Theme 5: Will new forms of data replace the social survey? 

 
There is a growing amount of data that is generated as a result of social interactions or commercial transactions. Some of this comes from Loyalty Cards which record goods purchased from a wide range of stores and which allow purchasing data to be linked to the customer information supplied when a Loyalty Card is acquired. Mobile phones provide a huge amount of information about social interactions and the geographical locations of caller and called. CCTV cameras record an enormous amount of social activity both inside buildings and on the street.  In addition, census data has been combined with other information, for example from the Electoral Register and the Land Registry, to provide profiles for small geographical areas (e.g. Mosaic, produced by Experian), that are being widely used in the commercial and  public sector as a powerful tool for understanding more about populations living in those areas.

    

Other information comes from administrative data such as Hospital Episode Statistics, Pupil Level Annual School Census Files, and employment-related records with a National Insurance Number. These records provide almost 100% coverage of their sub population and also hold postcode information, thus making it possible to attach geo-demographic information. 

What is the research value of these kinds of data? What can they offer public policy analysis? How do they relate to survey data? What is the quality of the data? How can the academic community access them? Are there concerns over the public’s perception of confidentiality?  How does data availability determine research questions? 

Mike Savage set out a case for recognising that the massive increase of administrative and transactional data means that the social scientist is no longer the major collector or instigator of data. Mike pointed out that, in the 1950s, social scientists had a very special role in producing data for analysis – mainly either through the social surveys or through in-depth interviews. However, we now have a huge amount of transactional data that is routinely produced by, and also constructs, circuits of production, distribution, exchange and consumption. Just one example is the social network data being generated by Facebook. Therefore the role of the social scientist as the collector or instigator of data is thrown into question. Mike acknowledged the huge issues with these kinds of data – but pointed out that some of the scepticism was rather like the scepticism associated with the social surveys in the early years when these were mainly associated with opinion poll companies. He warned that if social scientists don’t analyse these data others will – and are already doing so. Data collected by social scientists has had priority in the last 50 years, but this is no longer the case. While surveys will continue, they will form a smaller proportion of the market share than other data sources. A full paper can be downloaded from the conference web-site. 

Richard Webber provided many examples of the huge amount of analysis could be done using administrative data sources, sometimes making inferences about age or country of origin from a person’s name, family name and address/postcode. He demonstrated a number of ways in which a classification of names called ‘Origins’ Richard provided some examples of how the Origins codes for adults had been aggregates to postcode level and used for policy and business applications. For example, a supermarket was able to use its loyalty card information to discover that its ‘Asian aisle’ was well used by people of Hindu origin but not by people of Sikh origin. The MOSAIC profiles, linked to survey data, could help the police to identify areas in their patch where neighbours were likely to help each other (and police could thus decide where to target resources); or to identify areas in Slough at risk of diabetes – again, allowing the health sector to target information and resources. A paper based on his talk is available at: http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/documents/RMPWebberNames.doc
Both Mike and Richard saw the postcode as a key classifier of who you are. Locality, or area based models where the post-code was the unit of analysis may, therefore, challenge individual based models. 

Stephen Jenkins outlined plans for the new UK Household Longitudinal Panel Survey and concluded that there is enormous scope to enhance traditional surveys with administrative data – but that the social survey is still essential to social science. A background paper with details of UKHLS is available at: www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/documents/UKHLS_background.pdf
Bill Blyth, from Taylor nelson Sofres pointed to the huge turn-over of private market research companies on data collection and management. Private companies are global and tend to collect national level data; they are much bigger players than ESRC or Natcen. Large investment in technology and software to bring together data sources and make comparable. Market research –good knowledge and use of admin data sources.

Peter Elias, the ESRC Strategic Advisor for Data Resources, chaired this session and provided a very valuable overview of some of the various datasets becoming available, issues around confidentiality and quality and the strategies by which ESRC was promoting their usage. 

References

Axinn, W. and L. Pearce (2006) Mixed Method Data Collection Strategies, CUP
Cox, D.R. and Wermuth, N. (2001) Some statistical aspects of causality, European Sociological Review, 17, pp. 65-74

