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This article reviews the emergence of secondary analysis of data (SA) as a

methodology for examining questions of relevance for social work and its

implications for student education. Given the rapid expansion of available data

archives from agencies, governmental and research sources, and technological

advances in accessibility and ease of use, secondary analysis now holds consid-

erable promise for social work. The authors examine the current treatment of

SA in social work research texts and review its strengths and weaknesses. They

conclude with a discussion of enhanced educational training as a base for

expanding the use of SA in social work research.

RESEARCH TRAINING for social work practition-

ers and scholars has made noteworthy

progress over the years, including the emer-

gence of a variety of social work-specific text-

books covering general research methodology

(e.g., Grinnell, 2001; Monette, Sullivan, &

Dejong, 2002; Royse, 2004; Rubin & Babbie,

2005; Yegidis & Weinbach, 1996), as well as

texts focusing on such specialized areas as

evaluation research (e.g., Royse, Thyer,

Padgett, & Logan, 2001; Weinbach, 2005) and

qualitative research (e.g., Padgett, 1998; Reiss-

man, 1994; Sherman & Reid, 1994). Amidst

this burgeoning of educational resources for

social work research training, the methodolo-

gy of secondary data analysis has received

lesser attention.

Secondary analysis (SA), which is most

generally defined as the re-analysis of existing

data sets, has great potential in social work for

several reasons. First, many social problems of

concem to our field, such as social and eco-

nomic inequalities, health problems, and crim-

inal justice, have been the focus of well-funded

research studies that offer high quality data

sources for social work investigators. Second,

computer technology has advanced rapidly to

provide compact forms of data storage and

transmission. Web-based access to data archives,

and a growing ability to analyze some data
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sets online. Third, most human service settings
and governmental agencies now have in place
computerized information systems that may
be sources of data for examining service pat-
terns. Finally, student research training that
encourages the use of these expanding data
archives may be more transferable to stu-
dents' post-educational work settings, result-
ing in greater research engagement after pro-
gram completion.

This article reviews the state of the art of
secondary analysis. It gives particular atten-
tion to emphasis on SA in social work research
texts, relevance to social work problems, and
implications for social work education. Al-
though this research strategy has been either
acknowledged or employed by many social
work researchers over the years and has con-
tributed to our understanding of social prob-
lems, secondary analysis has engendered
remarkably little discussion in the social work
literature. This article attempts to overcome
this gap. We begin by reviewing the general
backgroimd and emergence of SA, followed
by a consideration of its strengths and weak-
nesses, and conclude with a discussion of its
implications for social work research and edu-
cation. Whenever possible, our discussion
draws from social work sources. However,
because such sources are scarce, we also draw
on the broader (but still surprisingly limited)
literature on SA and reflect on its relevance for
social work.

Emergence of Secondary Analysis

Secondary analysis has been recognized as a
method for examining research questions for
more than a century. Many view Durkheim's

1897 analysis of suicide (Durkheim, 1951) as a
classic early example of SA (Hakim, 1982;
Krysik, 2001); however, it was not until 1972
that Herbert Hyman's book. Secondary Analysis
of Sample Surveys, appeared, marking a rather
belated watershed for both legitimizing and
delineating this research methodology (Kiecolt
& Nathan, 1985). Overall, the general dearth of
relevant general publications regarding SA is
striking. Apart from the Hyman (1972) and
Kiecolt & Nathan (1985) texts, we could locate
only a few other books on this method, includ-
ing two by British researchers in the 1980s
(Dale, Arber, & Proctor, 1988; Hakim, 1982),
and a 1993 monograph by Stewart.

Reflecting this low profile, the usage of
SA by researchers has grown surprisingly
slowly over the intervening years. Despite
Hyman's early assertion that "secondary
analysis . . . can be a viable and large-scale
enterprise" (p.vii) for further utilizing existing
survey data, no groundswell has emerged.
Thirteen years after Hyman's optimistic pre-
diction, Kiecolt and Nathan (1985) were still
viewing it as an emerging technique. A con-
temporary assessment would conclude that
its utilization within the social sciences re-
mains considerably below the level predicted
by its past and present advocates.

