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This chapter describes the origins of statistical and survey methods for the investigation of social life. Focusing on developments in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the discussion outlines how these techniques came to produce new kinds of knowledge about modern populations, recording, measuring and comparing a range of factors from poverty and disease to crime and race. 

The discussion begins by looking at the emergence of statistics in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Collection of social statistics was an important element in the project of a science of society. Many early statistical thinkers saw society as organized by ‘laws’ that could be quantified and predicted through research, and adjusted by rational and informed policy measures. From the outset, these methods of social investigation were closely tied to programmes of government and social reform. The central part of the chapter concerns the origins of the social survey in the massive poverty studies undertaken by Booth and Rowntree in late Victorian Britain, as these sought to develop more rigorous methods of social investigation and to produce sounder knowledge about the causes of poverty. The discussion goes on to look at the emergence of the survey at this time in the United States, before considering more recent developments in such fields as marketing, opinion polling, public policy and academic research. 

Recent critical accounts of social research methods have emphasized that the forms in which we gather, record and analyse data about different social factors have important consequences for the way we define, interpret and understand social relations, social groups and social problems. The chapter concludes by considering these critiques in relation to traditions of quantitative social research. 

The origins of social statistics 

Surveys and social statistics developed in the nineteenth century as important new methods for gathering information about the population. This is not to say, however, that the idea of counting and categorizing groups of people or collecting information relating to their conditions of life was itself a new idea. Early demographic studies, for example, were developed during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in England, Ireland and Scotland by such figures as Graunt, Petty and King, and used to record distributions of population, mortality and property. This ‘political arithmetic’ of population and wealth became central to debates concerning changing social and economic conditions, as exemplified in Britain by the fears over population growth stirred by Thomas Malthus’s 1798 Essay on Population (see Box 1). Such arguments helped galvanize Parliament to legislate for the collection of the first census in Britain in 1801. The population by these means came to be thought about not just as a mass of people but also as a set of demographic variables that might be measured in terms of size, distribution and growth, and increasingly in terms of a plethora of local rates of disease, marriage, age, employment, wealth, birth, death and so on. By the end of the eighteenth century, Bulmer et al. (1991: 6) note, the term ‘statistics’ had become established in the English language to describe inquiries of this kind.
	Box 1 Thomas Malthus (1798) on population growth

‘The population of the Island [Great Britain] is computed to be about seven millions, and we will suppose the present produce equal to the support of such a number. In the first twenty-five years the population would be fourteen millions, and the food being also doubled, the means of subsistence would be equal to this increase. In the next twenty-five years the population would be twenty-eight millions, and the means of subsistence only equal to the support of twenty-one millions. In the next period, the population would be fifty-six millions, and the means of subsistence just sufficient for half that number. And at the conclusion of the first century the population would be one hundred and twelve millions and the means of subsistence only equal to the support of thirty-five millions, which would leave a population of seventy-seven millions totally unprovided for.’ 


The early history of ‘social accounting’ reflects an emergent concern with the size, distribution and condition of people, property and wealth. However, the desire to enumerate was, until the nineteenth century, not matched by effective or systematic counting and recording techniques. The 1801 census itself was rather patchy in terms of its methods of collection and the information it sought to gather. It was not until later in that century that more organized methods of information gathering and recording were developed, and it is at this point that we can begin to speak of social statistics and the social survey ‘proper’. 

There are two important things to note about the early development of social statistics. 

· First, such inquiry was greatly influenced by models derived from the natural sciences. Early statisticians followed the example of natural scientists in their conviction that fact gathering on a large scale might lead to the development of positive knowledge about the nature of society. Indeed, it was widely held that the systematic collection of numerical facts could be used to establish certain causal ‘laws’ that governed social life and helped to produce regular patterns of poverty, indolence and crime (see Hacking, 1990). 

· Secondly, the development of social statistics frequently was tied to questions of government and social reform. The population debate of the eighteenth century, associated with the work of Malthus, is one significant example of a set of social and economic problems which statistics appeared capable of settling. Was the population growing or declining? Were the poorer classes outstripping other classes of society? Was the wealth of the nation increasing or decreasing? The 1801 census offered a rather crude but nevertheless empirical response to these questions, in that it was based on systematic data collection rather than on theory or speculation. Numerical facts were intended to provide a basis for politicians and reformers to make rational and informed decisions about economic and social policy. 

