 field notes: institutional and contextual descriptions; 
 

 other materials (manual for surveyers; codebook; problems during 
fieldwork); 

 
  search documents and consult study coordinators and users. 
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I. Get information 
 to evaluate and decide the use of secondary data:  
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1. Formulate our questions and interrogate with them the available data; 

2. Analyze thematic, spatial and temporal coverage; 

3. Analyze reliability and experience of the organization that produced the 
data; 

4. Judge concordance between the original theoretical framework and our 
objectives and hypotheses; 

5. Count with relevant variables and compatible level of measurement; 

6. Identify purposes of the study for potential bias; 

7. Check consistency with other sources (> reliability) 

II. Evaluate sources and data  

III. Decide to use or not available data  
and how to work with them for our objectives 



How to find secondary data? 

1. Define needs: topics and keywords. 

2. Initial familiarization: review guides and catalogs, archives and 

organizations that may have data. 

3. Initial informal contacts and users of data and files. 

4. Formal request. 

5. Accessibility: information about problems through users. 

6. Additional data. 

Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (1992) 



Types of available sources  

      Public records: 
 

 birth, death, marriage and divorce certificates, medical records. 

 political and judicial data: records, court decisions, laws, speeches, 
elections, government budgets, etc. 

 official documents: welfare programs records, hospital records, etc. 

 official statistics: Census, government surveys, statistical yearbooks. 

 media products: news, editorials, letters from readers. 

 local, provincial, national, regional and international sources & NGOs. 
 
 
     Private records: 

 

 private companies’ information, budgets, etc. 

  personal biographies, diaries and letters. 

  difficulties to access information and with authenticity. 



Example: punitive attitudes in Buenos Aires 

 Objective: to analyze attitudes towards punishment of offenders by 
residents of the City of Buenos Aires in the last decade. 

 

 Instrumental Hypothesis: 
 Experiences of victimization 

 Other feelings of insecurity 
 

 Expressive Hypothesis: 
 Ideological profiles 

 

 6 steps in order to determine whether to use available data or not 
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Step #1: Identify existing quantitative sources 

Nº STUDY OBJETIVE SOURCE PERIOD INFO 

1 Victimization 
survey 

(VS) 

To analyze 
experiences and 
opinions about 

crime 

National Criminal 
Policy Direction 

(DNPC) 

2000 
-2005 

Domiciliary,  
random sample 

2 Opinion poll 
(OP) 

To analyze 
opinions about 
democracy & 
public policies 

Latinobarometer 2004 Idem 

3 OP Idem 2 UNDP 2007 Idem 

4 VS Idem 1 Buenos Aires Gov. & 
UDESA Univ. 

2007 Idem 

5 VS Idem 1 LICIP-UTDT 2006-2009 Telephonic,  
random sample 

6 OP Idem 2 TNS-Gallup 2008-2009 Domiciliary,  
random sample 
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Step #2: Analyze thematic coverage 
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Source 

Measures of Punitive Attitudes 

Support 
for death 
penalty 

Preference of 
specific 

penalties 

Support of 
punitive 

measures 

Low 
punishment 
as cause of 

crime 

DNPC X X 

Latinobarometer X 

UNDP X 

UDESA X 

LICIP X X 

GALLUP X X X 



Step #3: Analyze space-temporal and population coverage 

SOURCE AREA PERIOD POPULATION 

DNPC Buenos Aires 
(BA) 

& other cities 

2000-2005  inhabitants ≥ 15 years old 

Latinobarometer BA 
(national) 

2004  inhabitants ≥ 18 years old 

UNDP BA 
(national) 

2007  inhabitants  ≥ 18 years old 

UDESA BA and its 
neighbourhoods 

2007  inhabitants ≥ 15 years old 

LICIP BA 
& other cities 

2006-2009 Household heads or their 
spouses living 

GALLUP BA 
(national) 

2008-2009 Argentine  inhabitants 
≥ 18 years old 
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Step #4: Analyze source and its availability and  
Step #5: Analyze coverage of Hypotheses 

Source Credibility Availability Hypothesis Database 
and use 

DNPC Official Difficult, but personal 
knowledge of the Director 

- both hyp. Yes 

LB Reknown 
Consultancy 

Database on line, free up 
to 2009 

- only expressive 
hyp.  

Yes 
 

PNUD Idem Possible, personal 
knowledge of authorities 

- only expressive 
hyp.  

Yes 
 

UDESA Not clear Very difficult, but 
personal knowledge of 
authorities 

- both hyp. Yes 

LICIP Not clear Difficult, but possible - both hyp. 
- telephonic survey 
- ≠ universe 

Yes 

GALLUP Reknown 
Consultancy 

 

Difficult, just report - only expressive 
hyp.  

 

Not gotten 
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Step #5: Hypotheses and theoretical relevance and 
 Step #6: Analyze biases 
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How do you think citizen security could be improved?  
Up to 3 answers in order 

 

1. Increasing punishments for crimes. 
2. Implementing the death penalty. 
3. Improving justice to enforce the law. 
4. With more police on the streets. 
5. Lowering unemployment. 
6. Improving education. 
7. Other. 

Source: LICIP, 2006 

Not exhaustive theoretically and imbalance. 

To avoid bias, analyze only the first one chosen (higher salience) 
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Thank you Susan and everybody else! 
 

Contact: 
otamendialejandra@gmail.com  

 
Please visit our blog: 

www.researchingsecurity.org 

mailto:otamendialejandra@gmail.com
http://www.researchingsecurity.org/