Within social work, researchers have long
recognized this methodology as one among
many in their armamentarium; however, it
has received little explicit attention by the pro-
fession. Although a few social work research
texts include chapters discussing SA (e.g.,
Grinnell, 2001; Monette et al., 2002), some give
it more modest coverage (Yegidis &
Weinbach, 1996), while others distribute their
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discussions across different sections that may
not acknowledge their common linkages to
SA. For example, Rubin and Babbie's (2005)
widely adopted social work research text
identifies and discusses this method briefly in
their chapter on survey research, includes the
use of social indicators in a chapter on pro-
gram evaluation, but reserves the most exten-
sive detailing of issues relating to SA for a
chapter dealing with the analysis of available
records, viewing the analysis of existing statis-
tics as an unobtrusive measure.

These multiple contexts for use of SA cre-
ated some difficulties for us in trying to exam-
ine the extent to which SA is emphasized in
social work texts. For example, although
Rubin and Babbie (2005) discuss SA methods
in several different chapters, their index only
refers the reader interested in secondary
analysis to the survey research chapter.
Similarly, Grinnell's index refers readers to the
chapter by Krysik (2001) explicitly titled
"Secondary Analysis," but does not include
the following chapter by Sieppert, McMurtry,
and McClelland (2001) that is entitled
"Utilizing Existing Statistics," even though
the latter authors state in their first paragraph
that "analyzing existing statistics is nothing
more than performing a secondary analysis of
aggregate-level data" (p. 347).

Thus, the texts we examined frequently
cast their presentations of SA within varying
contexts with links to survey research, unob-
trusive techniques, and program evaluation,
not always acknowledging their SA common-
ality. Trying to identify the use of this strategy
in published research articles is an even
greater challenge, since researchers often do

not indicate their relationships to the research
projects whose data they report, nor how their
analyses either fulfill the original research
purposes or examine new questions.

Research data have always held the
potential for later revisits. The more ambitious
the study and the better the quality of the
database, the greater the potential for further
exploration. Most researchers engaging in
large-scale studies, often heavily funded by
the federal goverrunent, recognize that they
have barely skimmed the surface of their data
set's potential before the project ends.
Funding sources also have become concerned
about the limited informational yield com-
pared to the dollar investment that many
large-scale research studies entail. In recent
years, several federal agencies funding behav-
ioral research have developed new policies to
counter this shortfall in study findings. An
expanding number of federal agencies,
including the National Science Foundation,
the National Institute on Alcohol and
Alcoholism, and the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development, have
issued calls for secondary analyses of existing
data sets. More notably, the National
Institutes of Health (NIH) now has moved
beyond its long-standing general policy of
encouraging data sharing (NIH, 2002), man-
dating that data from studies they fund be
placed in a repository that others may access.
It now requires that large-budget research
proposals include in their application a plan
for data access, storage, and sharing (NIH,
2003). In addition, several professional organ-
izations, including the American Psycho-
logical Association and the American Socio-
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logical Association, as well as some scientific
journals, encourage or require researchers to
archive data used for publications or presen-
tations (NIH, 2003). These organizations have
created pressures on researchers that are rap-
idly expanding data availability and retrieval
options.

As social work becomes a more active
participant in federally-funded research, we
might be wise to emulate these data-sharing
policies. In addition, a corresponding enhance-
ment of emphasis on the topic of secondary
data analysis in the training of social work stu-
dents would create a more adequate base for
their use of this methodology in their later pro-
fessional work. To promote this goal, we
examine the history and development SA, and
its current treatment in social work research
texts.

Definitions of Secondary Anaiysis

Beginning with Hyman's 1972 definition of
SA as "the extraction of knowledge on topics
other than those which were the focus of the
original surveys" (p. 1), subsequent authors
have agreed that the reanalysis of existing
data is its key element (Dale et al., 1988;
Hakim, 1982; Moriarty et al., 1999; Riedel,
2000). These reanalyses can answer a variety
of research questions encompassing descrip-
tive, exploratory, and explanatory objectives
(Yegedis & Weinbach, 1996).

Beyond this agreed-upon core are several
elements of divergence. The most basic differ-
ence is in the name for this method, with the
label of "secondary analysis" seeming to be
far more common (Dale et al., 1988; Krysik,
2001; Hakim, 1982; Hyman, 1972; Monette et

al., 2002; Rubin & Babbie, 2005) than "second-
ary data analysis" (Royse, 2004; Yegidis &
Weinbach, 1996) in texts. We have chosen to
employ the dominant usage in this article.