The shortcomings of the 1801 census served only to reinforce the commitment to producing sound numerical information about social conditions. In a rapidly changing society marked by accelerating urbanization and industrialization, and by the growth of middle-class and working-class radicalism, it appeared increasingly important to members of the governing class to monitor both the condition of different groups in society and any ‘trends’ towards social and economic decline and disintegration. 

The main forums for providing these analyses were the statistical societies that emerged in the first half of the nineteenth century. Such societies were formed in a number of cities, first in Manchester in 1833, and then in other cities including London, Bristol, Liverpool, Birmingham, Leeds, Belfast and Glasgow. A common set of concerns emerged in the statistical analyses that members of these societies undertook. In particular, the state of the working classes in terms of their size, housing and employment, crime and destitution, education (and truancy), sanitation, hygiene and disease, preoccupied Victorian social researchers. Such studies aimed both to produce factual knowledge about the extent and distribution of various social ‘problems’, and to establish the causal patterns that lay behind them. Rawson’s 1839 An Inquiry into the Statistics of Crime in England and Wales, for example, aimed to show regularities in patterns and rates of crime across these countries. This research was based on analysis of census data together with statistics produced by the judicial system over a five-year period. Alongside crime statistics, the ‘vital statistics’ of health, illness and mortality were an important feature of the statistical movement. They are especially interesting in indicating the development of a clearly social approach to knowledge, linking issues of health and disease not only to physical causes but also to social and economic factors. William Guy’s 1843 An Attempt to Determine the Influence of the Seasons and Weather on Sickness and Mortality, for instance, looked for correlations between patterns of illness and physical factors such as temperature, but also socio-economic factors such as occupation. William Farr’s famous work on medical statistics, too, linked the incidence of cholera to population densities (see Kent, 1981). 

The Statistical Society of London had a particularly close relationship to government, providing information directly to parliamentary committees. At the same time government departments were setting up their own statistical sections, such as in the Home Office and the Board of Trade, and in 1836 the General Register Office was established to centrally collate information on births, deaths and marriages. The most comprehensive statistical work at this time was in fact undertaken by government bodies, such as the royal commissions into the Poor Laws and the condition of the Irish poor, and within the factory inspection system. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, then, a speculative and often haphazard desire to produce statistical information had become organized into systematic measures to quantify the population and inform government policy, based on a belief that numerical facts provided the basis for rational and conclusive knowledge about social trends. It was a common conviction that statistical facts would ‘speak for themselves’, unaffected by the opinions or actions of the researcher. There are two objections to make here. 

· The first is that the conclusions established by early social statistics often make it hard to distinguish between Victorian morality and scientific fact. 

· This point touches on the second objection to be made to the idea that statistical facts might ‘speak for themselves’. Such a notion fails to address the wider social context in which statistics are produced, and the way in which statistical knowledge is taken up and used. 

Concerning the first of these points, Kent (1981) cites the case of the Reverend John Clay’s 1839 study of the Criminal Statistics of Preston, which sought to establish the causes of crime and to analyse annual variations in local crime rates. The causal factors identified by Clay included such categories as drunkenness, idleness, intellectual weakness, the keeping of bad company and temptation (Kent, 1981: 23). While such causal links may be arguable (a relationship between alcohol and crime, for example, is strongly supported by modern criminal statistics), the framing of these categories appears to owe as much to a particular moral standpoint as to the self-evidence of numerical facts. The separation of facts from values in the collection and presentation of data was at best a rather shaky process, and is particularly questionable in light of the political uses which a great deal of social statistics served. 

Concerning the second point, the realm of facts that researchers investigated was shaped by the broad political agenda of the day – especially in relation to concerns over the plight of the poorer classes and the unruliness of certain groups in society, with all the associated threat of social disorder. These statistical facts, moreover, were intended to serve political ends. However, while the collection of statistical data sought to establish certain correlations and causal patterns, it could not offer clear guides to policy. Nineteenth-century social statistics were firmly wedded to the concerns of government, yet they could not in themselves suggest the most appropriate ways to initiate social and economic reforms. If statistical facts could not speak for themselves independently of either the values of the researcher or the social context of their production, the extent to which they could speak to what were ultimately political problems was also rather limited. Information and quantification were not in themselves sufficient grounds for making decisions about the proper government of a modern population. 

