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 Everything appears in the beholder as consequences
which come from having placed a distinction
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Resumen

Este artículo aborda la necesidad de revisar el
significado y alcance del dato en Demografía,
como insumo de argumentación en términos de
su construcción y significado en el contexto de
los paradigmas de investigación. Se presenta la
construcción y características del dato, tanto en
la investigación etic-cuantitativa, como en la
emic-cualitativa. Esta visión crítica en la
caracterización y diferenciación del dato busca
abrir el pensamiento demográfico hacia nuevos
horizontes de entendimiento con base en dos
ejes —lo explicativo y lo compresivo—, y
desde un nivel más abstracto respecto a los
usos y alcances del dato en su carácter de
insumo básico para la investigación.
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Abstract

Datum in demographic research: an
epistemological vision

This article approaches the need to revise the
meaning and reach of datum in Demography,
as argumentation supply in terms of its
construction and meaning in the context of the
paradigms of research. Datum’s construction
and characteristics are presented, both in etic-
quantitative and emic-qualitative researches.
This critical vision in the characterization and
differentiation of datum seeks to open
demographic thought to new understanding
horizons based on two axis —the explanatory
and the comprehensive—, and from a more
abstract level respect to the uses and reaches of
datum, in its character of basic supply for
research.

Key words: Demography, Epistemology,
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datum.

Datum in demographic research: an
epistemological vision

he theoretical challenges 21st century states to Demography’s critical
thought, in particular in Latin America, are not only referred to the
ideological and instrumental levels, but also to the epistemic one, which

will support in perspective the modern discourse on population. In this framework
we will pinpoint the need to revise the meaning and reach of datum in
Demography, as supply of argumentation in terms of its construction and
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significance in the context of the research paradigms. It is not our intention to
exhaust here these issues; it is to present instead, with a systemizing spirit, a
series of argumentations that allow us to orient the research on population.

Datum as a construct is a complex element, as in this quality it possesses an
internal structure that in its content is invariable; this is to say, it is present and
is intrinsic to it. If we compare a datum from any history of life to a datum from
a pre-coded questionnaire, we will find that both are different from each other
as for their contents specificity. Behind each of them there is a corpus of
sentences that display aspects related to their objects of study; in the first case,
this datum speaks of images; in the second case, of quantities. Every datum links
the concept with a state of things from the external world by means of the
execution of processes related to the paradigms they respond to.

Moreover, the very process of datum apprehension is complex, since it is a
deed that involves objective and subjective decisions from the researcher. From
the objective point of view, demographic datum has its own existence and it is
not limited to what specifically Demography gathers, and also includes data
offered by kindred sciences. As a subjective being, demographic datum is the
result of the interpretation given by the researcher as an epistemologist.
According to Vieira (1973), there are three aspects that are present when dealing
with datum: conditions for its election, ideological presuppositions and influences
on its theoretical construction.

The diversity of ways to elaborate datum makes it necessary to acknowledge
its characteristics in order to evaluate it, handle it in a proper manner and, given
the case, determinate their possible sources of error. These operations respond
more to the interests stated by the paradigm than to the practical activity of the
person who constructs it or discovers it to study it.1 Even if datum depends on
the scientist’s subjectivity as a specialist subject, after submit it to the conditions
of thinking the researcher includes the datum into the system of truths within their
paradigm.

Considering the previously stated, we have structured this article in two
sections, additionally to this introduction and conclusions. In the first, we present
the construction and characteristics of the datum in the etic-quantitative
research. In the second we point out the same, yet in relation to the emic-
qualitative research. This critical vision in the characterization and differentiation
of datum allows us to open demographic thought toward new comprehension
1 From the gnoseological point of view, demographic impartiality does not exist; the social practice
of scientific datum construction is always ideological.
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horizons based upon at least two axes —the explanatory and the comprehensive—
and from a more abstract level, in respect to the uses and reaches of datum as
a basic supply for research as a process of production of knowledge.

Demographic datum in the etic-quantitative perspective

In this paradigm, datum is organized on the base of a set of facts occurred in the
exterior, objective, reality, and it is offered as an element of possible apprehension
by knowledge.2 This sort of datum is traditionally obtained from the information
provided by the censuses and registrations of vital facts; on some occasions they
are obtained from concrete researches to complement censual information or
from the registrations of vital facts.

