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Using Archival Data for I-O Research:
Advantages, Pitfalls, Sources, and Examples1

Kenneth S. Shultz
California State University, San Bernardino

Calvin C. Hoffman
Alliant University, Los Angeles

Roni Reiter-Palmon
University of Nebraska, Omaha

Two particular sets of experiences sparked our interest in writing this TIP
article. The first was our increasing difficulty getting access to “new” organ-
ization-based samples. Depending on the topic and commitment involved,
many organizations appear too leery and/or too strapped these days to allow
for primary data collection. In addition, we have all experienced the disap-
pointment of spending numerous hours on research proposals and meetings
with organizational personnel, only to have the “plug pulled” at the last
minute on a promising line of data collection. Conversely, we have also had
experience with researchers in organizations who are willing and interested
in partnering to analyze existing company data.

A second experience that sparked our interest was supervising graduate
student theses and dissertations. Students likely have even more difficulty
than faculty in gaining access to organization-based samples. As a result, they
often end up collecting survey data on “working students” or other campus-
based convenience samples. Although we realize that “working students”
may often be appropriate subjects, depending on the research questions being
asked, it has been our experience that students often resort to this strategy
even when it may not be appropriate, once they find they can’t obtain access
to organization-based samples. 

Given these experiences, we thought a short TIP article outlining some of
the key issues of using archival data for I-O research would be of interest to
many TIP readers. We by no means foresee (or propose) the use of archival
data sets becoming the principal “data collection strategy” within I-O psy-
chology. Rather, we see this as an underutilized tool to be added to current
and future I-O psychologists’ methodological toolbox. Given our extensive
experiences working with a variety of sources of archival data, we realize
there are numerous issues about which someone new to the area needs to be
aware. Given the necessary brevity of a TIP article, we refer readers to key
references cited throughout the rest of the paper for a detailed discussion of
the issues raised below. 
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Brief Background on Using Archival Data

Researchers in many disciplines in the social sciences (including our
closely related neighbors of economics and sociology) almost exclusively per-
form secondary analysis of existing data in their programs of research (Cher-
lin, 1991). Even within psychology, this issue is gaining more prominence.
For example, in 1991 the journal Developmental Psychology had a special
issue on secondary data analysis issues. Given that developmental psycholo-
gists are primarily interested in development changes over time, which osten-
sibly require longitudinal data, this should not be surprising (Brooks-Gunn,
Phelps, & Elder, 1991; Duncan, 1991; McCall & Appelbaum, 1991). 

Psychologists in general, however, appear to be reluctant to use existing
data for research. Because our methodological training is almost exclusively
geared toward the collection and analysis of new data, most psychologists do
not consider using existing data to answer their research questions. If they do,
they may be at a loss regarding where to start or what issues are of concern
given their lack of training in using existing data.  

Second, many psychology journals are leery of piecemeal publishing. As
a result, many psychologists may view any reanalysis of existing data as sim-
ply piecemeal publishing. However, the APA publication manual (APA,
2001, p 353) clearly notes that: 

The prohibition of piecemeal publication does not preclude subsequent
reanalysis of published data in light of new theories or methodologies if
the reanalysis is clearly labeled as such. There may be times, especially
in the instances of large-scale or multidisciplinary projects, when it is
both necessary and appropriate to publish multiple reports…Repeated
publication from a longitudinal study is often appropriate because the
data from different times make unique scientific contributions.
Many large, nationally representative data sets are explicitly designed and

collected with the intention they will be made available for public release and
reanalysis by numerous scholars. Two examples include the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics (PSID; Hill, 1992) and The National Opinion Research
Center’s (NORC) General Social Survey (GSS; Davis & Smith, 1992). The
PSID is a longitudinal panel study that “gathers information about families
and all individuals in those families through its annual interviews” (Hill,
1992, p. 7). Data collection was begun in 1967 on a nationally representative
sample of 18,000 individuals. Data have been continuously collected almost
every year since then on the same sample, which through marriage, divorces,
remarriage, births, and so forth has now grown to over 40,000. Given the
extensive nature of the data set, interested researchers can conduct cross-sec-
tional, longitudinal, and/or intergenerational analyses using the PSID (Hill,
1992). PSID staff estimate that over 1,600 papers (including books, chapters,
articles, working papers, government reports, and dissertations) have relied
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on the PSID as the primary data for their research (C. Ward, personal com-
munication, August 26, 1999). 

