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WELFARE INSTITUTIONS EXIST TO PROVIDE ASSISTANCE TO THOSE IN NEED— 

the aged, the young, the ill, the disabled. But before any assistance can be 

given, especially where public money is involved, the need must be estab- 

lished. A case must be built to justify the decision of the agency, whether 

it is to provide the applicant with all the aid he requests, some portion of 

it, or to deny it to him. In short, the applicant must be shown to meet the 

eligibility requirements of the program in question. 

This chapter examines the way in which one welfare agency is organ- 

ized to accomplish this task. The Lakeside Office, as it will be called here, 

is one of several district offices of a Bureau of Public Assistance located in 

a metropolitan county of a large western state. The specific focus of this 

chapter is on the record-keeping practices of the Lakeside Office from the 

time of initial contact between the applicant for aid and the agency, 
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dissertation, “Paper Work and People Work: A Study of a Public Assistance Agency,” Uni- 
versity of California, Los Angeles, 1966. Research funds contributing to the present work 
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and by the Russell Sage Foundation. A number of people supplied valuable suggestions and 
needed encouragement in generous amounts. The author wishes to thank, and absolve 
from any responsibility, Lindsey Churchill, Melvin Pollner, Stanton Wheeler, D. Law- 
rence Wieder, Thomas P. Wilson, and Siu Zimmerman. 
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through the process of documentation and investigation of the client, to 

the eligibility decision. 

Description, if it is to be coherent, requires some guiding concern; if it 

is undertaken at all, it usually serves some general interest. Records and 

record-keeping processes are rarely the main focus of organizational re- 

search, though they have figured in accounts of the relationship between 

the formal plan of the organization and its implementation in day-to-day 

work activities.1 Concern for the record-keeping process of organizations 

has emerged as an integral element of “labeling theory” in the study of 

deviance.” The impetus for the study of “rate-producing processes” as 

phenomena in their own right may be found in Garfinkel’s work,? which 

provides the fundamental resources behind this inquiry. Social scientists 

have also been concerned with the records generated by bureaucratic or- 

ganizations as potential data. This interest is best exemplified by the issue 

of the adequacy of criminal statistics.‘ More general concerns of this 

nature may be found in Bauer® and Webb et al.* The present volume, of 

course, testifies to interest in the topic of record-keeping extending beyond 

the areas mentioned above. 

The descriptive effort in this chapter has a somewhat different general 

concern, pointed up by an incident reported by an intake caseworker at 

Lakeside to her fellow workers. An applicant told her that she could not 

find the citizenship papers that were to be used to verify age—an impor- 

tant issue in determining her eligibility for assistance. The applicant went 

on to say that at one time she had copied her birthdate on a piece of 

paper, and then handed the paper to the worker. The caseworkers greeted 
the story with laughter. 

As this incident suggests, not any piece of paper will serve to establish 
objective and factual grounds for administrative action. What is it that 
confers upon a particular piece of paper its authority for the determina- 

1See, for example, Blau, Peter M., The Dynamics of Bureaucracy, University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago, 1962, esp. chap. 3; Francis, Roy G., and Robert C. Stone, Service and Pro- 
cedure in Bureaucracy, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1956, esp. chap. 7; and 
Cohen, Harry, The Demonics of Bureaucracy, Iowa State University Press, Ames, 1965. 

° See, for example, Kitsuse, John I., and Aaron V. Cicourel, “A Note on the Use of Official 
Statistics,” Social Problems, vol. II (Fall, 1963), pp. 131-139; Sudnow, David, “Normal 
Crimes: Sociological Features of the Penal Code in a Public Defender Office,” Social Eat tt ge me EE ayes Coe Ae Tn Sr re 

® See Garfinkel, Harold, Studies in Enthnomethodology, Wiley, New York, 1967. 
4Sellin, Thorstein, “The Significance of Records of Crime,” The Law Quarterly Review 

vol. 67 (Fall, 1951), pp. 489-504; Wheeler, Stanton, “Criminal Statistics: A Reformula- 
Eomct vee ly ie of Criminal Law, Criminology, and Police Science, vol. 

* Bauer, Raymond A., editor, Social Indicators, The MIT Press, Cambridge, 1967. 
® Webb, Eugene J. et al., Unobtrusive Measures: Nonreactive R 1 

Sciences, Rand McNally, Chicago, 1966. Pgs HPO aitha tle BS gcian 
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tion of matters of fact? How do such records achieve the authority of ob- 

jective and impersonal accounts of persons’ lives? What features give 

them currency, ie., permit their utilization in varied contexts distinct 

from the special purposes for which they were originated? 