Although some authors are silent regard-
ing whether secondary analysis may be per-
formed by a gatherer of the original data, oth-
ers have taken opposing positions. Rubin and
Babbie (2005) and Graves (1998) explicitly
exclude the initial data generator from their
definitions, whereas Moriarty et al. (1999)
state that reanalyses may be performed by the
original researcher. Hyman (1972) addressed
this issue at length in his book, acknowledg-
ing that some might feel uncomfortable about
labeling further work by an original
researcher as secondary. He suggested the
term "semisecondary" to cover such cases,
although he further argued that "if a second
analyst is capable of following old indicators
down new conceptual paths, it would seem
reasonable to endow the first analyst with the
same intellectual gifts" (p. 37). More recently,
NIH (1997) and many Institutional Review
Boards (IRBs) have adopted the more inclu-
sive SA definition, considering new analyses
by contributors to the initial study as second-
ary analyses.

Another issue is whether meta-analysis
may be viewed as a subtype of secondary data
analysis. Both meta-analysis and SA draw on
existing data for their computational base.
However, meta-analysis, unlike SA, creates a
new database drawn from a set of studies
examining the same hypothesized relation-
ship between variables. In contrast, SA exam-
ines new data patterns or relationships within
a data set developed for different purposes.
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Most discussions of SA either omit any refer-
ence to this technique, or consider meta-
analysis separately (Rubin & Babbie, 2005;
Yegidis & Weinbach 1996). For instance,
Yegidis and Weinbach (1996) view meta-
analysis as "so different from the other forms"
(p. 163) of SA that they discuss it in a separate
subsection. NIH (1997) and Rew et al. (Rew,
Koniak-Griffin, Lewis, Miles, & O'Sullivan,
2000) take a more inclusive position, and
Graves (1998) states that meta-analysis "might
be considered a special case" (p. 523) of SA.
We favor Rubin and Babbie's position that
meta-analysis is a methodology distinct from
SA; meta-analysis requires the researcher to
extract data from published studies on each
unit of analysis, de facto creating a new data
set that better tests a common hypothesis,
whereas SA is premised on re-analyses of
already existing databases for new purposes.

Finally, early discussions of SA were
premised on there being a quantitative survey
database that could be reanalyzed using stan-
dard statistical techniques. Both Hyman
(1972) and Kiecolt and Nathan (1985) identify
this focus explicitly in their title, and other
early books discuss only quantitative sample
surveys and census sources (Dale et al., 1988;
Hakim, 1982). Although more recent defini-
tions encompass qualitative data as well
(Heaton, 1998; Krysik, 2001; NIH, 1997; Rew
et al., 2000), we limit our discussion here to
quantitative research, because it remains the
dominant application. Furthermore, the activ-
ities and challenges of examining qualitative
data are substantially different from those of
quantitative secondary analysis we focus on
here.

Types of Data

Hakim (1982) differentiates six categories of
quantitative data archives, namely (1) census
data—in which all elements of a population
group are enumerated for study inclusion, (2)
continuing surveys of different subsamples of
the same population (such as the General
Social Survey, National Survey of Families
and Households) that can be viewed as time
series data, (3) cross-sectional surveys, (4) lon-
gitudinal surveys (multiwave studies of a sin-
gle sample, such as the Panel Study of Income
Dynamics and the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth), (5) data sets derived from
administrative and public records, and (6)
multi-source data sets. As we suggested earli-
er, some social work texts (e. g., Royse, 2004)
focus on existing records or unobtrusive data
archives (category 5) as defined by Webb,
Campbell, Schwartz, and Sechrest (1981).
Such archival data are usually collected for
administrative rather than for research pur-
poses and are assumed to be free of the bias of
reactivity, viewed as presentational distor-
tions based on a person's awareness of being a
subject for research. Other texts (e.g., Grinnell,
2001; Monette et al., 2002; Rubin & Babbie,
2005), following the tradition established in
Hyman's (1972) work, apply the label of sec-
ondary analysis primarily to reanalyses of
survey data (categories 1, 2, 3, and 4).

