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ABSTRACT 

Understanding the processes contributing to equality of opportunity and outcomes in contemporary societies is at 
the core of the discipline of sociology. This paper illustrates the value of administrative data to underpin research 
aimed at identifying, monitoring, and addressing socio-economic disparities between population groups. To accom-
plish this, I draw on three case studies of recent empirical research leveraging administrative data to examine pro-
cesses contributing to the (re)production of inequalities by sexual orientation. Collectively, the three case studies 
exemplify how data sources that fall within the broad category of ‘administrative data’ can help social researchers 
generate new, policy-relevant knowledge on socio-economic inequalities, as well as robust information to contextu-
alize public and legislative debate. The paper concludes with a discussion of the promises and challenges of using 
administrative data to understand inequalities by sexual orientation, as well as inequalities between other minority 
and majority groups.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Understanding the processes underpinning equality of 

opportunity and outcomes in contemporary societies is 

at the core of the social sciences in general, and the dis-

cipline of sociology more specifically (Mullan 2017). 

Identifying the structural drivers of socio-economic in-

equalities is an important step towards redressing them 

through the implementation of appropriate evidence-

based policies, practices and interventions. This mode 

of thinking about inequality fits squarely within sociol-

ogists’ renewed interest in solution-oriented research 

developed for and with stakeholders—including local 

and national government, philanthropic think-tanks, 

and not-for-profit organizations (Watts 2017; Western 

2019). 

Improving our knowledge of the factors that con-

tribute to establishing, entrenching and dissipating so-

cio-economic inequalities is nevertheless contingent on 

the availability of fit-for-purpose datasets that can be in-

terrogated to generate accurate and reliable answers. 

Traditional data sources used in sociological research—

and social science research, more broadly—involve 

both qualitative and quantitative instruments. Qualita-

tive approaches include in-depth interviews, focus 

groups and ethnographic observation, whereas quanti-

tative approaches often rely on experiments and social 

surveys (Bryman 2016). This paper is concerned with 

quantitative forms of inquiry. Within this paradigm, a 

recent movement involves the utilization of administra-

tive data sources to understand and address processes 

of socio-economic inequality (Chetty et al. 2017; Einav 

and Levin 2014; Picketty and Saez 2014). Here, I adopt 

a broad definition of administrative data, as information 

derived from the operation of administrative systems 

for purposes other than research (Connelly et al. 2016). 

 

 
1 These studies form part of a broader research agenda pursued through an Australian Research Council (ARC) Discovery Early Career 
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The aim of this contribution is to illustrate the value 

of administrative datasets to underpin research aimed 

at understanding and addressing socio-economic ine-

qualities (Australian Government Productivity Commis-

sion 2013). To accomplish this, I will rely on three case 

studies of recent research that I have undertaken to-

gether with colleagues and which focused on examining 

socio-economic disadvantage amongst individuals who 

identify as a sexual minority (e.g., as gay, lesbian, bisex-

ual, or queer).1 These case studies encompass empirical 

research on the processes contributing to the produc-

tion and reproduction of inequalities by sexual orienta-

tion using administrative datasets, with findings that 

hold potential to inform policies aimed at redressing 

these inequities. 

The remainder of this article is structured as fol-

lows. In the next section, I briefly summarize social sci-

ence knowledge on socio-economic inequalities by sex-

ual orientation. Subsequently, I will discuss the poten-

tial of administrative data as sources of information to 

study processes of inequality in general, and inequali-

ties by sexual orientation more specifically. A section in-

troducing the three case studies follows. The paper con-

cludes with a discussion of the promises and perils of 

using administrative data to understand inequalities by 

sexual orientation, as well as inequalities between other 

minority and majority groups. 

2. EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY AND OUTCOMES 

BY SEXUAL ORIENTATION 

A long-standing body of evidence within the social sci-

ences has been devoted to measuring and making sense 

of socio-economic inequalities structured along the axes  
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of gender, race/ethnicity, migrant status and social 

class. Fewer contributions have addressed Inequality by 

sexual orientation, with the paucity of such research be-

ing often attributed to the absence of suitable data (see 

e.g., Waite and Denier 2019). As such, social scientists 

have only recently begun to systematically document 

how individuals’ sexuality—captured by their sexual 

identity, attractions and/or behavior—influences their 

outcomes across different domains of life. Existing em-

pirical studies have largely focused on health outcomes, 

a legacy of the classification of homosexuality as a men-

tal illness up until the mid-1970s (Drescher 2015) and 

of the AIDS epidemic being the focus of sexual-orienta-

tion research over the 1980s and 1990s (Institute of 

Medicine 2011). The available evidence demonstrates 

that, across the globe, individuals who identify as a sex-

ual minority tend to experience poorer physical and 

mental health than individuals who identify as hetero-

sexual, ceteris paribus (Institute of Medicine 2011; Per-

ales 2016, 2019; Perales and Campbell 2019). 

The dominant paradigm used to explain these dis-

parities is the minority stress model, which posits that 

structural stigma towards sexual minorities constitutes 

the main factor contributing to their suboptimal health 

outcomes (Meyer 2003, Hatzenbuehler 2009). Tradi-

tional, hetero-normative societal scripts portray non-

heterosexuality as an undesirable, subordinate, and/or 

pathological status, with a sizeable share of the popula-

tion in developed and developing countries alike still 

endorsing such views (Perales and Campbell 2018; Val-

fort 2017). Because of this, individuals whose identities, 

attractions and/or behaviors fall outside the heterosex-

ual norm are subjected to unique stressors over the 

course of their day-to-day lives. Such stressors can be 

proximal (e.g., internalized homophobia, identity con-

cealment, and rejection expectation) or distal (ranging 

from subtle micro-aggressions to overt instances of in-

terpersonal violence). 

Stressors are argued to get ‘under the skin’ by gen-

erating unhealthy psycho-biological stress responses in 

the body, inhibiting help-seeking, and fostering mala-

daptive coping behaviors (e.g., social withdrawal, sub-

stance abuse, and self-harm) amongst individuals from 

sexual minorities (Meyer 2003, Hatzenbuehler 2009, 

Pachankis et al. 2015). The minority stress model there-

fore stands in direct opposition to ‘deficit’ approaches 

to explaining LGBTIQ+ disadvantage. Such ap-

proaches—more often found in political rhetoric and 

popular culture than in academic scholarship—attrib-

ute health disparities favoring the heterosexual major-

ity to the lifestyle choices or psychological traits of sex-

ual-minority people.  

While the minority stress model was developed to 

conceptualize sexual-orientation health disparities, it 

has subsequently been refined and re-deployed to ex-

plain socio-economic inequalities by sexual orientation 

in other life domains. This includes evidence that, rela-

tive to their heterosexual counterparts, individuals 

from sexual minorities are more likely to encounter in-

come poverty and material deprivation, face spells of 

homelessness, be subjected to workplace exclusion and 

barriers to career progression, and experience family 

rejection and estrangement (Badgett et al. 2019; Fraser 

et al. 2019; Perales et al. 2020; Uhrig 2015). These ine-

qualities begin early into the life course (Perales and 

Campbell 2019), vary across communities, regions, and 

countries with differing levels of sexual stigma (Pa-

chankis et al. 2015), and are more pronounced for cer-

tain sexual-minority groups—such as bisexual people—

than others (Perales 2019). 

Given its depth and breadth, the disadvantage expe-

rienced by individuals from sexual minorities is an im-

portant object of academic study. The empirical evi-

dence that social scientists generate can play an im-

portant role in the development, testing and refinement 

of policies and programs aimed at enhancing equality of 

opportunity and outcomes by sexual orientation (Insti-

tute of Medicine 2011). Further, social science scholar-

ship is sometimes sought and used in legislative pro-

cesses concerning the rights of sexual minorities (Gates 

2015; Manning, Fettro and Lamidi 2014). Despite the 

sore need for robust evidence in this space, the absence 

of suitable data often restricts the scope and quality of 

empirical studies on the intersections between inequal-

ity and sexual orientation (Institute of Medicine 2011; 

Waite and Denier 2019). In this context, administrative 
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datasets stand as a promising—yet infrequently used—

alternative to traditional social surveys.  

