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processes.
Data Archives: Issues and Sources

Many of the troublesome issues in using data archjves have been
discussed in the literature, Questions of accessibility, confidentiality,
and the use of such data for secondary analysis have been raised by
Boruch and Reis (1980), Hedrick, Boruch, and Ross (1978), and
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Schoenfeldt (1970), among others. The federal government offers dis-
cussions of data archiving and access in work such as the Federal Statis-
tical System Project (1978; see Chapter Two), and in the many publi-
cations of such groups as the Office of Federal Statistical Policy and
Standards, the General Accounting Office, the National Technical
Information Service, and the National Archives. Organizations of data
users such as the Federal Statistics Users’ Conference and the Interna-
tional Association for Social Science Information Service and Tech-
nology (IASSIST) also discuss these problems.

One of the major decisions facing the secondary analyst is how
narrowly to define the search strategy. While overspecifying the topic
in the early stages of a search may reduce wasted time, less restrictive
specification allows one to discover unexpected but relevant data
sources. Even when a researcher knows of a specific data base, a general
search for related sources may vyield separate indicators of the same
phenomenon or data that can be used to supplement or check the
validity of the major analyses. Cordray (1978) and Lipsey, Cordray, and
Berger (in press) provide examples of how archival data can be used in
this way. For example, if one is studying the effect of a compensatory
education program within a local school system, one could search for
data from other school systems in order to determine the importance of
such factors as local idiosvncracies, historical forces, and developmen-
@l growth patterns. However. such broader specificanon of the dawa
needed may predispose the researcher to alter the research question to
fit the data that are available (Schoenfeldt, 1970). While researchers
cannot always determine in advance how narrowly they should define
their search, researchers must attempt to use the data archive rather
than be used by it.

To use available archives, researchers need to understand the
characteristics of various data bases. For example, some data archives
contain actual data, while others simply have information that leads
one to data sources. Bibliographical data files usually contain abstracts
of publications or information about research project reports. If one
suspects that needed data may be available from an individual
researcher or report, a search of bibliographical data bases might be the
quickest way to locate the data. Nonbibliographical data bases hold
actual data, usually in machine-readable form. Archives also differ in
the following characteristics: originator (government, research insti-
tute, private organization); duration of collection (continuing data col-
lection, individual studies); restrictions on the accessibility of the data;
provisions for preserving the confidentiality of respondents and the
proprietary rights of the data collector; adequacy of documentation;

and cost of use.

e
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Given the wealth of data that are available from a wide variety of
sources, no single search is likely to discover all the available data on a
particular topic for secondary analysis. The following guidelines for a
search shou!d be tailored to fit the individual researcher’s needs.

Specification of Needs. Often, the only way to discover where
data are located is through various subject indexes that describe data
archives and their holdings. For example, one might begin a search for
da.tg on elf:ctricity pricing by looking under the keywords energy, elec-
tricity, prices, and so on. During the search, the researcher may discover
that the_kfeywords prices and energy are too broad, while utilities, peak-
load pricing, and others are more directly relevant. Through trial and
error, one.’s. search becomes more narrowly focused. '

Initial Familiarization. Using the list of keywords, one begins to
Sf:arch the guides, catalogues, and lists of data archives and organiza-
tions that may hold appropriate data. While these sources may indicate
Fhe poter'ltial usefulness of a given archive, they will seldom supply
information that is detailed enough to determine whether specific data
are available.

Initial Contacts. Once one has identified likely sources of data

one .n.eeds to determine if the data file is truly appropriate for the’
.SpCC'IIfIC analysis. At this stage, the most effective strategy is to contact
individuals who are familiar with the archive in que:\:jmz.‘ Thev should
be able to provide information about specific duta holdings, the form
of storage, acquisition procedures, and the availability of other relevant
data. Some files have restricted access or are available in specific for-
mats. A government department or a private research firm may allow
only their own employees to use the archive. Such restrictions can be
readily determined by a simple phone call.