Data may also be distinguished by their
unit of analysis. Most survey studies drawn
on for SA collect data from individuals that
focus either on their personal experiences as
the individual unit of analysis, or their family
or household as the unit of analysis (Krysik,
2001; Pollack, 1999). In contrast, some of the
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records kept by governmental or private
human service agencies for routine adminis-
trative informational needs may be aggregate,
rather than having individuals as the unit of
analysis. These data usually focus on demo-
graphics and descriptive service information,
and may provide information on the preva-
lence and types of social problems, such as
child abuse, crime, or illness, in a particular
geographic area. Although such management
information systems may not be rich in con-
ceptual or measurement arenas, they offer a
very accessible nonreactive source of informa-
tion for social work research, as much of social
work service occurs within agency contexts
(Monette, 2002; Webb et al., 1981; Yegidis &
Weinbach, 1996).

Sources of Data

The Inter-university Consortium of Political
and Social Research (ICPSR) at the University
of Michigan is the largest of the data archives
currently available to researchers working at
member institutions worldwide (Kiecolt &
Nathan, 1985; Krysik, 2001; Riedel, 2000). This
data repository (www.icpsr.umich.edu), estab-
lished in 1962, includes data from more than
5,000 studies collected from more than 130
countries. ICPSR data archives contain a treas-
ure trove of survey data, many of which are
continuing longitudinal studies designed to
monitor policy-salient social indicators and
problems. These archives focus on aging,
criminal justice, health and medical care, edu-
cation, substance abuse and mental health—
all central arenas for social work.

ICPSR views its mission as facilitating
access and use of data archives, rather than

simply warehousing them. It helps investiga-
tors develop the documentation needed to
support deposited data and provide instruc-
tions and support for users. Since 2001, stu-
dents and faculty at 250 member institutions
have been able to download some data sets
directly to their computers if they have
authorized Internet Protocol addresses. More
recently, ICPSR has implemented a data
analysis system that provides direct Internet
access to a growing number (currently aroimd
150 and expanding rapidly) of ICPSR's
archives for online data analysis.

Another important Web source for social
science data is Sociometrics' Social Science
Electronic Data Library (www.socio.com/
edl.htm). This subscriber-based archive con-
tains more than 200 health and social science
studies relating to children, families, disabili-
ty, adolescent pregnancy, drug abuse, and
AIDS. Finally, the University of California San
Diego Social Science Data on the Internet
(http://odwin.ucsd.edu/idata) is a Web site
providing direct links to a broad array of
social science data. It provides access to more
than 361 Internet sites offering social science
statistical data, including 156 sites with down-
loadable data, 53 data libraries and archives
worldwide, catalogs and lists of data vendors,
and 80 social science gateways.

Strengths of Secondary Analysis for
Social Work

Data Quality

Most discussions of SA emphasize that it can
produce high-quality research with limited
time, money, and resources (Kiecolt & Nathan,
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1985; Krysik, 2001; Moriarty et al., 1999; Rew
et al., 2000; Yegidis & Weinbach, 1996). A pri-
mary appeal of using secondary data is the
opportunity to conduct research on large sam-
ples that are beyond the capacity and
resources of one individual or research team.
For example, in 2000 the U.S. Census Bureau
(2003) invested $3.9 billion and employed a
staff that expanded to more than 860,000
workers in its ongoing data gathering efforts.
Federal research grants are usually awarded
for studies that have sophisticated sampling
plans and high response rates. The samples
for such studies are therefore likely to be high-
ly representative of the populations from
which they are drawn. Inferences from such
studies are likely to have high external validi-
ty (Moriarty et al., 1999), which makes them a
powerful and persuasive base for discussions
of social needs and social policy. Because
social work researchers have only infrequent-
ly been recipients of major federal grants, the
ability to access high-quality data that inform
on key social problems may have special
advantage for our field.

Large-scale survey studies often encom-
pass a broad array of variables that provide
extensive information about a specific popula-
tion group (Moriarty et al., 1999). These data
may be valuable for agency administrators
and community organizers who can draw on
existing data archives for advocacy efforts,
needs assessments, and proposals for new
service programs. Existing data has long been
used as a source for preliminary analyses that
can serve as a base of funding applications
(Moriarty et al., 1999). Within social work,
examining existing data to substantiate a serv-

ice need for an underserved population may
be an important element of service- or
training-program proposals, as well as pro-
viding exploratory analyses for hypotheses
meriting more intensive investigation.