3. THE PROMISE OF ADMINISTRATIVE DATA FOR 

INEQUALITY RESEARCH 

As part of the ‘big data’ revolution, there is growing 

recognition of the value of administrative data for social 

research (Card et al. 2010; Connelly et al. 2016). An in-

creasingly popular type of administrative data for ine-

quality research are official records on individuals, their 

families and their households collected by government 

and made available to researchers for analysis through 

safe and controlled processes. This includes, for exam-

ple, data from a country’s population Census, social se-

curity data containing income-support records, datasets 

collating information from schools or higher-education 

providers, and data capturing individuals’ interactions 

with the health-care system. Administrative datasets of 

interest to scholars of inequality may also come in other 

forms, such as records on service delivery collected by 

non-for-profit organizations and other frontline agen-

cies (Ambrey et al. 2019; Parsell et al. 2017) or aggre-

gate-level information stemming from elections, ballots, 

plebiscites, and referenda (Gravelle and Carlson 2019; 

Perales and Todd 2018). Linkages of multiple adminis-

trative data sources (e.g., register data on demographic 

processes and income tax data) further enrich the infor-

mation available for each individual record and multiply 

the analytic pathways. 

Administrative data can offer multiple and unique 

analytic benefits to inequality researchers, which can 

significantly lift the scope, quality and impact of their re-

search outputs. First, administrative datasets are gener-

ally much larger in volume than traditional social sur-

veys; sometimes, they contain information on complete 

populations (Card et al. 2010). Within the social sci-

ences, they may fall in the category of ‘big data’ (Con-

nelly et al. 2016). As a result, certain administrative data 

permit detailed and accurate analyses of small popula-

tions of key policy interest—such as refugees, ethnic mi-

norities, or same-sex couples. Because of their large  

 

numbers, administrative data are also fit-for-purpose to 

follow intersectional perspectives (McCall 2005) and 

consider the compounding effects on individual out-

comes of detailed permutations of disadvantaged social 

statuses. 

Second, administrative datasets are frequently col-

lected over a prolonged period of time (Card et al. 

2010). This enables researchers to track individuals’ 

circumstances and outcomes over the long term, allow-

ing for more nuanced understandings of how inequality 

accumulates and compounds across generations and 

over the course of life (Chetty et al. 2017; DiPrete and 

Eirich 2005; Picketty and Saez 2014). Besides, such data 

is often available retrospectively. This is a significant ad-

vantage over longitudinal survey datasets, which re-

quire a lengthy maturation period—with the most in-

sightful analyses having to wait until a sufficient amount 

of information has been collected from the sample (Aus-

tralian Government Productivity Commission 2013). 

Large and long-running administrative data collections 

also open opportunities for researchers to assess histor-

ical or generational change in inequality-generating 

processes, to leverage changes in macro-level condi-

tions as natural experiments to tease out causal rela-

tionships, or to undertake long-term follow-ups of nat-

ural experiments (Card et al. 2010, Connelly et al. 2016, 

Australian Government Productivity Commission 

2013). 

Third, administrative datasets usually contain offi-

cial, verifiable records. This results in smaller reporting 

errors and biases than those arising when collecting ob-

jective information using social surveys (Card et al. 

2010; Australian Government Productivity Commission 

2013). Take for example measures on annual income. 

Standard social surveys rely on individuals’ accurately 

recollecting and reporting complex information on dif-

ferent income sources and undertaking complex mental 

calculations (e.g., adding amounts or deducting taxes). 

Sometimes, survey respondents are required to esti-

mate the income of other household members, which in-

curs an even greater risk of error. Administrative da-

tasets, on the other hand, may simply obtain annual-in 
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come information from employer databases or tax rec-

ords at the individual or household level. The same can 

be said of information on, for example, individuals’ spe-

cific interactions with the income-support or health-

care system, long-term residential and migration histo-

ries, or detailed educational performance and attain-

ment over the life course (for concrete examples, see 

Short et al. 2009 and Drapeau et al.2011). Constructs 

such as these are of great interest to inequality scholars. 

Finally, administrative data is relatively inexpen-

sive, as there are no extra costs associated with their 

collection—although costs towards preparing the data 

for analysis and establishing a secure data-access sys-

tem need to be factored in. Since administrative data of-

ten represent ‘value for money’, it can be argued that 

their use for research purposes constitutes an ethical al-

ternative to allocating hefty amounts of tax-payer 

money to the collection of large volumes of primary 

data. From this perspective, administrative datasets can 

be seen as a public good (Mervis 2017).  