Exploring by numbers: the social survey in Britain 

The concern with social and political problems that animated early social statistics also underlay the development of survey methods in the later part of the nineteenth century. The emergence of the social survey was a critical step forward for social inquiry, based on the first-hand collection of information geared to exploring specific questions, rather than the analysis of varied and sometimes slapdash statistical sources. The early social survey aimed not only to access direct knowledge of people’s conditions of social life, but to explore these in a detailed and in-depth manner. 

Booth 

Charles Booth is a key figure in the development of the social survey as a distinct method for studying social life. Booth’s classic study of the Life and Labour of the People of London was based on the systematic collection of original and extensive data on the conditions of the urban population. Booth, a wealthy industrialist who was disturbed by the poor conditions of working-class life in late Victorian Britain, began his investigations in 1886 and published them in 17 volumes in 1902. His vast study into the working classes of London was framed by two chief concerns with the social and economic state (the ‘life’ and ‘labour’) of this population: focusing attention on the living conditions of working-class families, and the occupation and income of their `breadwinners’. An in-depth study of this massive urban population was made possible not by surveying each household directly, but by interviewing the school board visitors who had access to each family with children in local schools. Their detailed knowledge of the households in their local district – including the details of their employment, rent and wages - was supplemented by further information obtained from local police, churchmen and district superintendents. 

Booth was interested not simply in amassing numerical facts about the population as a whole, but in developing categories to define different social strata. On the basis of his investigations, Booth classified the people of London into distinct social classes, from the ‘vicious’ and ‘semi-criminal’ to the wealthy upper classes. He drew a poverty line which marked off the comfortable from those living in relative states of poverty. Booth’s poor endured lives characterized by economic hardship, lacking in domestic comforts, with low or irregular earnings, while at the bottom end of his scale, the ‘very poor’ existed in a state of chronic want. While Booth’s methods of classification were somewhat imprecise – a category such as ‘loafers’, for example, is one that is difficult to specify with any sort of precision, and is distinctly value-laden – his model is important in attempting to distinguish categories amongst the mass of ‘the poor’. 

	Box 2 Booth’s social classes and street colours

Booth assigned a colour letter code to each street according to the social mix of its residents and its general living conditions. The following seven colours were used on his map: 

Street Colour
Social Condition
Social Classes 
Black
Lowest class
A 

Vicious, semi-criminal 
Dark Blue
Very poor, casual
B 

Chronic want 
Light Blue
Poor
C, D 

18s. to 21s. a week for a moderate family 
Purple
Mixed
C, D, E, F 

Some comfortable, others poor 
Pink
Fairly comfortable
E, F 

Good ordinary earnings 
Red
Middle class
G 

Well-to-do 
Yellow
Upper-middle and Upper class
H 

Wealthy 
As might be expected, black streets were mainly located in inner London areas, and yellow streets were largely located in the more prosperous outer suburbs. 

(Source: Shepherd, I. (2000) Booth’s Street Colours.
http://mubs.mdx.ac.uk/Staff/Personal_pages/Ifan1/Booth/colours.htm) 


Booth began his inquiries in the East End of London, which he took to represent the most destitute population in the city, and predicted that rates of poverty throughout London would tend to be lower than in this especially deprived area. This ‘pilot’ study recorded details of occupation, income and living conditions for each household in the local survey. Such a method produced an unwieldy mass of data, and in his larger-scale study of London Booth took the street rather than the household as the basic unit of analysis, defining each street in terms of the average condition of its residents. On this basis Booth produced a series of ‘poverty maps’ that sketched the geography of destitution and privilege across London, something like a street atlas of poverty and wealth (Box 2). 

Booth’s mammoth survey led to two major claims. The first concerned poverty as a moral problem, and specifically its potential threat to social order. Booth concluded that the urban poor did not represent so great a threat to social stability as was frequently imagined by the more feverish moralists of late Victorian times. Rather than constituting a danger to civilized life in the capital, London’s poor – though struggling and often living in want – were for the most part respectable and orderly in their conduct and way of life. By dividing up his poor into different classes, Booth was able to demonstrate that the ‘undeserving’, disreputable or criminal poor made up less than 1% of the urban population. 