Although some broad surveys may oper-
adonalize each variable by only a single ques-
tion, other more focused hypothesis-testing
studies may use state-of-the-art scales to
measure their central variables (Moriarty et
al., 1999). The strength of measurement in
these studies, often screened through rigorous
peer review processes, may be attractive to
other researchers in the same areas of special-
ization. For social work researchers concerned
with knowledge utilization, service implica-
tions derived from studies with high-quality
measures may have greater credibility regard-
ing their real-world implications for policy
and services.

Human Subjects Concerns

Many of the groups that are of concern to
social work, such as those with mental or
physical disabilities or victims of abuse or
assault, are members of populations seen as
vulnerable. IRB protections for such vulnera-
ble groups frequently can exacerbate difficul-
ties in access to these groups to collect pri-
mary data. By using previously collected data,
the researcher avoids the intrusiveness of data
collection (Krysik, 2001; Royse, 2004; Yegidis
& Weinbach, 1996), as well as the possibility of
inflicting harm to vulnerable groups (Krysik,
2001; Kiecolt & Nathan, 1985; Moriarty et al.,
1999; Rew et al., 2000). Although some IRBs
require prior approval of studies using exist-
ing data, the review process should be more
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straightforward inasmuch as such databases
have already been approved by IRBs for the
original data collection. In addition, major data
archives such as ICPSR provide researchers
and IRB reviewers with supportive informa-
tion regarding the protective safeguards they
employ to protect their databases.

Access to Hard-to-ldentify
Populations

Social work is often concerned with specific
subpopulations that have special characteris-
tics or experiences which are either low-
incidence (such as same-sex adoptive parents)
or are hard to locate (children who lost a par-
ent before age 3). Finding low-incidence
groups may be a difficult challenge for the
researcher. Webb et al, (1981) acknowledged
this problem of seeking respondents who meet
restrictive research protocol criteria. They
referred to the amount of effort it takes to sift
through a population to identify those in the
relevant category as the "dross rate." Survey
data with a broad sample frame and large
sample sizes, or a longitudinal design, may
provide the researcher with a strategy for com-
piling an adequate base on low incidence sub-
groups (Dale et al., 1988; Moriarty et al., 1999).

Monitoring Trends

The value of monitoring trends by looking at
changes in survey responses over time has
long been recognized. Hyman (1972) attrib-
uted the early recognition of this value to
Lazarsfeld, who urged the initiation of such
ongoing research studies in the 1950s. Some
researchers believe that the most important
use of SA is to analyze trends over time, using

either repeated cross-sectional data or longitu-
dinal designs (Dale et al., 1988; Krysik, 2001;
Riedel, 2000; Royse, 2004). The monitoring of
social problems such as poverty rates, imem-
ployment, and crime over time provides the
social work profession with data on these key
social indicators.

Comparative and Repiicative Studies

Researchers are also able to compare existing
data from one sample to corresponding data
that they may collect in other samples, mak-
ing use of similar measures and procedures.
Such replications help to assess the generality
of patterns across groups, as well as to deter-
mine which findings may vary because of dis-
tinctive circumstances or factors present in
particular subgroups, locales, or time periods
(Riedel, 2000). Within social work, replicated
studies allow us to identify the most prevalent
social problem patterns and predictors, as
well as isolate more idiosyncratic data that
may be a result of unique factors. Cross-
national comparisons provide another valu-
able perspective on social problems. Studies
that are replicated in other societies allow us a
vantage point from which to assess the social
problem prevalence and conditions in our cul-
ture as compared to others (Dale et al., 1988;
Hyman, 1972). Such comparisons may also
provide us with the base for exploring what
social contextual factors may contribute to dif-
ferences in social problem prevalence.

Combining Muitipie Data Sources

Beginning with Durkheim's study of suicide,
which combined societal records of suicides in
six countries with indicators of poverty and
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social integration, some researchers have
drawn from multiple databases to create new
data files that allow them a base for examin-
ing relationships not accessible from any orig-
inal data archive (Hyman, 1972; Kiecolt &
Nathan, 1985; Riedel, 2000; Royse, 1999).
Royse presents an example of a well-
conceived study by Lindsey (1994) who com-
bined child abuse reports over time with child
fatalities to show that increased abuse report-
ing did not relate to lower fatalities, as preven-
tion arguments would suggest.