Studies examining overall processes of inequality 

such as income mobility and economic inequality 

(Chetty et al. 2017; Einav and Levin 2014; Picketty and 

Saez 2014)—are beginning to harness the potential of 

linked administrative datasets to advance the field in ar-

eas that had stalled due to data shortcomings. In the 

same vein, administrative data are enviably placed to 

study differences in opportunity structures for majority 

and minority groups, including differences between 

sexual minorities and the heterosexual majority. How-

ever, with some exceptions (see e.g., Andersson et al. 

2006; Wiik, Seierstad and Noack 2014), few studies to 

date have utilized administrative data sources to im-

prove our understanding of processes of socio-eco-

nomic inequality by sexual orientation. In the next sec-

tion, I outline three case studies that demonstrate the 

untapped potential of these data to expand the evidence 

base. 

 

 

 

 

4. CASE STUDIES 

4.1 CASE STUDY 1: USING AUSTRALIAN ADMINISTRA-

TIVE DATA TO UNDERSTAND THE ROLE OF STIGMA 

AS A DRIVER OF SEXUAL-ORIENTATION HEALTH 

DISPARITIES 

In late 2017, the Australian Government commissioned 

the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) to conduct a 

national vote on same-sex marriage. This so-called Aus-

tralian Marriage Law Postal Survey (AMLPS) was de-

vised to inform potential legislative change to allow 

same-sex couples to marry. All Australian citizens who 

were on the Commonwealth Electoral Roll and at least 

18 years of age were invited to participate by answering 

the question: “Should the law be changed to allow same-

sex couples to marry?”. Approximately 79.5% of eligible 

Australians (∼12.7 million people) participated in the 

survey, with a majority of ‘Yes’ votes (∼61.6%, ∼7.82 

million) over ‘No’ votes (∼38.4%, ∼4.87 million). The 

AMLPS was criticized on multiple grounds—for exam-

ple, for subjecting the LGBTIQ+ community to unneces-

sary stress and social scrutiny and for its high imple-

mentation costs (∼AU$80.5 million). Despite this, an in-

direct benefit of the AMLPS was that it left behind a rich 

trail of administrative data with immense potential to 

advance research on social inequalities by sexual orien-

tation. 

The ABS did not make any data on individual votes 

in the AMLPS available for research purposes. However, 

it released a wealth of information on the aggregated 

vote results across geographical locations, including 

Australia’s 150 Electoral Divisions. In a collaborative 

study, my colleague and I leveraged this aggregate-level 

information to approximate the notion of structural 

stigma (Perales and Todd 2018). Specifically, we ex-

ploited the fact that the percentage of ‘No’ votes out of 

all registered votes ranged markedly across Electoral 

Divisions, from 16.3% (City of Melbourne) to 73.9% 

(Blaxland, New South Wales). Areas with higher shares  
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of ‘No’ votes were identified as having higher levels of 

structural stigma, whereas areas with lower shares of 

‘No’ votes were identified as having lower levels of 

structural stigma. 

This aggregate-level measure of structural stigma 

was then linked to 2016 individual-level survey data 

from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 

Australia (HILDA) Survey, on the basis of the Electoral 

Division in which each of the survey respondents lived. 

The HILDA Survey is a national probability survey of 

Australian households, and collects detailed infor-

mation on respondents’ socio-demographic circum-

stances and outcomes—including measures of their 

sexual orientation and health/wellbeing. Using the 

HILDA Survey data augmented with the AMLPS infor-

mation, we were able to test a simple yet powerful 

premise: whether the health/wellbeing of individuals 

who identified as lesbian gay, or bisexual (LGB) varied 

depending on their residence in low-stigma compared 

to high-stigma areas. 

Our results were highly illuminating and evidenced 

that structural stigma—and not LGB individuals them-

selves—is to blame for the poorer health and wellbeing 

observed amongst Australian LGB populations. LGB 

people living in areas with very low levels of stigma (i.e., 

with very few ‘No’ voters) exhibited health/wellbeing 

outcomes that were virtually undistinguishable from 

those of their heterosexual neighbors. In contrast, LGB 

people in areas with very high levels of stigma (i.e., with 

large shares of ‘No’ voters) exhibited much poorer out-

comes than their heterosexual peers. A visual represen-

tation of the study results is presented in Figure 1. These 

findings are policy-relevant, suggesting that structural-

level interventions to reduce stigma towards LGB popu-

lations are needed to close gaps in health/ wellbeing 

outcomes (Perales and Todd 2018). 