Booth’s second claim concerned the causes of poverty. In order to establish causal relationships, Booth took a sample of 4,000 families from his larger study, and analysed the immediate causes of poverty in these cases. The majority showed that poverty could be traced to conditions of employment, such as irregular or low earnings, rather than to moral or individual failings. Booth’s systematic approach to social inquiry, while it did stress economic rather than moral explanations of poverty, did not wholly escape the morality of his time. Some of his findings pointed to correlations between patterns of poverty and ‘questions of habit’: for example, in around 5% of cases, household poverty was linked to the presence of a ‘drunken or thriftless wife’. 

Booth’s findings contain a further important claim, one that has been backed up by more recent inquiries into patterns of poverty. An unexpected outcome of his comprehensive survey was that rates of poverty throughout London, averaging around 31% for the whole city, were comparable to those Booth discovered in what he had assumed to be the extreme case of the East End. Across the capital, Booth found pockets of destitution and patterns of poverty, often alongside sites of relative privilege. While concentrated areas of material deprivation certainly existed in Victorian London – as they do in twenty-first-century London – Booth’s findings indicate that the distribution of poverty was complex and was not reducible to certain poverty ‘black spots’. This is in line with much more recent research that contests simplistic accounts of urban deprivation by demonstrating that not all residents of ‘inner city’ areas are poor, and that not all people living in poverty live in the ‘inner city’ (for example, Townsend et al., 1987). Booth’s approach was distinctive and highly influential in showing the spatial distribution of poverty and wealth, alongside his concern with both structural and personal causal factors. 

Rowntree 

Booth’s work greatly influenced the development of empirical social research into the causes and condition of poverty, and this focus was to define the social survey into the twentieth century. One of the most significant of these studies in Britain was Rowntree’s survey undertaken in York and published in 1901 as Poverty: A Study of Town Life. Like Booth before him, Rowntree was a prosperous businessman who was concerned by Booth’s ‘problem of problems’ – the persistence and severity of poverty in modern society. Rowntree set out to examine whether the patterns of poverty that Booth uncovered in London were matched by similar conditions in a smaller city such as York. 

While Rowntree’s study was deeply influenced by Booth’s, it involved a number of significant methodological and analytic advances. 

· First, Rowntree undertook a comprehensive house-to-house survey of every working-class family in York. Booth’s reliance on school board visitors for his data, conversely, meant that his study was limited to only those wage-earning families with children of school age. 

· Secondly, Rowntree enlisted interviewers to derive data directly from the survey population themselves, rather than relying on the accounts of informants such as Booth’s school board visitors, clergymen and police. 

· Rowntree’s third critical innovation was to establish a more systematic model for the analysis of poverty and social class (Box 3). 

In tracing the causes of primary poverty, Rowntree employed rather more rigorous categories than had Booth. He identified six major causal factors, listed in Box 4. Of these six immediate causes of primary poverty, Rowntree concluded that the majority of families in York living below the poverty line had a chief wage-earner who was in regular work, but who earned wages that were too low to support the basic physical needs of their family. Low wages, that is, rather than individual or moral failings – as well as circumstances such as illness or family size – constituted the major cause of primary poverty. 

While the York study represented a critical advance in the survey as a technique of inquiry into social problems, Rowntree’s methodology was not watertight and aspects of his analysis reflected a particular moral standpoint. Informants, who were frequently the wage-earners’ wives, could not always be relied upon to know or accurately divulge their husbands earnings. Moreover, the procedure for classifying ‘secondary poverty’ involved rather subjective assessments of families’ spending habits and the appearance of want. While the causal factors established for primary poverty created a picture of the respectable poor, Rowntree tended to attribute secondary poverty to such factors as drink, gambling and improvidence. In spite of this, the use of direct and comprehensive methods and of clear analytic categories marked Rowntree’s approach as a clear advance in the development of survey research. 

Bowley 

In common with Booth’s work, Rowntree’s investigations were both extremely time-consuming and very costly. This is because they were censuses of the entire population covered, rather than sample surveys from which generalizations to the population are made on the basis of probabilities. A decade after the publication of these exhaustive urban surveys, an important innovation in social survey research was made in Bowley’s study of the wage-earning class in Reading (Bowley and Burnett-Hurst, 1915). Bowley’s distinction was to make use of sampling techniques, selecting every twentieth building on the borough residential register, and excluding non-working-class households. This left Bowley with a sample of 743 wage-earning households, each of which was visited and surveyed. Additionally, Bowley developed methods for adjusting for non-response. Sampling techniques are explained in greater detail in Chapter 13, 2nd edn. 