Potentiai Base for Sophisticated
Data Analytic Tecliniques

Because the databases available to SA
researchers often have extremely large sample
sizes, number of variables, or have multiple
data waves, they can provide an opportunity
for sophisticated multivariate analyses, such
as structural equation modeling (Moriarty et
al., 1999). Newly developed analytic tools
may be applied to earlier studies in order to
clarify and expand our understanding of com-
plex relationships. Because social work has
long assumed that multiple factors, both per-
sonal and societal, contribute to the problems
of individuals, these techniques may better
capture the complexities of our social world.
In addition, longitudinal databases that per-
mit causal analyses can better control for time
order, thereby clarifying some of the causal
processes that have perplexed past genera-
tions of scholars in some problem areas.
However, Krysik (2001) provides a cautionary
note regarding the complexities of analysis
challenges when data from multiple sources
are combined, especially when these data

involve different units of analysis, such as

aggregate and individual-level data.

Technicai Support

Large federally-funded data collection efforts
often are accompanied by initiatives to
encourage the use of the information. The fed-
eral government prepares detailed and exten-
sive manuals to assist researchers in the access
and use of the data (Center for Human
Resource Research, 2001; U.S. Census Bureau,
2000). In addition, several widely-used data
archives offer workshops that provide re-
searchers with hands-on training. In the feder-
al government's efforts to promote the use of
the data and encourage workshop attendance,
some of these workshops reimburse attendees'
meals, lodging, and travel expenses. For exam-
ple, both the National Longitudinal Survey
User Services (2004) and the National Data
Archive on Child Abuse and Neglect (2004)
offer funded instructional workshops to select-
ed researcher applicants. The recruitment
efforts for the National Longitudinal Survey
User Services (2004) workshops specifically
target graduate students.

Limitations of Secondary Anaiysis in
Sociai Work

Weak Operationalization of Variabies

Databases that measure many variables or stud-
ies that seek high response rates by Umiting the
questions asked, such as the census, frequently
operationalize each variable in a relatively
superficial or crude manner (Kiecolt & Nathan,
1985; Riedel, 2000; Rubin & Babbie, 2005). A sin-
gle item asking about a respondent's health
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may be adequate for descriptive studies ex-
amining an array of social indicators, while
being too insensitive for a more focused analy-
sis that hopes to examine predictors or conse-
quences of health. This problem may be espe-
cially severe if the intended research objective
is the testing of a theoretically-grounded
model, where the database provides very
weak proxies for rich explanatory concepts
(Shepard et al., 1999), or when the original
database may not contain measures of some
variables relevant to the researcher's new
questions or models (Krysik, 2001). For exam-
ple, Shepard et al.'s (1999) efforts to use the
National Commission on Children: 1990 Survey of

Parents and Children to examine the impact of
family beliefs about health on adolescent
behavior was limited by inadequate indica-
tors of family relationships. In general, theo-
retically-derived concepts that may have rich
explanatory value may be difficult to access in
data sets encompassing a broad domain of
variables.

Inadequate Documentation

A secondary researcher is less aware of the
procedures used for data collection and cod-
ing. Consequently, the researcher may find it
more difficult to assess any failings, biases, or
errors. How well interviewers were trained,
what was said to potential respondents in the
recruitment process, how scrupulously data
collection and data entry processes were over-
seen to insure standardization and minimize
errors, can only be assessed insofar as the
original researchers have detailed their work.
Because much of the "underlife" of research
studies may remain undocumented, the sec-
ondary data analyst may place more confi-

dence in the data's accuracy than may be mer-
ited (Kiecolt & Nathan, 1985; Moriarty et al.,
1999; Pollack, 1999; Rew et al., 2000).