This case study highlights how the decision by the 

ABS to release aggregate-level administrative data on 

the AMLPS results enabled researchers to make im-

portant inroads towards understanding inequalities by 

sexual orientation. In this instance, the new information 

was unique in its nature and difficult to replicate 

through traditional primary data-collection methods. 

This collection of data was subsequently deployed in 

other research studies to further advance research on 

Australian sexual minorities (see Gravelle and Carlson 

2019; Saxby et al. 2020; Wilson et al. 2020). 

 
 

FIGURE 1: Predicted health outcomes of lesbian, gay 

and bisexual people in ‘full stigma’ compared to ‘no 

stigma’ areas within Australia 

Notes: Based on analyses in Perales & Todd (2018). ‘Full 
stigma areas’ refers to hypothetical electoral divisions with 
100% ‘No’ voters. ‘No stigma areas’ refers to hypothetical 
electoral divisions with 0% ‘No’ voters. All health/wellbeing 
outcomes are measured on a scale from 0 (worst health/well-
being) to 100 (best health/wellbeing). The heterosexual ad-
vantage is calculated as the predicted health/wellbeing of an 
average heterosexual person minus the predicted 
health/wellbeing of an average lesbian, gay or bisexual per-
son. 

4.2 CASE STUDY 2: LEVERAGING DUTCH ADMINIST-RA-

TIVE DATA TO DEBUNK MYTHS ABOUT CHILDREN 

RAISED IN SAME-SEX-PARENTED FAMILIES 

An issue that has received significant public and aca-

demic attention is how children raised in same-sex-

parented families fare relative to other children. While 

a majority of scholars maintain that same-sex couples 

provide children with nurturing home environments 

where they can flourish (see e.g., Biblarz and Stacey 

2010; Rosenfeld 2010), a loud minority has questioned 

same-sex parents’ ability to raise well-adjusted children 

(see e.g., Marks 2012; Regnerus 2012; Allen 2015). 

More than 80 empirical studies across the social sci-

ences have attempted to examine this issue (Center for 

the Study of Inequality 2017). Most of these studies 

were based on analyses of social surveys and concluded 

that there is no fundamental disadvantage associated 
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with being raised by same-sex parents (Center for the 

Study of Inequality 2017). The relevance of these find-

ings is not merely academic, as demonstrated by their 

use in legislative processes. For example, this evidence 

was sought by the United States Supreme Court to chal-

lenge federal definitions that limited marriage to differ-

ent-sex couples in Obergefell vs Hodges 2015 (Manning, 

Fettro and Lamidi 2014; Gates 2015). 

However, multiple voices have questioned the ro-

bustness of the evidence base on methodological 

grounds, claiming that existing studies rely on sub-

standard data (Marks 2012; Regnerus, 2012; Allen 

2015). Critics have argued that such data are generally 

not representative of the general population (non-prob-

ability sampling is the norm), encompass very few chil-

dren in same-sex-parented families (samples of ∼30-60 

children are common), rely on parent-reported assess-

ments of how well their children are developing (which 

may introduce bias), and do not track children since 

birth. The latter is important, as many children enter 

same-sex couples after the dissolution of a different-

sex-parented family. As such, statistical adjustments are 

required to ensure that any negative outcomes on chil-

dren stemming from family dissolution are not ‘blamed’ 

on their subsequent families (Rosenfeld 2010). 

This was the state of the literature when my co-au-

thor and I found a way to overcome these shortcomings 

by deploying administrative data from the Netherlands 

(Kabátek and Perales 2020). The Netherlands is inter-

nationally distinctive for its commitment to making ad-

ministrative data accessible to social researchers 

through secure protocols and a strict vetting system. 

Through these means, we were able to access and ana-

lyze linked data from multiple registers capturing rich 

information on children and their families over the 

2006-2018 period. This included information on family 

type (same-sex-parented or different-sex-parented), 

  

 

 

demographic characteristics and socio-economic status, 

and children’s educational outcomes and lifetime family 

transitions. 