	Box 3 Rowntree’s definitions of primary and secondary poverty

Rowntree distinguished between two basic forms of poverty: 

· Primary poverty was said to exist where a family’s income was insufficient to provide for the basic physical necessities of life – or what Rowntree called ‘physical efficiency’. 

· Secondary poverty, on the other hand, existed where family income would provide for basic physical necessities, but did not allow for any further expenditure. Rowntree’s definition of ‘physical efficiency’ was stringent, allowing for the barest dietary needs of the family, together with a modest provision for rent, clothing and fuel. 

Based on this calculation, Rowntree established that average weekly earnings for unskilled labourers in York were insufficient to provide for the essential physical needs of a family. 


	Box 4 Causes of poverty in Rowntree’s study

1. Death of chief wage-earner. 

2. Incapacity of chief wage-earner through accident, illness, or old age. 

3. Chief wage-earner out of work. 

4. Chronic irregularity of work (sometimes due to incapacity or unwillingness of worker to undertake regular employment). 

5. Largeness of family, i.e. cases in which the family is in poverty because there are more than four children, though it would not have been in poverty had the number of children not exceeded four. 

6. Lowness of wage, i.e. where the chief wage-earner is in regular work, but at wages which are insufficient to maintain a moderate family (i.e. not more than four children) in a state of physical efficiency. 

(Source: Rowntree, S. (1901) Poverty: A Study of Town Life London: Macmillan. pp.119–20) 

See also: 
www2.arts.gla.ac.uk/History/ESH/rowntree/contents.html 


Bowley took up Rowntree’s definition of the poverty line, modifying it somewhat to reflect the changing dietary needs of children of different ages, and allowing rather more variation (and more meat!) in adult diets. This reliance on the earlier study – and Rowntree’s own debt to Booth – indicates a move to greater replication, reference and comparison amongst surveys into social problems. Bowley himself undertook a second study in Reading a decade after his first (Bowley and Hogg, 1925), while a large-scale New Survey of London Life and Labour was published between 1930 and 1935 as a follow-up to Booth’s pioneering work. Rowntree, meanwhile, administered two further surveys into working-class poverty in York (Rowntree, 1941; Rowntree and Lavers, 1951), which both modified his original poverty standard and rejected the earlier measurement of secondary poverty. 

The social survey in the United States 

The development of the social survey method in the United States reveals a similar concern with questions of poverty and conditions of urban life as was evident in the pioneering British studies. A central body of work in the US context was associated with the Settlement House movement, which developed from the 1880s along the model established in Britain by Toynbee Hall in London’s East End (see Bulmer et al., 1991). These voluntary institutions provided places of residence, study and work in urban areas for reformers who wanted to investigate and address social conditions and problems in the modern city. One of the most influential of the American settlements was Hull House in Chicago, home to a number of key figures – especially women reformers such as Jane Addams and Florence Kelley – whose ideas and work were crucial to the development of research and reform in social policy and social welfare. The Hull House researchers had close links to academic sociologists at the University of Chicago, representing an important bridge between academic and reformist social research. 

The surveys produced by researchers within the settlement movement focused on such issues as poverty, housing, labour conditions and juvenile justice (Bulmer et al., 1991: 28–9). The US survey movement was also distinguished by its interest in mapping the ethnic and racial geography of major cities. This early history meant that the US social survey was closely concerned with political debate, agitation and reform. At the same time, the connection and cross-over between reformist and academic social researchers meant that survey techniques emerged rapidly in the early decades of the twentieth century as a privileged method of inquiry within US social science – particularly via the developing influence of the Chicago School of sociology (see Chapters 4 and 9, 2nd edn). 

	Box 5 Du Bois’s method in studying ‘The Philadelphia Negro’

Published in 1899, Du Bois’s study detailed the living and working conditions of 4,000 black residents of Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward. While undertaking the research, Du Bois and his family lived in what he described as the ‘worst part’ of the Seventh Ward district, and Du Bois conducted the detailed survey himself over the period of more than a year. The survey took in issues of occupation and income, family structures, housing conditions, education, political organization, community relations, crime and poverty. 