Missing Data

The database may have serious gaps in data
(Hyman, 1972; Monette et al,, 2002; Pollack,
1999; Riedel, 2000). For example, many
respondents will not provide income informa-
tion. Descriptively, such gaps may undermine
accurate generalizability. Furthermore, if
responses are low on one or more measures,
all relational analyses including such meas-
ures will have lower numbers of cases. For
multivariate analyses that encompass a broad
array of variables, each with missing values,
data loss can be significant. Thus, the
researcher needs to check on the amount of
missing data on each of their central indica-
tors, in order to insure that sufficient respons-
es were obtained. In addition, if the researcher
is creating a new multi-item indicator of a
concept, such as community participation,
missing data on any specific item in the scale
may require omitting that person's data from
subsequent analyses. Although there are cor-
rectives to the problems of missing data, such
as substituting group values or other imputa-
tional techniques, all have some potential
biases.

Unstandardized Data Categories

When researchers examine longitudinal data-
bases, or combine data from two or more
sources, they must be sure that each variable
is operationalized in the same way. Con-
tinuing studies may modify some questions if
they find them to be problematic (low
response rates, suspect reliability, etc.), or if
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social conditions change in ways that require
new categories or definitions, such as inclu-
sion of same sex partners in definitions of a
household or family (Monette et al., 2002;
Pollack, 1999; Riedel, 2000). When different
databases are combined, each study may
operationalize a central variable, such as child
abuse or health problems, using different
questions or response categories (Krysik,
2001; Pollack, 1999; Royse, 2004).

False Expectations Regarding Ease
and Speed of Impiementation

The appeal of having immediately accessible
data may blind researchers to the difficulties
and amount of effort they will need to expend
before analyzing such data. Learning the intri-
cacies of data files, their measures and coding,
manipulating large and intractable data files
in order to extract relevant subsamples and
variables, creating new multi-item variables
by combining items, merging data from dif-
ferent files and sources, and implementing
and interpreting complex multivariate data
analyses require special skills that may not be
part of the researcher's previous experience or
training.

Legal Technicalities

Some secondary databases may require users
to enter into legal agreements to protect the
confidentiality of the data. For example, the
National Longitudinal Survey's Geocode data
set requires submission of a non-disclosure
affidavit and a standard letter of agreement
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics [BLS], 2004),
which present an additional potential diffi-
culty in that the letter of agreement consigns
researchers to the BLS project coordinator's

"review and approval" of research results
"intended for release or publication" (U.S.
BLS, 2003). Clearly there is the potential for
control of scholarship under this mandate.

Older Data

The databases most available for secondary
data analyses are large scale survey studies,
often longitudinal, that continue over a num-
ber of years. These ambitious studies take a
great deal of time for the original researchers
to implement, enter and clean the data, and
analyze. Only after they have reaped some of
the harvest of their efforts will they prepare
their data for a repository available to other
researchers for SA (Krysik, 2001). While such
data may be useful for examining theoretical
research questions and relational models, it
may have more limited utility for timely doc-
umentation of social problem prevalence or
social policy discussions.

Limits Researcher Creativity

Kiecolt and Nathan (1985) suggest that
researchers who limit themselves to existing
data are constrained in the range of questions
they can investigate. Rather than exploring
new variables that may enhance our under-
standing, they may only be able to revisit
more familiar terrains. Furthermore, as indi-
cated above, it is hard to tease out new con-
structs and this increases the difficulties asso-
ciated with examining new theoretical per-
spectives.

Overabundance of Data

The presence of a lavish array of variables can
overwhelm some researchers, who may
respond by mindlessly running all possible
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analyses of variable interrelationships (Kry-
sik, 2001; Shepard et al., 1999). Some investi-
gators may feel like they are drowning in the
sea of data they generate. In addition to the
external validity problem inherent in running
multiple analyses, (i.e., stumbling across pat-
terns that may be unique to that data set), such
analyses often lack conceptual or empirical
coherence or meaning. Having conceptually-
based, a priori hypotheses might help to deal
with some of these problems, but at the same
time such hypotheses may also restrict the
range of possibilities offered by the data.

Discussion

In his recent text for criminologists, Riedel
(2000) suggests that customizing SA method-
ology to the specific needs of a discipline or
profession is a sign of that field's research
maturation. For example, several discussions
of SA in nursing joumals detail methodologi-
cal issues relevant for health-related
researchers (Graves, 1998; Moriarty et al.,
1999; Rew, 2000; Shepard et al, 1999). Our
review foxind no parallel discussions in social
work joumals. This article is our effort to rec-
tify this oversight.