Censuses gather information from a universe; i.e., none of the elements
should remain unenclosed; this feature allows differentiation from the sample
survey, as it permits recognizing the state or anatomic section of the universe
when it is performed, this is the reason why it is said that the census is a
photograph, compared to other techniques. Data from censuses must be
gathered for each individual so as to be able to derivate detailed classifications
with all the necessary combinations.

On their own, the registrations of vital facts collect data in a systematic and
continuous manner, enabling to learn the frequency at which births, marriages
and deceases take place during a specific period and in a determinate place. Such
information are generally accompanied by other additional, namely: gender, age,
schooling level, attention and condition of the birth, number of pregnancies,
causes of death, among other, which facilitate the explanation of the demographic
dynamics.3

While specialized demographic researches have as an objective to gather
data on determinate aspects to complement or fill gaps left by censual information
and the registrations of vital facts in respect to the numerical part of the
researched population, these data collection provide interesting quantitative
information and are normally based upon representative samples. An instance

2 Authors such as Lazarfeld, Galtung, Samaja, among other, paid attention to the complexity of datum;
from their writings one learns these have four components: unit of analysis that corresponds to the
‘argument’ component; variables, which correspond to the function itself; value, which coincides with
the value of function; and the indicators that allow calculating (or obtaining) the function’s value.
3 The registrations of vital facts are printed in legally established formats for each sort of event (births,
marriages, deceases) and written in specific books for said ends. The interested must register these facts
on the places and times established by the law.
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of this is the National Survey on Demography and Health (Encuesta Nacional
de Demografía y Salud, Endes) which has been carried out for more that a
decade in several Latin American and developing countries.

Datum in the emic-quantitative perspective works for demonstrating theories;
datum does not speak on its own. In the history of demographic science it can
be seen how certain significant data led to the justification of important theories.
In the same manner, ever since research is a continuous activity, it is probable
that rejection and reformulation are simultaneously produced. The theory must
be adjusted to data and thus being rejected or reformulated if it does not fit in their
structure.4 The relation between datum and theory can be in syllogistic terms as
follows:

If there are X conditions, then Y occurs.
If Y is not observable, the X conditions have not been produced.
If X conditions do not exist and if Y is observable, the general proposition
must be rejected.

The relation between datum and theory is also the inverse; this is to say, the
theory helps to predict data. The most obvious way is the extrapolation of the
known toward the unknown. On the other hand, the theory pinpoints which data
must integrate our knowledge; from the moment that theory summarizes known
facts and predicts facts which we have not observed, it also pinpoints still
unexplored areas.

This sort of data can be seized in time in two forms, in diachronic and
synchronic fashions; the former is used in transversal analysis, and the latter in
longitudinal or cohort analysis. Transversal analysis supposes two data observed
in the same period of time related to two different cohorts; in this case this
population’s demographic experience is not referred to a specific generation, but
to several different generations. Longitudinal analysis, also called analysis by
cohorts, takes place when datum refers to the succession of occurrences along
time in the core of the same group; an instance of this sort of analysis is taking
a cohort of births in a determinate year and go with it until certain moment or until
it extinguishes, noting the most distinguishable demographic events such as
deaths, etc.
4 When it is said that data redefine and clarify theory, one refers to the fact that data which agree with
theory will always redefine it for they affirm in detail what theory supports in general; data clarify
theory.

·
·
·
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The evaluation of the qualitative datum becomes a licit and indispensable
operation to give an account of how good or bad it is. For Chackiel and Macció
(1978), the evaluation is an attempt to detect errors that affect datum, nature and
magnitude of them. In order to do so, the available information must be submitted
to an analysis by means of widely varied techniques; however, datum itself must
not be affected or modified to derivate judgments on its quality.