These data allowed us to resolve the methodological 

issues plaguing previous studies: they captured the 

whole population of children in the Netherlands (∼1.5 

million children) including more than 3,000 children in 

same-sex-parented families, they incorporated object-

tive and verifiable information on children’s develop-

mental outcomes in the domain of education (e.g., offi-

cial records of school progress and test scores), and they 

tracked children’s circumstances since birth. Further, 

the fact that the data originated in the Netherlands—a 

particularly progressive country concerning public 

opinion and legislation on same-sex relations—mini-

mized the risk of confounding due to stigma and dis-

crimination. 

Using these unique and novel—yet readily availa-

ble—dataset, we were able to provide unprecedentedly 

robust answers to the long-standing question of how 

children in same-sex-parented families fare. Our find-

ings directly contradicted deficit models of same-sex-

parenting: all else being equal, children raised by same-

sex couples outperformed children raised by different-

sex couples on multiple indicators of academic perfor-

mance—including standardized tests scores, high 

school graduation rates, and college enrolment rates 

(Kabátek and Perales 2020). Representative results are 

presented in Figure 2. 

This case study clearly showcases how existing ad-

ministrative datasets are sometimes better placed than 

traditional data sources—such as social surveys—to 

generate robust empirical evidence on timely social is-

sues of legislative, public and scholarly relevance. It also 

demonstrates the value of investing in a strong national 

system that allows researchers to access linked admin-

istrative data. 
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FIGURE 2: Predicted standardized test scores of children 

raised in same-sex-parented and different-sex-parented 

families in the Netherlands 

Notes: Based on analyses in Kabátek & Perales (2020). The 
outcome variable is the overall score from a standardized test 
(Cito toets) taken by Dutch children at the end of primary 
school (Grade 8, ages 11-12). The test assesses children’s ca-
pabilities in Dutch language, mathematics, and learning abil-
ity. The ‘base model’ is an unadjusted model. The ‘adjusted 
model’ controls for parental immigration, ethnic background, 
marital status and birth cohort, household residential charac-
teristics, and child’s sex and adoptee status. The ‘socio-eco-
nomic status (SES) adjusted model’ adds controls for parental 
education, employment, disability, and income. The ‘life-
course adjusted model’ adds controls for the number of resi-
dential moves since birth, the number of changes in family 
structure since birth, and the household structure at birth. 

4.3 CASE STUDY 3: DEPLOYING AUSTRALIAN 

MATCHED EMPLOYER-EMPLOYEE DATA TO ASSESS 

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF LGBTIQ+ WORKPLACE IN-

CLUSION POLICIES 

Employers are progressively recognizing the im-

portance of promoting workplace diversity and inclu-

sion as a pathway to attracting and retaining talent, in-

creasing productivity, and attaining a positive brand im-

age (Badgett et al. 2013; Lloren and Parini 2017). 

Within the many faces of diversity, inclusion on the ba-

sis of sexual orientation remains comparatively under-

researched (Ng and Rummens 2017). Theoretical per-

spectives grounded on the minority stress model point 

to complex relations between sexual-minority people,  

 

co-workers, and employers. This is consistent with 

emerging empirical evidence indicating that non-heter-

osexual people face a range of unique workplace stress-

ors, such as pressures to hide their identity at work, ex-

periences of ostracism, jokes and innuendo targeting 

their sexuality, disproportionate rates of sexual harass-

ment, and workplace policies that fail to incorporate 

their needs (Zurbrügg and Miner 2016; Lloren and Pa-

rini 2017; Ng and Rummens 2017). 

In recent years, many employers in Australia and 

overseas have begun to invest significant resources to-

wards the development of policies and practices aimed 

at redressing this situation. Popular initiatives include 

delivering diversity training to employees, promoting 

the formation and expansion of Ally networks, celebrat-

ing diversity in the workplace and local LGBTIQ+ role 

models, and identifying diversity champions amongst 

senior leadership (Lloren and Parini 2017; Pride in Di-

versity 2019). Despite these efforts, the degree to which 

inclusion policies achieve their intended aims of reduc-

ing workplace exclusion on the basis of sexual orienta-

tion and improving the work lives of sexual-minority 

employees remains an open question. 