It has been clear from our review that,
using Riedel's criterion, social work research
is still in an early developmental stage in tai-
loring SA to its knowledge-gathering needs.
Judging by our review of social work research
texts, secondary analysis has had only a minor
place in the educational training of past social
work students. However, given that more stu-
dents currently entering social work training
have comfort with the Internet, educational
efforts to introduce them to Web-based
research resources for SA would seem to have

a potentially receptive audience. Perhaps
because of the greater technological expertise
of incoming students, recent editions of some
social work texts are incorporating more
information about this methodological option,
as well as providing more Web site links to rel-
evant data archives (Monette et al., 2002;
Royse, 2004; Rubin & Babbie, 2005). In addi-
tion, Rubin and Babbie's text, which for some
time has drawn on data from the General
Social Survey, has expanded its sections on
Internet exercises in its most recent edition.
Given the burgeoning availability and ease of
access to a rapidly-expanding base of data
archives, as well as their potential relevance to
social work, such encouraging signs of an
expanded emphasis on SA are to be lauded.
We look forward to the time when specialized
social work texts on this methodology will join
those already in place that have focused on
evaluation research and qualitative methods.

Enhancement of emphasis on SA in
research texts may presage a trend toward
greater emphasis on the use of secondary data
in social work research training across all edu-
cational levels. Such an emphasis is very com-
patible with academia's growing recognition
of the potential benefits of integrating the
teaching of social work research and practice
in baccalaureate education (Hull & Mokuau,
1994; Knee, 2002; Scott, 2002; Zablotsky, 2001)
and master's-level education (Berger, 2002;
Green, Bretzin, Leininger, & Stauffer, 2001), As
students at these levels of social work educa-
tion are increasingly encouraged to broaden
their understanding of and participation in
research (Hardcastle & Bisman, 2003), we
believe that secondary data analyses should be
positioned prominently within these efforts.
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The most relevant and accessible site for
course-related research often is within a stu-
dent's field setting. It has been the experience
of the first author, when teaching courses in
evaluation research to MSW students, that
ethical concerns by staff or administrators
may inhibit students' direct access to clients as
a source of data. Furthermore, pragmatic fac-
tors such as time limitations may make it dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to design and imple-
ment an original research study. However,
many agencies are willing to allow students
access to de-identified client data that is rou-
tinely recorded in their information systems.
Because many agencies have few staff mem-
bers with either the time or technical expertise
needed to harvest these data, students may be
seen as valuable research contributors. The
analyses of such data often yield findings that
satisfy demands on service programs to pro-
vide empirical evidence of effort and effec-
tiveness. Since these pressures for accounta-
bility are likely to lead more human service
agencies to collect data on client satisfaction
and outcomes on an ongoing basis, the rich-
ness of agency data archives available for SA
would continue to expand.

For doctoral students, greater use of sec-
ondary data would be aided by enhancing
training in research techniques relevant to this
type of design. Doctoral research training
could provide opportunities for students to
gain expertise in more sophisticated probabil-
ity sampling strategies and ways of estimating
sampling error, methods for handling missing
data and the error implications of various
imputadonal techniques, computer manage-
ment and manipulation of large data sets, and
more sophisticated data analysis strategies

(such as nested designs and event history
analysis). In addition, students should
become familiar with the various data
archives available in their research areas.

New developments in this rapidly-changing
and expanding domain need to be monitored
closely. Technological advances, releases of
new data archives, and updating of continu-
ing databases occur frequently, requiring even
those familiar with earlier releases of a data-
base to upgrade their knowledge. Fortunately,
the federal government's efforts to encourage
greater use of secondary data archives have
been accompanied by strategies for providing
training to potential users. Students should be
encouraged to take advantage of technical
support services available, including applying
for training workshops.

In view of the relevance of many of these
data archives to the social problems central to
the social work profession, and the increasing
accessibility of such archives, we encourage
those in social work education and research to
pay greater attention to the possibilities inher-
ent in the use of secondary data analysis for
informing practice. We hope this article con-
tributes to the maturation of social work inter-
est in SA, greater dissemination of SA knowl-
edge by social work educators, and ultimately
to an expansion of SA research within the field.
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