This relationship between academic research and social issues is clearly evident in the classic work of W.E.B. Du Bois on The Philadelphia Negro (see Box 5 and Chapters 9 and 29, 2nd edn). 

While Booth had understood poverty as the ‘problem of problems’ in late Victorian Britain, Du Bois saw the ‘Negro problem’ as the central issue of race and class in modern US society. Aspects of Du Bois’s study, though, are strongly reminiscent of Booth’s approach in London, as he divides the black population into different ‘grades’ or classes – from the ‘vicious and criminal’ to the black‘middle classes and those above’ – and maps these groups as a social and spatial geography. While concerned with critical social and economic questions, however, Du Bois’s study lacks the overt reformist impulses of the British poverty surveys and the work of the US settlement house movement. Du Bois was firmly committed to the principles of social science, and much of his text is couched in its neutral language (see Chapter 29, 2nd edn for a discussion of Du Bois’s writing; see also Bulmer 1991). At the same time, the political and moral framing of the analysis is very interesting and quite variable. Du Bois analyses the impact of racial prejudice on the opportunities and experience of his study population through in-depth case studies, but also takes a rather paternalistic tone on such issues as pauperism, crime and alcoholism. The overall effect, critically, is to assert that the black population in Philadelphia (and elsewhere) must be thought of in terms of different and specific social circumstances and forms of behaviour, rather than as an undifferentiated mass and a generalized ‘problem’. 

Later developments 

The early decades of the twentieth century saw the consolidation of the survey method, as the innovation of sampling allowed it to be used more widely, and without the massive resources required by Booth or Rowntree. For a while, though, the topics investigated remained rather narrowly defined, so that in 1935 Wells was able to define a social survey as being a ‘fact finding study dealing chiefly with working class poverty and with the nature and problems of the community’ (1935: 1). The interests of people using social surveys became broader, though, as the growing discipline of town planning increasingly came to rely on surveys. 

In the post-war period social surveys developed in four main institutional locations: 

1. Market and audience research
2. Opinion polling
3. Government social surveys
4. Academic social science 

The first of these will be familiar to anyone who has ever been stopped in the street to be asked about shopping preferences and the like. Market researchers generally have to work quickly, generating results in a matter of a few days or weeks, and on limited budgets. Special sampling methods such as quota sampling (see Chapter 13, 2nd edn) have been developed to enable this. Opinion pollsters often work under similar constraints. Perhaps the most important contribution made by this type of survey work has been an appreciation of how question wording can affect response, leading to a reinforcement of the desire to standardize the wording of questions, and thus try to eliminate the influence of the interviewer whose rewordings might otherwise produce unreliable replies. 

Most advanced industrial democracies have developed a range of official statistics and social surveys, reflecting the links between government and quantification of the population outlined earlier. Government social surveys have characteristic strengths in the selection of large, representative samples, and in the training of interviewers to ask standardized, structured questions. While official statistics have often been criticized for their sometimes limited analysis of the data that emerge, the availability of data sets generated by government social surveys in data archives offers an immensely valuable resource for social researchers interested in the secondary analysis of such data for their own purposes (Dale et al., 1988). Secondary analysis is discussed in more detail in Chapter 26, 2nd edn. 

The use made of the social survey in the fourth institutional location, academic social science, is very diverse. Researchers working within the disciplines of social policy and social administration offer examples that are closest to governmental aims, and in area studies such as health or educational research the method has proved useful. A helpful way to understand the range of social survey work in academic locations is to divide it into two types of survey: descriptive and explanatory. 

· Descriptive social surveys are characteristic of an important strand of sociology, represented in the work of the University of Chicago School under Robert Park and Ernest Burgess, and the Institute of Community Studies (ICS) founded in Britain in the 1950s. ICS researchers used the social survey to give accounts of such topics as family and kinship in east London (Young and Willmott, 1957), widowhood (Marris, 1958) and the experience of social mobility (Jackson and Marsden, 1962). An offshoot of the ICS, the Institute for Social Studies in Medical Care (ISSMC), applied the descriptive survey approach to a variety of topics in health care (for example Cartwright, 1964). This tradition is characterized by the use of both quantitative and qualitative data, so that the broad picture shown by the statistical tables is supported by the selection of quotations taken from interviews, so as to provide numbers with a ‘human face’. The descriptive tradition continues to the present day, for example in studies of death and dying (Cartwright and Seale, 1990; Seale and Cartwright, 1994; Young and Cullen, 1996). Chapter 34, 2nd edn describes work done within this tradition. 

