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Letters, diaries and life stories are useful, particularly when trying to understand how people lived in the 
past or to be able to identify changes that have taken place, when no other data exists. For example, ‘The 
Mass Observation Study’, is a study which records everyday life in Britain, and which was started in 1937. It 
is based on diaries and the personal writings of over 1000 people who are, from time to time, given topics to 
respond to. Such data is not representative and therefore it is not safe to make generalisations.

In most questions on secondary data, it would be essential to know and to understand the work of Scott. 
There is a brief summary below. 

Scott argues that when considering documents, there are four criteria that should be used: 

1. Authenticity – has the document been written or produced by the person it claims to have been.

2. Credibility – is the document free from error, biases and distortions. For example, the diaries of 
politicians will be based on their perceptions of events, and one politician may have a different view 
to another.

3. Representativeness – the extent to which the document is typical of similar documents. This may be 
difficult if there are not many documents that have survived, or if there are only a few of the type 
available.

4. Meaning – this is the ability of the researcher to interpret the document.

Although secondary data is data that has not been collected by the researchers themselves, many sociologists 
would use secondary data as a starting point for their research. For example, basic statistics might be used 
by those researching in the area of crime or education. The research on the London riots by the team from the 
London School of Economics, in conjunction with the Guardian, collected secondary data from the courts, 
on those appearing before the magistrates. 