Unfortunately, Australia lacks an official, govern-

ment-funded survey on workplace inclusion that could 

be deployed to empirically examine these issues. How-

ever, an Australian not-for-profit organization, ACON 

Health (ACON), has collected rich data in this space for 

over 10 years. ACON collects annual employer-level 

data on diversity practices to develop its Australian 

Workplace Equality Index (AWEI), a comprehensive 

and evidence-based measure gauging the extent to 

which employers’ diversity practices align with interna-

tional best-practice (Pride in Diversity 2019). To accom-

pany the AWEI, ACON annually surveys employees from 

the participating organizations on their demographic 

characteristics, sexual orientation, gender identity, atti-

tudes to workplace inclusion, and workplace experi-

ences and behaviors (Pride in Diversity 2019). The 

AWEI Survey was issued for the first time in 2012 and 

has grown exponentially since then. In its 2020 itera-

tion, it collected information from over 30,000 employ-

ees.  
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The original function of this data set was not for 

them to be analyzed by social researchers, but to sup-

port the implementation of the AWEI and the bench-

marking of Australian workplaces in relation to their di-

versity practices. As such, they broadly fall within the 

realm of administrative data. Despite the critical im-

portance of the AWEI data-collection exercises, ACON 

lacks the expertise to interrogate the data to their full 

potential. Within this context, a project co-lead between 

Dawn Hough (Director, Pride Inclusion Programs) and 

myself will establish a cross-sectoral collaboration to 

analyze ACON’s data holdings using state-of-the-art 

quantitative methodologies, with the ultimate aim of 

improving our understanding of “what works” to en-

hance the inclusion of individuals from sexual minori-

ties within Australian workplaces. 

The projected program of research will involve link-

ages between the two types of data collected by ACON—

the aggregate-level information on employer practices 

and the individual-level survey of employees’ experi-

ences—across multiple years. The employer-level data 

will offer detailed insights into the specific inclusion 

programs, policies and practices that each employer has 

put in place, and their quality (as evaluated by ACON). 

The individual-level data will bring in complementary 

insights into the degree to which sexual-minority indi-

viduals feel included, happy and productive in these 

workplaces. Combining these two sources of data into a 

multilevel, matched employer-employee dataset will 

enable us to explore the effects that various workplace 

inclusion policies have on individual employees. The 

logic of this approach is encapsulated in the schematic 

depicted in Figure 3. Empirical analyses of the resulting 

data will allow us to determine which policies work bet-

ter across different settings, and to rank policies by their 

efficiency and ability to improve different outcomes for 

different types of workers. As a result, the project will 

yield concrete recommendations for employers and 

government alike. 

This third case study showcases the value of admin-

istrative datasets held by non-government organiza-

tions, in this case a not-for-profit organization. As 

demonstrated here, these data can be creatively 

analyzed to generate unique insights that can fill signif-

icant gaps in scholarly and policy knowledge on sexual 

minorities. This case study also showcases the worth of 

cross-sectoral collaborations between academic and 

third-sector organizations as a means to improving 

equality of opportunity and outcomes by sexual orien-

tation. 

 
 

FIGURE 3: A conceptual model of individuals’ workplace 

outcomes 

5. THE FUTURE OF ADMINISTRATIVE DATA TO EX-

AMINE INEQUALITY 

This paper aimed at showcasing the benefits and oppor-

tunities associated with the use of administrative da-

tasets to improve our understanding of processes with 

regard to equality of opportunity and outcomes. Collec-

tively, the three case studies presented before exemplify 

how data sources that fall within the broad category of 

‘administrative data’ can help social researchers gener-

ate new, policy-relevant knowledge on inequalities by 

sexual orientation. This knowledge is also important to 

contextualize public and legislative debates on timely 

social issues. Taken together, the case studies reflect 

several of the advantages of administrative datasets 

outlined in the earlier sections of the paper—such as 

their large sample sizes, which allow for detailed and ro-

bust analyses of small collectives, their provision of ob-

jective and novel measures, and their longitudinal and 

multilevel dimensions. Further, each of the case studies 

focused on a different life domain—health/wellbeing, 

family relations, and workplace inclusion—showcasing 

the versatility of these non-traditional data sources. 
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Despite the benefits of using administrative data for 

research aimed at understanding socio-economic ine-

qualities, important obstacles also stand on the way. 