It is an interest in these questions that motivates this chapter. The de- 

tailed account of the intake process provided here is undertaken in the 

belief that these issues can be illuminated by close examination of the 

daily round of work in a bureaucratic setting. The descriptive materials 

developed below are addressed by putting aside any preconceptions 

concerning the nature of factual and objective reporting in order to learn 

how reports displaying such properties are generated. The setting is 

characterized, first, by the routine collection, production, and use of rec- 

ords; and second, by the way in which the factuality, objectivity, and 

impersonality of the information contained in those records is an every- 

day, practical concern, and an everyday, practical accomplishment. 

This choice of a focal point of inquiry necessarily means that issues 

critically relevant to other types of inquiry into welfare records will be 

slighted. We have not detailed, for example, the problem of access to the 

records by other persons or agencies; nor do we comment upon the spe- 

cific record-keeping problems surrounding the withdrawal of eligibility 

from those who have had it in the past. These matters and many others 

are appropriate topics for research on record-keeping. But whatever the 

use or misuse of records, they attain their significance largely because 

they are regarded as official, authoritative accounts. It is the purpose of 

this chapter to show how they achieve this status in the setting of their 

production and use. 

THE SETTING AND ITS TASKS 

As necessary background to an examination of the Lakeside Office, 

this section presents a brief description of the legislative foundation of 

public welfare institutions, certain details of eligibility criteria, a descrip- 

tion of the organizational structure of the Bureau and the Lakeside Office, 

and a brief review of the way in which the study was conducted. Con- 

cluding this section is a sketch of the intake process, including an initial 

discussion of the function of record-keeping in the organization. 

The Social Security Act and State Public Assistance Programs 

The Social Security Act, enacted August 14, 1935, with subsequent 

amendments, is the legislative basis and chief impetus of the present pub- 

lic assistance programs operated by state, territorial, and commonwealth 
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jurisdictions. Titles I, IV, X, XIV, and XVI define, in general terms, cate- 

gories of “needy” individuals. These titles authorize federal grants-in-aid 

to the states to assist in and encourage provision of financial aid and social 

services to the categories of people thus defined. In program terms, these 

titles refer to Old-Age Assistance (OAA); Aid to Families with Depend- 

ent Children (AFDC); Aid.to the Blind (AB); Aid to the Permanently 

and Totally Disabled (APTD); and Medical Assistance for the Aged 

(MAA). The term “categoric” distinguishes assistance programs under 

the various titles of the Act from a “residual” program operated and 

financed on the local level, variously called “General Relief,” “General 

Assistance,” or “Indigent Aid.” This program, which makes provision for 

certain persons not eligible under the categoric aids, will be referred to 

henceforth as “General Relief” or GR. 

Eligibility 

The Social Security Act specifies certain general conditions for federal 

grants-in-aid to the states. The states determine definitions of need, eligi- 

bility, and amount of assistance, usually by means of a Welfare Code 

enacted by the legislature. As a consequence, the definition of these re- 

quirements and the method of verification vary considerably between 

states and between categories. 

Verification of need and eligibility, in the language of public assistance, 

involves a “means test.” What is “tested” is the applicant’s status vis-a-vis 

a set of “eligibility factors” specified for the particular category of aid by 

the State Welfare Code. In general, these factors are: age, residence, real 

property, personal property, transfer of property, responsible relatives, 

employment, and deprivation. The investigation through which the 

“means test” is accomplished is the responsibility of the intake case- 

worker at Lakeside and the other district offices. 

An example will be helpful here. The specification of these factors for 

the OAA program in Western State, and thus in Metropolitan County and 

Lakeside Office, are that eligible applicants be sixty-five years or older 

prior to the receipt of assistance, that they have lived a specified number of 

years in the state, that real property not being utilized as a home not ex- 

ceed a set maximum assessed valuation, that they possess no more than a 

modest amount of personal property (cash, stocks, bonds, etc.), that they 

have not voluntarily transferred any property (real or personal) to an- 

other person in order to qualify for assistance, and that a financially able 

spouse or adult children residing within the state be required to contribute 
support. 
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The factor of employability does not bear upon eligibility for OAA. 
However, if the applicant is employed, income from employment may 
render her “non-needy” relative to the maximum cash grant allowable on 
this program. For the person applying on behalf of a needy child on the 
AFDC program, employability and demonstrated motivation to seek, 
accept, and sustain employment may be a factor under certain conditions. 
The factor of deprivation pertains to the AFDC program alone, and des- 
ignates the set of circumstances (e.g., desertion or death of a parent) 
whereby minor children come to be deprived of “adequate support.” 

County and District Office Organization 

The particular administrative structure adopted by the state may further 

increase local autonomy by delegating to the counties the administrative 

control over the actual operation of the assistance programs, under state 

supervision. In Western State, the actual day-to-day operation is dele- 

gated by the Welfare Code to the individual counties. This responsibility 

is vested in the County Board of Supervisors. 