· Explanatory social surveys attempt the more ambitious task of explaining why events occur, and they do this by looking for causal relationships. Methods for doing this are explained in Chapter 25, 2nd edn. They developed initially in the work of social scientists in the United States, shown most characteristically by Hyman (1955), Lazarsfeld and Rosenberg (1955) and Rosenberg (1968). The purpose of this type of analysis is to show how a variety of phenomena are determined by features of social structure. Classically, this was shown by Durkheim’s analysis of the causes of suicide. An example from the American tradition is Hirschi and Selvin’s (1967) attempt to discover the causes of ‘juvenile delinquency’, a phenomenon which they felt might be caused by a variety of social structural factors. 

Explanatory data analysis of social survey data rests on the empiricist assumption that facts exist independently of theories. Theories exist to provide propositions and hypotheses which are then confirmed or refuted by the facts. This is, of course, the language of natural science, and is associated with the positivist enterprise of discovering regularities and laws underlying the dynamics of society, and determining variation in social phenomena. 

In Chapter 4, 2nd edn we encountered the interactionist critique of the model of human social action that this type of analysis involves. Researchers who prefer qualitative research in ‘natural’ settings, rather than the ‘artificial’ setting of the survey interview, prioritize the investigation of how people actively constitute phenomena (such as suicide, or delinquency) in their everyday interactions. On the other hand, it has proved possible to generate causal analyses from social survey data that have greater adequacy at the level of meaning, exemplified in the work of Brown and Harris (1978) on the social origins of depression. This work is discussed in Marsh (1982) and also in Chapter 23, 2nd edn of this book. 

Finally, the feminist critique of positivism and the scientific method developed in relation to the social survey from the early 1970s. This is seen most powerfully in the feminist critique of the structured interview, both in terms of the relationship it establishes between researcher and research subject, and as a means of accessing accounts (see Oakley, 1981 or Finch, 1984). But, as explained in Chapter 3, 2nd edn, elements of the feminist critique of science have been more profound than this, pointing out the political implications of supposed ‘value neutrality’ and describing the stance of ‘objectivity’ as providing only limited access to knowledge about social life. None the less, feminist stances towards the quantitative social survey and its political uses are variable, so that it is claimed that social statistics, and indeed the experimental method (albeit with appropriate ethical safeguards) in social research, can provide a powerful source of facts and figures in the pursuit of feminist political objectives (Jayaratne, 1983; Oakley, 1989). 

The politics of social surveys 

Within contemporary social research, then, both the techniques and the value of quantitative approaches have been put into serious question. These criticisms have been directed on the one hand at the methodological claims of surveys and social statistics – in terms of their representativeness, their validity as a reflection of a complex social reality and the analytic usefulness of ‘head counting’. On the other, the politics of quantitative social research have been challenged in relation to the latter’s assumed neutrality, its treatment of people as ‘just numbers’, and its tendency to impose categories of meaning on aspects of social experience (for a discussion of these related problems of ‘method’ and ‘epistemology’ in relation to survey research, see Marsh, 1984). 

These arguments are compelling, but are not entirely new. An important strand of these critical challenges has involved a reappraisal of the historical tradition of survey research (Kent, 1981). A central argument here is that the kinds of investigation carried out by statistical societies, government inquiries and individual social explorers did much to ‘make up’ an image of society which reinforced the moral norms and political wisdom of their time, rather than to produce direct or value-free knowledge about the anatomy of modern society (see also Hacking, 1990). Accusing early social surveyors of being involved in politics, however, would hardly have constituted a challenge: the various institutional bodies and individual researchers were self-consciously engaged in producing knowledge that would inform public debate and policy. The social survey developed in the nineteenth century out of a perspective which held that the application of scientific method to the study of society could provide a basis for rational social reform. What remains in question is how clearly survey findings can provide directives for political action. Research into poverty, for example, was undertaken and taken up by political conservatives, reformers and radicals alike. The accounts provided by a conservative such as Booth and a reformer such as Rowntree suggest rather different solutions to the problem of poverty. 