_ Secondary Contacts. Once it appears that an individual or
a‘rchlve holds appropriate data, one should seek additional informa-
tion before attempting to acquire the data file. Helpful information
1pcludes: more detailed documentation of the desired data, considera-
tions of the mode of transfer (punched card, magnetic tape, or compu-
ter listing), and the institutional capabilities. Magnetic tape files differ
in the number of tracks and bits per inch appropriate for the tape.
These and other matters are sometimes covered in catalogue descrip-
tion (')f.a‘rchives, but should nevertheless be verified prior to making the
acquisition request.

Accessibility Problems. Acquiring the data by no means ensures
a s_u'ccessful analysis. Inevitable difficulties arise in setting up tapes,
writing or using programs to access them, and so on. As with all phases
of archive retrieval, it is useful to develop personal contacts with peo-
ple who have experience using the data.
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Analysis and Supplemental Analyses. As the analysis proceeds,
one sometimes discovers that additional data are needed. Analysts’
knowledge of the availability of related data and their personal contacts
should improve their ability to gather additional data quickly and
efficiently. For example, if the research question requires the use of an
indicator of poverty, but the analysis reveals potential inadequacies in
the index due to contamination, changes in reporting practices, and
the like, the original list of archives or personal contacts may reveal
other measures that could be substituted or used to validate the integ-
rity of the initial measure.

General Sources and Guides

Probably the most difficult steps in the process we have de-
scribed are the first two. Once specific data sources have been located,
one is increasingly able to rely on the expertise of individuals who
know the data. Because it is often difficult to initially locate sources of
data, we devote the remainder of this chapter to a discussion of general
guides and catalogues. While our listing is by no means completely
comprehensive, it does provide sufficient information for a good
general data search. ‘

Two types of resources are generally available to one who is
beginning a search for data. First, there are printed catalogues, guides,
and directories of archives and data bases. These vary in quality and
scope. However, knowledge of the major ones will greatly reduce
search time. Second, a number of organizations and user groups are
able to aid researchers who are trying to acquire data.

One of the most general, accessible catalogues of archives is the
Encyclopedia of Information Systems and Services (Kruzas, 1978). It
lists over two thousand archives and data bases, bibliographical and
nonbibliographical, covering all types of archives including federal,
independent, and foreign. For each archive, the Encyclopedia includes
the address, phone number, name and title of director, number of staff,
related organizations, description of system or service, scope or subject
matter, input sources, holdings and storage media, publications,
microform products and services, other services, clientele and availabil-
ity, projected publications and services, remarks and addenda, and the
name of a person to contact. The volume also contains eighteen
indexes including an index of data base producers and publishers, a
listing of data collection and analysis centers, a publications indfex, and
geographical subject indexes. It can be used to locate individual
researchers who may have relevant data (through bibliographical data
bases), organizations that will perform data searches, and data archives
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themselves. Because it attempts to be comprehensive and is updated
periodically, the Encyclopedia is probably a good starting point
for a general data search.

Another general guide for locating data for secondary analysis is
Statistics Sources (Wasserman and Paskar, 1977). This volume is a
subject guide to data on industry, business, social conditions, educa-
tion, finance, and other topics; it covers the United States and the
international community. The volume is divided into two sections and
primarily references data stored in printed form in government docu-
ments, periodicals, and trade journals. The first section is a selected
bibliography of key statistical sources including guides, almanacs, U.S.
governmental publications, census guides and publications, the statis-
tical abstract of the U.S., yearbooks, and international sources. It de-
scribes many of the sources mentioned in this chapter as well as many
more subject-specific guides and catalogues. The second and major
portion of the book contains.listings of specific sources by subject. For
example, under the heading ‘“France—unemployment” are two list-
ings: the Labour Force Statistics of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development and the Statistical Yearbook of the Sta-
tistical Office of the United Nations. Similarly, the heading ‘“Children—
orphans” lists the Social Security Bulletin of the U.S. Social Security
Administration as a data source.