The GSS, on the other hand, is an “almost annual” (see Davis & Smith,
1992) omnibus cross-sectional personal interview conducted by NORC. The
first survey was done in 1972. In most years, a nationally representative sam-
ple of 1,500 individuals are surveyed, so over the years, more than 30,000
respondents have answered approximately 1,500 different questions. Davis
and Smith (1992) report that approximately 2,000 books, articles, chapters,
and dissertations have used the GSS as their primary source of data. Fire-
baugh (1997) presents numerous examples, including one on job satisfaction
(e.g., Firebaugh & Harley, 1995), of how he used the GSS to analyze “social
change” over time, which before his monograph, was generally thought to be
impossible with repeated cross-sectional surveys. 

Yet another source of data, and one which is also underused, is a strategy
of using existing company databases, and comparing findings with those of
published articles, and/or national or publisher databases. Cal Hoffman used
this research strategy in a series of five articles published in Personnel Psy-
chology (Hoffman, 1995; Hoffman, 1999; Hoffman, Holden, & Gale, 2000;
Hoffman & McPhail, 1998; Hoffman & Thornton, 1997). For example, the
1997 paper contrasted assessment center and cognitive ability test data derived
from two existing internal validation databases. The 1998 article contrasted
existing company data from a PAQ job evaluation database against results
published by Pearlman, Schmidt, and Hunter (1980). The 1999 paper dealt
with physical ability testing, and again used an existing company PAQ data-
base and the PAQ Services system database, coupled with results published by
Blakely, Quinones, Crawford, and Jago (1994). In Hoffman et al., (2000)
results from the company PAQ database and PAQ Services database were syn-
thesized with results from nine internal company validation studies.

Methodological and Statistical Issues

Researchers using existing data sets must address numerous methodolog-
ical and statistical issues. Although we clearly cannot address all issues in
detail here, we will touch upon several and provide relevant references (e.g.,
Bryman, 1989; Elder, Pavalko, & Clipp, 1992; Finkel, 1995; Firebaugh,
1997; Kiecolt & Nathan, 1985; Lee, Forthofer, & Lorimor, 1989).  

Clearly, reanalyzing existing data sets is not the only way of using existing
data. Waldman and Avolio (1993), for example, discuss how researchers can
use retrospective or postdictive research designs with archival data sets. We
often hear calls for more longitudinal research in I-O psychology. One way to
accomplish this would be to have researchers obtain archival data from organ-
izations and supplement it by carrying out retrospective interviews or collect-
ing follow-up primary data. This “new data” could be merged with archival
data to create longitudinal data sets. I-O psychologists working in organiza-
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tional settings have no doubt collected data for numerous cross-sectional stud-
ies that may have never been published because of a lack of “future data.” Well
the future is here, and many applied researchers and practitioners would likely
be willing to help supplement such data sets with current primary data. Doing
so would provide for much richer data sets than found in most cross-sectional
studies and serve as excellent sources of data for theses and dissertations. 

Use of existing data sets can also provide some significant methodologi-
cal benefits. Using multiple existing data sets is an effective way to reduce,
if not overcome, threats to internal validity like experimenter bias. Use of
multiple data sets, or purely external data sets, is also a great way to bolster
arguments about the generalizability of the results of a study. Finally, the con-
vergence of findings from totally different databases collected by different
researchers provides strong support for the construct validity of whatever it
is you are reporting.