The authors point out that the evaluation of datum can be done in direct and
indirect manners. With direct evaluation one goes back to the datum’s origin; it
is about reproducing it, once again under completely controlled conditions. The
new datum thus obtained becomes the element of comparison to the original
datum subjected to evaluation. Conversely, with indirect evaluation, one refers
to the analysis which the available datum is subjected to, by means of relations
whose behavior is assumed as known (collateral information) so as to establish
the nature and degree of error that affects it.5

Brass (1973) suggests taking into account some general principles in relation
to demographic datum:

Rehabilitation; datum must be corrected to the adequate extent,
respecting the most the observed information, on the contrary one is in
risk of overcorrecting it, introducing greater errors than those originally
contained, and even affecting its meaning.
Consistency and Coherency; coherence must be demanded, both in
the utilized procedures and the results which are obtained.
Solidity; it occurs when the datum’s validity is not seriously affected by
the unfulfillment of the work hypotheses. It is said that the method is solid
when data are not excessively altered by the unfulfillment of said
suppositions when it is applied to real cases.
Absence of a strict rule; it is supported that the application of artifices
or techniques to evaluate and correct datum must become a routine, that
in each case must be dealt with independently according to the available
information, its quality and the concrete situation under analysis.
Knowledge of reality; there has to be knowledge of the historic and
cultural circumstances of the place data belong in.

5 Once data are evaluated, it is followed by a series of operations which affect them with the intention
to make them coherent or improve them. These operations can be adjustment, softening or correction.

·

·

·

·

·
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As a consequence, datum must be elaborated in the most suitable manner,
avoiding at all times the presence of errors so that it is useful for the research.
In any way datum is related to the demographic variables it is usually estimated
from information collected in censuses, vital facts’ registrations or specialized
surveys, too frequently these sources can be subject to irregularities of different
nature which affect their final quality, and since it is the supply upon which the
etic-quantitative demographer works, their possible sources of error should be
discarded. According to Spiegelman (1972), there are two sorts of errors in the
sources of demographic data: coverage and content errors, which have to be
added to sampling errors, when datum is collected through surveys.

The errors of coverage are produced when demographic facts under
research are not registered or registered more than once, producing errors by
defect or excess. In the statistics of vital facts, errors of coverage can be of sub-
registration, when the registered cases are fewer than the actually occurred; and
of over-registration, when the registered cases surpass those occurred. These
errors are linked to the concepts of reach and quality of vital statistics.6 In the
case of the censuses and specialized surveys, errors of coverage are commonly
called of omission and over-numbering. It is said that there is omission when the
individual has not been considered by the census or survey. Over-numbering
takes place when a person is enrolled more than once.

Errors of content are produced when the information referred to an individual
is incorrectly included because of a wrong declaration from the informer (an age
that is not their own or a marital status that is not true). The error of content,
generally, alters the acknowledgement of the population’s demographic structures.
It is not easy to detect these errors, not to say quantify them; neither is there much
information on the behavior and distribution of these errors.

Errors can also be generated in the different stages of information production;
hence, a complete evaluation, as suggested by Chackiel and Macció (1978),
requires an analysis of each of the activities involved in the process of datum
acquiring. So we have: errors in the stages of planning and organization, errors
of the enroller and errors of the informer.7

6 The reach of registrations makes reference to whether the vital facts are applied to the whole of
population; whereas suitability stands for all the vital facts there where the inscription system is applied.
7 The errors produced by the informer can be of interpretation, because of ignorance or deliberate; errors
of interpretation are originated when the informer does not understand what they are asked. Errors
of ignorance are produced when the informer does not exactly know the answer to the question.
Deliberate errors are produced when the informer consciously lies.
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The errors produced in the stage of collection by the enroller can be
conceptual, wrong interpretation of the answer and errors in the registration.
Conceptual errors are produced when that who registers the datum questions on
an issue that does not correspond to what is intended to be researched; e.g.,
instead of questioning women at fertile ages on the number of children born alive,
they are asked on the number of children alive at the moment of carrying out the
survey. Wrong interpretation of the answer is a very frequent error in questions
with open answers; e.g., a worker from the countryside can be mistaken by a
rural pawn or a farmer. Registration errors are produced when data are wrongly
written in cells which do not correspond in the questionnaire.

It is not difficult to understand, then, that any irregularity in the stages of datum
production: legislation, budget, census calendar, administrative organization,
cartographic labor, tabulation plan, questionnaire preparation, censual
experimentation and publicity, can compromise its quality. A bad cartography
can be the cause of omission or duplication of entries; a bad questionnaire, where
questions are not clearly stated, is likely to produce wrong answers.