Much of the data stored in archives are collected by nongovern-
mental research organizations, many of which retain a copy of the data
as part of their own archival system. While few, if any, nongovernmen-
tal organizations have a formal policy of making data available to the
public, they can direct the secondary analyst to appropriate data files or
evaluation studies., Two general catalogues list nongovernmental
research groups. The Research Centers Directory (Palmer, 1979) con-
tains 6,268 listings of nonprofit and university-related research insti-
tutes, centers, foundations, laboratories, bureaus, and other
research groups. The directory is organized into sixteen basic subject
areas and includes an institutional index, an index of research centers,
and a detailed subject index. The Consultants and Consulting Organi-
zations Directory (Wasserman and McLean, 1976) offers information
on over 5,000 for-profit firms and individuals engaged in consultation
for business and industry. The entries are arranged alphabetically and
the volume contains a subject key, index by state, and an enumeration
of principal persons in each organization. Using the subject indexes of
these two directories one could, for a given topic, locate nonprofit
groups and for-profit firms that are or have been engaged in work
related to the secondary analyst’s area of interest.
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Agencies within the federal government are major producers,
either directly or through contracted research, of statistical data. Sev-
eral guides describe data systems within the federal government.
Although not intended as a reference tool, A Framework for Planning
U.S. Federal Statistics (U.S. Department of Commerce, Office of Fed-
eral Statistical Policy and Standards, 1978) provides a description of
the federal statistical system and the data bases held by various agen-
cies. It does not describe in great detail the specific data holdings of
each agency but does explain the general categories of the agencies’
holdings. In addition, it covers each of eighteen substantive areas (for
example, criminal justice, education, energy, health, housing and
community development, income maintenance and welfare), describes
the agencies holding data on these topics, comments on the quality of
the data, and recommends future data collection policy. The Frame-
work is especially useful in limiting the number of federal agencies
within which one needs to search. More specific information on the
data that are held must be obtained directly from the agencies.

Four other sources, spanning the entire federal system, docu-
ment some of the available resources—including evaluation studies,
longitudinal surveys, and ongoing demographic and economic data
collection efforts. The National Technical Information Service pub-
lishes the Directory of Computerized Data Files and Related Software
(U.S. Department of Commerce, National Technical Information Ser-
vice, 1978). This document describes machine-readable data bases and
computer programs and indicates how they can be acquired. The
Directory is divided into forty-six subject fields and includes a detailed
subject and agency index. The National Archives publishes the
Catalog of Machine-Readable Records in the National Archives of the
United States (U.S. National Archives and Record Service, 1977), which
describes ninety-nine files created by a wide variety of federal agencies.
While neither the National Archives nor the National Technical
Information Service comprehensively index federal holdings, they are
both likely to become major depositories in the future. The General
Accounting Office (GAO) issues Federal I nformation Sources and Sys-
tems: A Directory for the Congress (U.S. General Accounting Office,

1976), which covers automated information systems, catalogues, and
listings issued by over sixty federal agencies. This directory emphasizes
information for administrative rather than research use. It includes, for
example, an on-line literature search system for medicine (MEDLARS
and MEDLINE) and various departmental management information
systems. Although most data banks containing purely statistical
information apparently fall outside the information resources desig-
nated by the GAO, the directory is nonetheless a vehicle for primary
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and secondary analysis of administrative information. In addition, the
Congressional Information Service publishes the American Statistics
Index (Congressional Information Service, annual), which is intended
as a master guide and index to all the statistical publications of the
federal government. It consists of an index to and abstracts of any
governmental reports that present statistics. Its major usefulness for
secondary analysis is in providing access to tables and charts that can
be analyzed or cited and in directing the analyst to persons or agencies
that hold the data discussed in reports.

In addition to these federal guides, there are catalogues that
describe the holdings of a particular agency or agencies. These include:
Selected Federal Computer-Based Information Systems (Herner and
Vellucci, 1972), Standardized Microdata Tape Transcripts (U.S.
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, National Center for
Health Statistics, 1976), Some Statistical Research Resources Available
at the Social Security Administration (U.S. Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare, 1979), Research Microdata Files (U.S.
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Social Security
Administration, 1978), the Directory of Federal Agency Education
Tapes (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, National
Center for Education Statistics, 1976), the Directory of Automatic Data
Processing Systems in the Public Health Service (U.S. Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare, Public Health Service, annual), and
the BLS Data Bank Files and Statistical Routines (U.S. Department of
Labor, periodical), among others. Most agencies involved in govern-
ment archives issue some type of catalogue of their holdings. For ex-
ample, the Bureau of the Census, by far the largest data collector, issues
a wide variety of documents on holdings and suggestions for access.