Here, I will outline three main challenges, acknowledg-

ing that other issues have also been discussed (see e.g., 

Australian Government Productivity Commission 2013; 

Connelly et al. 2016). First, administrative datasets do 

not always contain measures of key interest to inequal-

ity researchers. ‘Blind spots’ usually include variables 

capturing individuals’ values, attitudes, aspirations and 

expectations, or subjective appraisals of their wellbeing 

(e.g., life satisfaction) and experiences (e.g., perceived 

discrimination). Under these circumstances, linkages of 

administrative and survey data constitute a valuable al-

ternative to their separate use for research purposes. In 

the context of research on sexual orientation, traditional 

administrative data sources (e.g., Government records) 

usually fail to capture individuals’ self-reported sexual 

identity, attractions or behavior, therefore restricting 

the analytic focus to individuals in officially recognized 

same-sex relations (Waite and Denier 2019). This also 

prevents a more nuanced separation of different sexual-

minority groups (e.g., bisexual versus gay/lesbian peo-

ple). Changes to the way in which government data are 

collected could help mitigate this limitation—for exam-

ple, the inclusion of a sexual orientation question in the 

Census, as has been discussed in Australia (Parliament 

of Australia 2018). 

Secondly, there are fundamental and legitimate con-

cerns around individuals’ right to privacy and the po-

tential for harm (Harron et al. 2017). This includes indi-

vidual harm through disclosure of sensitive information 

from their administrative records (Shepherd et al. 

2019) and “networked harms” through the aggregate 

attribution of group-level characteristics to individuals 

(Boyd et al. 2014). Disclosure and privacy issues are 

particularly significant in research on sexual minorities, 

as sexuality is typically considered a highly personal 

realm and non-heterosexuality remains a stigmatized 

status. Administrative data use should be appropriately 

regulated to mitigate these risks. This requires a multi-

pronged approach that incorporates: strong legislative 

frameworks, ethical scrutiny of projects using the data, 

de-identification strategies for administrative records, 

processes for the screening and training of data users, 

secure channels for data analysis, and appropriate vet-

ting of statistical outputs. The ‘5 safes’ framework 

adopted by the ABS in recent years is an example of a 

successful approach (ABS 2017). Similar frameworks 

found in other countries—such as those implemented 

by the UK Office for National Statistics or Statistics Neth-

erlands—have also proven to be effective in enabling 

the use of administrative data for research purposes 

while minimizing risk. 

Third, it is also important to consider the ‘social li-

cense to operate’. In most cases, it is not feasible to seek 

informed consent for administrative data use from all 

individuals for whom records are stored and shared. Be-

cause of this, the deployment of public collections of ad-

ministrative data for research purposes should be built 

upon principles of public trust, and accompanied by ef-

forts to ensure public understanding and awareness of 

how the data are being used and the benefits of doing so 

(see e.g., Sexton et al. 2017; Brown et al. 2019). Concern-

ing sexual orientation, the public would benefit from ac-

cessible accounts of how studies utilizing administra-

tive data have contributed to realizing equality of op-

portunity and outcome and lifting the life chances of 

sexual minority individuals. Once the social license is 

achieved, as I demonstrate in this article, there is sub-

stantial value in fully incorporating information on sex-

ual orientation across standard administrative-data col-

lections—including, but not limited to, the population 

Census. 

Despite the need to navigate these significant chal-

lenges, it is safe to state that sociologists and social sci-

entists working on issues of inequality have tremen-

dous plans for administrative data. Based on the lessons 

learned from pioneering studies in this space, there are 

also great expectations about how the increasing avail-

ability and richness of these data will contribute to ad-

vancing the field (Connelly et al. 2016). Perhaps the 

most exciting prospect is that of steering towards solu-

tion-oriented social science research that can generate 

policy-relevant insights to redress socio-economic dis-

parities between population groups (Australian Gov-

ernment Productivity Commission 2013; Card et al. 

2010; Western 2019). The way I see it, administrative 
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data will play an important role in the future of inequal-

ity research. 
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