The instrument preferred to gather data in this approach is the questionnaire.
Its nature and format, as well as the formulation and arrangement of the
questions deserve the most careful study. Among the different factors to be
considered are the enrolling method, the sort of questionnaire, the sort of data to
be collected, the most suitable form of the questions, their typographic disposition
and the techniques of elaboration to be used. In the planning phase it is
determined which methods are to be used in the elaboration of data so that the
form of the questionnaire corresponds to the technical needs of the tabulation
program.

In censuses, questionnaires are the raw material upon which datum is
constructed by means of pertinent statistical tabulations. It has the following
sequence:

Reception and verification; once the questionnaires are remitted, a
preliminary verification is performed in order to be sure all of them have
been returned and then, they are examined to discover possible omissions
or errors; if there are, new visits are scheduled so as to amend them.
Criticism and codification; determine the margin of error that can be
found on the received information and preserve this margin within
reasonable limits. Codification consists in the conversion of all the notes
in the questionnaire into numeric codes to be worked on the computer.

·

·
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Tabulation; in this stage the statistical frames of the different variables
selected for publication are generated.

Demographic datum in the emic-qualitative perspective

In recent years there has been a reborn of the studies in relation to the problems
of human behavior. These researches discover new spheres of labor, particularly
in the field of Demography in the complex set of issues related to family planning,
the behavior of individuals in respect to procreation, migration, etc. This approach
in interested in defending the explanations from the inductive point of view,
knowledge which comes from down-up; this is to say, seeing the social change,
ergo demographic, as a result of the action and interaction established between
the individuals.8 Its ontological disputation against those who defend the real
prevalence of the structures —macro analysis— is in the statement that there
is only the particular —micro analysis—, with which they are free from seeking
causal needs in the research. Emphasis is paid on the actor and the world as
dynamic processes, recognizing the capability they have to reinterpret it. Human
society must be considered as a set of individuals who act and define their actions
actively.

The epistemological criteria to bear in mind to understand social action are
those of perceiving and interpreting reality and the way it is related to the actor’s
behavior. Besides, they consider that the perception of reality the actor has is to
be found on their current interpretation of the social interactions and where the
actor and others participate, which, at time is supported on the use of symbols
and language in particular. For the researcher to reach such comprehension they
must be able (despite imperfectly) to place themselves in the place of other
person (Mead, 1973).

When approaching each phenomenon, the researcher uses a series of
strategies such as that of sharing their activities in the social environment where
the informers —people who provide data— coexist everyday. That is why it is
recommendable using in the research reports the same categories as those the
actors use, from here the prevalence of sensitizing concepts which are those that
violate the real world to a lesser extent, and are less formal. Therefore, the use
of operational concepts —variables— is rejected, since in this environment they
are considered mechanistic tools.9

8 The institutions are not only rules and regulations; their strength to be imposed depends on the
acceptance of the individuals.
9 This paradigm prefers the «soft» methods before the «hard» ones, such as the questionnaire of closed
questions. The techniques of data collection they use are centered on the individuals and their quotidian
or natural stages.

·
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The followers of the emic-qualitative approach prioritize concrete social
situations, where the very actor is a source of stimuli for other. All of this leads
to a level of discernment which Max Weber identified as Verstehen, a
characteristic of the research process that is extremely useful for the real
comprehension of the actor’s role in society, which is our concern, the individual
as a demographic being.

In this case, qualitative data turns out to be the product of the set of detailed
descriptions of situations, events, interactions and observed behaviors, direct
quoting of informers on their experiences, attitudes, beliefs and thoughts;
document’s fragments or passages, correspondences, registrations and histories
of cases.

The demands that require this sort of data to be properly utilized in research
are as follow:

Representativeness, relevance and plausibility; datum must identify
the diverse perspectives of a correct contextualization and prove with
objectivity the occurrences, or events, or behaviors that are present.
Hermeneutic validity; datum must allow theoretically founding  the
research from the interpretations.
Pragmatic validity; datum must possess the sufficient information to
optimize the processes under study.