. Numerous federal agencies publish periodicals that discuss sta-
tistical systems, including the Vital and Health Statistics Publications
Series of the National Center for Health Statistics, the Review of Public
Data Use of the National Technical Information Service, the Bureau of
the Census Catalog of the Bureau of the Census, and the Statistical
Reporter published by the Office of Federal Statistical Policy and
Standards. In addition, an external agency, the Federal Statistics Users’
Conference, publishes a Newsletter. The problem, at least within the
federal government, is not a lack of information, but rather, how to
locate the appropriate sources. The best approach is to locate the
appropriate agencies and then contact them or the regional office for
further information on sources. A helpful document in this regard is
the Federal Statistical Directory (U.S. Office of Management and
Budget, 1974)—a telephone directory of persons engaged in statistical
programs and related activities of the federal government.
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Outside the federal system there are few sources (excepting the
aforementioned Encyclopedia of Information Systems and Services)
that provide comprehensive calatogues of data archives. Almost every
archive issues its own catalogue and, once the researcher has identified
likely sources, individual catalogues may be obtained. For example, the
Data Library at the University of British Columbia published a basic
catalogue in 1974 and updates it annually; the Interuniversity Consor-
tium for Political and Social Research annually publishes a complete
Guide to Resources and Services. Similarly, once appropriate profit
and nonprofit research firms have been located through some of the
sources listed earlier, their annual reports and bulletins can be acquired
and checked for pertinent information. In addition, the Association of
Public Data Users publishes the Data File Directory (Association of
Public Data Users, 1977), which describes a large number of indepen-
dent data sources and archives. However, these are available only to
association members. Finally, the United Nations publishes a cata-
logue of its data holdings entitled the Directory of International S tatis-
tics (United Nations, 1975).

A number of organizations either will provide information
ahout available archives or will conduct a data search. The National
Technical Information Service has set up an Information Documenta-
tion Center with an independent firm, DUALabs, Inc. DUALabs will,
for a fee, search the federal statistical system for data sources, usually
within five days of the request. Because of the complexity of the decen-
tralized federal statistics system, a search of this type by experienced
people is often advisable. DUALabs issues a report for each search as
well as giving names of persons to contact within the federal
government.

Four major user groups are likely to have useful information for
those seeking data. These are the Data Clearinghouse for the Social
Sciences, in Canada, and in Europe, the International Federation of Da-
ta Organizations for the Social Sciences, the European Association of
Scientific Information Dissemination Centers, and the International
Association for Social Science Information Service and Technology.
Each group publishes a bulletin and holds regular meetings. The
addresses for the associations and user groups mentioned in this chap-
ter are listed in the Appendix.

As the technology of data archives becomes more sophisticated,
the field continues to change rapidly; archives combine into new net-
works, gather additional data, and revise their acquisition and transfer
policies. Because a researcher alone seldom has the capacity to stay
abreast of recent developments, use of the documents, catalogues, and
guides described here provides a way for the individual to discover
appropriate data sources with a minimum of effort.
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APPENDIX

o Association of Public Data Users (APDU)
Box 9287 Rosslyn Station
Arlington, Va. 22209

e Data Clearinghouse for the Social Sciences
151 Slater
Ottawa, ON
Canada KIP 5NI

e DUALabs, Inc.
Information Documentation Center
1601 N. Kent St.
Suite 900
Arlington, Va. 22209

¢ European Association of Scientific Information Dissemination
Centers (EUSIDIC)
P.O. Box 1776
The Hague
Netherlands

e Federal Statistics Users’ Conference
1030 Fifteenth St., N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20005

o International Association for Social Science Information Service
and Technology (IASSIST)
Judith S, Rowe, United States Secretariat
Princeton University Computer Center
87 Prospect Avenue
Princeton, N.]J. 08540

e International Federation of Data Organizations for the Social
Sciences (IFDO)
Guido Martinotti, President
Archivio Datie Programmi Per Le Scienze Sociali (ADPSS)
Via G. Cantoni
4 - Milano
Italy
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