Potential Advantages and Pitfalls of Using Archival Data

The research process when using either existing or new (or some combina-
tion of) data is more similar than different, particularly at the beginning stages.
No matter what the source of data, all sound research begins with an extensive
review of the extant literature. Based on this review, hypotheses are formulated
and reformulated. Once the research proposal stage is complete, the researcher
may then begin to ask the question, “How best can I address my research ques-
tions and hypotheses?” In many instances, doing so requires collecting new
data. In other instances, existing data may be available, either in its entirety or
as a supplement to collecting new data, to adequately address such issues. 

Table 1 outlines some of the key advantages and disadvantages of per-
forming secondary analysis of existing data. The salience of the advantages
and disadvantages depends on a variety of factors. For example, as a student,
resources savings and easy access to existing organizational data may be key.
As a professor at an undergraduate teaching institution where research assis-
tants are few and far between, having data that is SPSS or SAS ready and
being able to have instant access to longitudinal data may be a key factor. As
an organizational-based researcher, being able to use existing company data
as pilot data to justify a proposed organizational intervention may be the most
salient factor for using existing data. 

On the other hand, faculty may be leery of students using existing data for
a fear of dustbowl empiricism or a stagnation of theory, and organizational-
based researchers may not be as familiar with the unique statistical skills need-
ed to complete such research and analyses. No matter what your position, you
must weigh the various potential advantages and disadvantages outlined in
Table 1 to determine if, for a particular situation, it makes sense to employ
existing data. Either as the sole source of data or as a supplement or pilot to
enhance future data collection, use of existing data must be well justified.    
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Table 1  
Advantages and Disadvantages of Performing Secondary Analysis on
Archival Data

Assuming you decide that existing data may be a legitimate option, where
does one get such data? Table 2 outlines some of the key sources of potential
data. These sources include academic archives, government archives, private
foundations, private and public sector organizations, and other independent
researchers. Colleagues in related disciplines such as sociology and econom-
ics may be able to point you toward appropriate places for the former three
sources, and fellow I-O colleagues would be the key resources to obtain data
from the latter two sources. 

Summary and Conclusion

In summary, we believe there has been an underutilization of archival data
in I-O research. We believe it is the quality of the research questions, and the
ability of the data to answer those questions, that should be of primary con-
cern to I-O psychologists. Hence, I-O researchers may not need to collect new
data to answer important research questions if existing data are available to do
so. We must reiterate that we do not see the reanalysis of existing data becom-
ing the dominant mode of  “data collection” (as it is in other social science
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Potential advantages   
q Resources savings 
q Circumvent data collection woes
qA variety of research designs pos-

sible
q Usually SPSS or SAS ready
q Relative ease of data transfer and

storage
q Use as pilot data/exploratory

study
q Typically much larger and often

national samples, as a result, can
perform newer and more power-
ful statistics 

q Availability of longitudinal data
q Availability of international/

cross-cultural data
q Organizations may be more open

to using existing data versus col-
lecting new data

Potential disadvantages  
q Appropriateness of data
q Completeness of documentation
q Detecting errors/sources often

difficult if not impossible
q Overall quality of data
q Stagnation of theory 
q Lure of dustbowl empiricism
q Unique statistical skills required
q Illusion of quick and easy 

research
q Convincing editors or thesis/dis-

sertation advisors you are not
simply duplicating existing
research

q Failure of students to develop
skills required in planning and
conducting data collection



Table 2
Where to Obtain Archival Data
q Academic archives (e.g., ICPSR, DPLS, NORC – See Web links below)
q Government archives (e.g., Census Bureau, Department of Labor, military)
q Private/public organizations and consulting firms 
q Private foundations (e.g., the Families and Work Institute—See Web link

below)
q Other independent researchers

ICPSR: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research—
Most major universities in the United States and Canada (and throughout the
world) have access to this extensive archive of over 20,000 data sets.

Started in 1962 at University of Michigan, Largest archive of comput-
er readable data files in the world (~20,000 from 150 countries)

A few data archives to start with on the World Wide Web
ICPSR: http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/                                                           
Data and Program Library Service: http://dpls.dacc.wisc.edu/
Henry A. Murray Research Center: http://www.radcliffe.edu/murray
Families and Work Institute: http://www.familiesandwork.or
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