The emic-qualitative paradigm has an epistemic entity that is manifested on
its own independently from which the techniques of data collection in each
concrete research are.10 Data come from a large variety of sources such as, for
instance, the in-depth interviews, where the verbal behaviors have a relevant
place. Human communication is predominantly by means of verbal behavior,
nonetheless, either equally true there are other response levels, especially the
vocal and the non-verbal ones.

In-depth interviews are «face to face» encounters between the interviewer
and interviewee with the aim to demographically learn and /or understand
occurrences, experiences, situations, etc, following the model of a conversation
between peers and not a formal interchange of questions and answers, where
the role of the informer is not simply to reveal their own views on life, but also
describing what takes place and the way other people perceive it.

10 No technique is adequate to the same extent for every purpose, and its election must be conditioned
by the interests of research, circumstances that configure the environment, the people to be studied
and the practical or feasibility limits that can be overcome.

·

·

·
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Group discussion, observation, personal documents or histories of life  are
other modalities of generatiing qualitative data.They aim at gathering, with their
own specificities, information on personal behavior by means of direct contact
on specific situations, minimizing the distortions produced in the results caused
by the researcher’s effect along their work’s development, which have an
affective and/or symbolic value for the analyzed individual. In these range of
sources there are also included personal diaries, diverse writings, letters, open
questionnaires (non-standardized), verbal manifestations and spontaneous
declarations and literary compositions.

The way how an experience of life is structured and told does not only shed
light on the essential successes and occurrences on those people in relation to the
broadest social group and the social sphere they belong to. These narrations
describe the manner in which people articulate their quotidian life: their past,
present and future.11

The compilation of qualitative data in research has to do with something that
is called «interpretative twist». According to Denzin (1989), all the biographies
can be contextualized as narrations. Narrative presents a sequence of occurrences
that are important for the narrator and the public; the narration, as in all good
stories, has a beginning, a mid part and an end.

Narrations can be «naturally» gathered, for instance; following the course of
an observation; alternatively, recording an interview. The qualities that qualitative
textual data possess, either it is «natural» or guided by the research, allow the
analyst to order the social actors’ experiences.

There is not a radical separation between datum’s collection and
comprehension. Both processes must be considered as a single reflexive activity,
and not different stages of a process. As it is stated by Strauss and Corbin (2002),
qualitative researchers have very different working styles between each other,
hence, a standardization of methods would not only limit, but also would restrain
the researchers’ efforts in their hermeneutical comprehension of the demographic
phenomena they study.

A way of dealing with qualitative datum is that proposed by Dey (1993).
According to this model, the analysis must offer: firstly, meticulous and extensive
descriptions that include, given the case, the context of the action; secondly, data
must be classified to provide them with «meaning», i.e. assigning them certain

11 As social actors, we all some time tell experiences, thus we make a chronicle of our lives in terms
of a set of occurrences, events, influences and decisions (Coffey and Atkinson, 2003).
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codes; thirdly, that they can be used in terms of patterns and connections that
appear naturally and without categories theoretically preconceived. It is thus
how each piece is empirically assembled in the process of construction of
theories.

As it can be inferred from the information hereby presented as for conception
construction and handling of quantitative or qualitative datum, indubitably
datum’s support frames an epistemological decision. Therefore, there are not
data with greater or lesser representativeness or content for the research; these
are only intelligible in the light of the paradigm that supports them.

One has to distinguish that both sort of data are immeasurable constructs; this
is to say, they respond to different meta-theoretical conceptions, etic and emic
paradigms, respectively, and are understandable solely within one of them and
without that reference they lose meaning. For instance, datum in etic approach
is an entity that works to demonstrate by means of the use of deductive logic; and
datum in emic approach within inductive logic works as means of discovery.

Conclusions

First: demographic researches use data as supplies of different nature: analytic
(macro level) and comprehensive (micro level), which have a different integration
level.

Second: demographic datum in both perspectives —etic and emic— has two
defining attributions which are that of validity and that of reliability. The former
defines acceptability; the latter the construction of the procedure.

Third: demographic data are —because of their construction— numeric and
symbolic; the former refer to populations, being therefore, objective; the latter
are referred to individuals and are of a subjective nature.

Fourth: the construction of demographic datum follows different logical
courses: deductive and inductive. The first of them is related to quantitative
explanation, whereas the second to qualitative comprehension.
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