Although not specifically mandated by the Western State Welfare 

Code, the counties of the state have each established an agency (Bureau 

of Public Assistance) which administers the receipt, processing, and dis- 

position of applications for assistance. 

Persons seeking assistance come into or are referred to the district office 

responsible for the particular section of the county in which they reside. 

In the smaller counties, temporary suboffices may be located in fire sta- 

tions and other public buildings. There were a relatively large number of 

permanent district offices in the county in which Lakeside was located, 

each under the charge of a District Director. 

The Lakeside Office 

The Lakeside Office was located in a three-story building of mod- 

erate size, which housed the 263 administrators, supervisors, social case- 

workers, and clerks of the district office staff. Working on the first floor 

were the 75 personnel responsible for intake, reception, and related func- 

tions. Located on the second floor were the 119 personnel charged with 

the management of “approved” caseloads, i.e., cases approved by intake 

and receiving assistance. Housed on the third floor were 69 clerical per- 

sonnel. 

As indicated earlier, the major focus of the author’s field work was the 

intake unit. The intake unit in Lakeside consisted of a supervisor and, 

usually, five social caseworkers and a unit clerk. At the time of the study, 
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there were eight intake units consisting of eight supervisors, eight unit 

clerks, and 39 caseworkers, a total of 55 personnel. The author divided his 

effort equally between three units, and made detailed observations of the 

work routine of three supervisors, three clerks, and 14 workers. More cas- 

ual observation and interaction took place with the remaining five super- 

visors and a portion of the remaining workers. In addition, the research 

focused on the operation of the reception function, which was intimately 

tied to the work of intake. 

The Intake Caseworker’s Task 

In broad outline, the intake caseworker’s task is to assemble and assess 

information pertaining to the set of eligibility factors specified for the par- 

ticular program of assistance in question. The intake interview is usually 

the worker’s first contact with a new applicant. Subsequently, she will call 

upon the applicant in her home and in some cases, see the applicant again 

in the office. In the initial interview, and over the course of the investiga- 

tion, the applicant’s “story” unfolds. The story presents, from the appli- 

cant’s point of view, the relevant facts about herself and her circum- 

stances which have led to her obvious and pressing need for assistance 

( given the facts as she has depicted them). 

To be counted as doing an acceptable job by her supervisor, the worker 

must treat the applicant’s story as no more than a loosely organized and 

unprocessed collection of claims lacking evidential value as such for the 

issue of eligibility. In short, the applicant’s report of her standing vis-a-vis 

the factors of eligibility cannot, for the most part, be taken at face value. 

Nor, for that matter, can the worker’s unsupported opinions serve as 

grounds for decision. 

It should be noted that the information stated and swom to by the 

applicant, while not sufficient for the most part to establish eligibility with- 

out corroborating evidence, is sufficient to establish ineligibility. It is criti- 

cal for subsequent discussion to point out why this is so. As will be indi- 

cated later, the applicant is presumed to have an overriding interest in 

being found eligible for assistance. Therefore, anything the applicant re- 

ports about her circumstances is treated as though it is designed to max- 

imize the chances of securing approval of the claim (including the making 

of fraudulent statements). Hence, any statement made which, on the 

face of it, demonstrates ineligibility is accepted without corroboration. 

The applicant is not assumed to be motivated to make false statements 
damaging to her own interests. 

To approve an application for assistance, evidence must be marshaled 
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showing that eligibility and need criteria have been satisfied. Documents 
such as birth certificates, bank statements, medical records, and similar 
“official reports” bearing upon age, financial resources, state of health, and 
other factors furnish such evidence. 
The applicant’s dossier—called a “case record” in the Bureau—is a collec- 

tion of such documents and a case narrative dictated by the worker report- 
ing relevant transactions with the applicant. The narrative also interprets 
the significance of the assembled documents for the issue of eligibility. 
For those who know how to read it, the case record provides the required 
bureaucratic transformation of the applicant’s story into an objective and 

factual account in terms of which official action can be warranted. 

This transformation involves two related tasks: (1) making the rele- 

vant details of the applicant’s life-in-society available for reconstruction 

in terms of eligibility factors; and (2) making the course of investigation- 

in-the-organization whereby (1) is accomplished available for recon- 

struction in terms of legitimate organization procedures. The case record 

serves as a composite document providing the chief focus of such recon- 

structions, e.g., it is consulted on the matter of procedural adequacy, and 

it furnishes a statement of the grounds upon which the decision was 

reached to approve or deny the case. Workers look to it to fashion a his- 

tory of the applicant’s contact with the Bureau, descriptions of her cir- 

cumstances, assessments of her character, motivation, problems, and so 

on. The question is how the reconstruction accomplished by use of the 

case record provides ways of “looking again” at a preceding course of 

action—the intake investigation—and at the object of that investigation— 

the applicant’s life-in-the-society—whenever a question arises requiring 

an authoritative answer. 