· Booth’s studies, for example, confirmed him in his belief in individualism and minimal government measures to ameliorate social conditions, although he also favoured the removal of the poorest classes of society – whose lives ‘were in every way wasteful’ (Kent, 1981: 59) – to industrial camps or poorhouses. 

· Rowntree, while inspired by Booth’s methods, was a firm supporter of welfare measures and a public system of social security. 

	Box 6 Web pointers for the history of social statistics and the social survey

Thomas Malthus: ‘An essay on the principle of population’ (1798) 

http://dspace.dial.pipex.com/town/terrace/adw03/peel/social/prindex.htm 

Charles Booth online archive 

http://booth.lse.ac.uk 
Seebohm Rowntree: life and works 

www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/RErowntreeS.htm 
History of statistics and probability 

www.mrs.umn.edu/~sungurea/introstat/history/indexhistory.shtml 
and 

www.york.ac.uk/depts/maths/histstat/welcome.htm 
History of the (UK) Census 

www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001/bicentenary/history.html 

Visit the website for this book at www.rscbook.co.uk to link to these web pointers.


These conclusions circulated within a larger set of social and political debates, which themselves shaped competing research agendas. Rowntree’s 1951 study suggested that primary working-class poverty in post-war society had decreased to an almost insignificant level, and was in its turn challenged by the revival of the ‘poverty debate’ in the 1960s, galvanized by Abel-Smith and Townsend’s (1965) research into The Poor and the Poorest in the ‘affluent society’ of late-twentieth-century Britain. 

While survey research has clearly been linked to wider political debates, it might also be thought about in terms of the politics of social research itself. We have seen the way in which many Victorian surveys drew on and reinforced aspects of social morality in using such explanatory categories as idleness or improvidence. It took some time for social researchers to accept that categories of definition and measurement were not simply neutral, that they were an invention of the researcher rather than a characteristic of those being researched. Rowntree is a notable exception here in being profoundly aware of the static nature of statistical representation. A key argument within his original study was that there existed a ‘life cycle’ of poverty, such that those individuals and families he identified as living in primary poverty were not simply stuck in a monolithic underclass. Rather, Rowntree argued that there were certain life and work stages – what he called ‘poverty periods’ – which were more likely to produce conditions of primary poverty. Childhood and old age were the most severe periods of poverty in the life cycle of the labourer, while working-class women frequently lived in primary poverty throughout the time that they were raising children. Such findings are strikingly in tune with established analyses of poverty current today. 

Conclusion 

The reappraisal of a historical tradition of survey research can provide valuable resources for thinking about the politics and methods of contemporary social research. This is not simply a question of understanding where our research traditions have come from – although this is a critical issue – but is also one of examining the claims and the internal critiques made by earlier social researchers. While certain methods and moralities may now seem rather unsophisticated, the enduring commitment of social researchers to producing useful knowledge about their society, as well as to processes of social and economic reform, suggest important guides for interrogating the aims and the orientation of much current social research. 

Further reading 

Moser and Kalton (1971: ch. 1) provides a clear introduction to the history of the social survey in Britain, and an overview of the various uses of survey methods. Abrams (1968) includes a useful introductory essay, together with primary extracts from social researchers including Rowntree and Bowley. Bulmer et al. (1991) provides an excellent coverage of the development of the social survey in Britain and the United States (and includes a chapter by Gorges on Germany). Kent (1981) is an extremely readable and comprehensive history of empirical social research (with a strong focus on quantitative methods), from the eighteenth century to the 1970s. Hacking (1990) is a fascinating critical account of the history of the social survey, using a range of examples from the fields of health, crime and so on. 

	Student Reader (Seale, 2004): relevant readings

15
Ian Hacking: ‘The taming of chance’ 

25
R.C. Lewontin: ‘Sex lies and social science’ (a book review with subsequent correspondence from the 

book’s authors and other readers of the review) 


	Key concepts

Causal relationship

Census

Descriptive and explanatory analysis

Political arithmetic

Poverty line 


Primary poverty 


Secondary poverty 

Sample survey 

Sampling 

Secondary analysis 

Statistical societies 
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