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Data management is as important as any other part really. It's difficult to maybe get people excited about it because it's like you're filing, it's you know, you don't... you're not... it's kind of common-sense but actually it's worth articulating because I think people always feel, well, you could catch up with it later if you don't do it quite right at the time but actually, with experience, you know that you just make enormous problems for yourself if you don't document stuff properly at the time.
And really, the usability of it can be quite profoundly undermined if you can't find it or if you don't know quite exactly what it was and it's sort of trivial things, maybe, but they can become big, important things so like if you haven't recorded the date on which you did something and the person is speaking about ten years ago and then in a couple of years’ time you can't really remember what year it was even, then the ten years ago can't be located to a date. Now that might not matter, depending on what you're doing, but it might actually be very, very important because, you know, it might matter whether it was just a month after 9/11 or two years after and you won't be able to tell the difference and so it depends a lot on, you know, the whole purpose of what you're doing, the topic and everything but actually, why create problems for yourself?
And then there's the public responsibility I think. If you're getting public funding to collect data, you have to leave data in a way that is usable for other people unless there's very good reasons not to do that. And you won't leave it in ways that are usable for other people if you haven't had good procedures for documenting it as you've gathered it, so even if you're all right, because it fits your purpose, you're diminishing its public value and that's not a good thing to do.
So it's like, you know, as lecturers and teachers of doing research, you know, you don't want to teach people basic literacy and it's almost kind of close to that, it's a task that's not a glorious thing to teach and talk about, but nevertheless it's important, it's very important. I mean, if you can't write you're not going to be able to write up data, if you don't have basic literacy and it's more toward that kind of skill, than, say the craft of doing the actual analysis but it's really pretty fundamental.
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The standard of data documentation has improved tremendously over the last twenty years or so. It's now a standard for funding councils or ONS or other bodies who are involved in the creation of secondary data to pay much more attention to the quality and the comprehensiveness of the data documentation that goes with it. 

So usually the problem that you face is not so much that there's a question that you can't find an answer in the data documentation. Rather the problem is finding whereabouts it is in what is often very voluminous data documentation – that answer may lie. So that you'll have copies of all the different questionnaires that may have been used in a study with different kinds of questionnaires for different kinds of respondents. You had different information about the different routings to those questionnaires that the different respondents will have gone through. You've got for example, syntax and how new variables were derived from the original variables created from respondents' answers to the questions and so on and so on. 

On top of that you've got information about the way the sample was constructed - what was done with difficult to contact, difficult to identify members of the sample – things like that, so that there's a lot of information to get your head around when you start to do a piece of secondary data analysis.