The process of assembling a case record proceeds over a series of steps, 

each one informing the preceding. For reception and casework person- 

nel alike, these steps are features of ordinary work practice which they 

make happen as observable events over a variety of occasions of con- 

certed work, mutual instruction, discussion, and dispute. The way they 

are made to happen as observable events is a feature of the work of re- 

construction. In order to display that work, it is necessary that these 

steps be described in some detail. 

RECEPTION 

The applicant approaching the reception counter seeking public 

funds to assist in the management of her personal affairs is at the thresh- 

old of a process. This process makes of her affairs a “case,” and of her, a 
f 
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“client.” This section examines first, the initial steps of this process and 

the ways in which this process provides resources for the reconstruction 

of the organization’s treatment of the applicant.’ 

The Steps in the Reception Process 

First Contact. The names of persons coming to the reception counter, 

and the business bringing them into the office, are entered in a “control 

ledger” maintained by date and time of entry. The entries in this ledger 

are treated as accountable matters. For example, in the case of persons 

seeking employment, the time at which they were called for an employ- 

ment interview is entered in the ledger. For applicants, the time at which 

they were assigned to an intake worker is recorded. The screening per- 

formed by receptionists’ generates a record of the screening operation 

and the disposition of the person screened. The twin entries in this ledger 

mark the beginning and ending phases of reception responsibility in the 

preprocessing of cases. 

The entries in this ledger are preserved by reception because, as recep- 

tionists see it, it might become important at some future time that a par- 

ticular person was in the office on a certain date, at a certain time, and 

was dealt with in a particular way. They take it that they must be able to 

provide a basis for demonstrating—when demonstration is called for— 

that they have conducted organizational affairs in an impersonal, objec- 

tive, and efficient manner. They may be requested to do so by some indi- 

vidual or by some agency entitled to make such a demand. For example, 

the Metropolitan County Bureau of Public Assistance is subject to re- 

view by the State Department of Welfare for its administration of the 

categoric aid programs because these are funded by the state and federal 

governments. Appeal procedures exist in which the Bureau may be called 

to account for the procedural adequacy of its treatment of an applicant. 

In the experience of personnel, the Bureau, as a public bureaucracy, is 

vulnerable to the criticisms leveled at welfare programs and their han- 

dling by the press and public officials. (Some in the setting suspected the 

author of being either a “trouble-shooter” from the State Welfare De- 

partment, or an undercover newsman preparing an exposé.) As a setting 
for research, personnel are called upon to answer the demands of re- 

7 The analysis of the reception function reported here has been guided by Garfinkel’s 
discussion of the reflexivity of accounts. See Garfinkel, op. cit., especially chaps. 1 and 6. 

8 At Lakeside, there were two “regular” receptionists, i.e., employees whose duty it is to 
staff the reception counter. In addition, there is a third person, a clerk, who was routinely 
called upon to help at times of peak work load. Two other personnel performed tasks re- 
lated to the reception function, but did not deal directly with applicants. 
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searchers in social welfare, sociology, and other disciplines for an account 
of its practices, In short, the adequacy of the Bureau’s operation is, most 
of the time at least, an issue for someone. 

With respect to whatsoever issue might arise in the future, e.g., at some 

point in the processing of a current application, or on future occasions of 

an applicant’s contact with the organization, the “traces” preserved by 

that ledger stand potentially as “facts” in some yet-to-be-undertaken in- 

quiry. How does an entry in such a book come to be treated as a “fact” 

upon the occasion of a subsequent inquiry? 

First of all, although it is deemed important that specified features of 

given transactions between applicants and personnel be recorded in 

standardized ways, this does not exhaust the matter. A particular date 

and time and disposition noted next to a particular name becomes an “ob- 

jective” document of one phase of the applicant-agency relationship by 

reference to (or assumption of) the routine; repetitive, methodical way in 

which they and other names, dates, times, and dispositions are entered. 

The routine character of the process, in turn, is reflexively established by 

reference to standard operating procedures specifying such activities, 

and by virtue of the fact that a list of such entries is available for any 

given day, i.e., the tangible product of compliance with those procedures. 

The appearance of an entry on such a list is, furthermore, routinely 

readable by personnel as the trace of an encounter between public and 

organization independent of the personal characteristics and particular 

situation of the parties to the encounter. Any receptionist would produce 

the same sort of list, ie., the receptionist, as a species of bureaucratic 

actor, would presumably be motivated to enact routine recording pro- 

cedures in the absence of contrary information. This “motivationally 

transparent” aspect of accounts of bureaucratic activities will be dis- 

cussed below. 

Application. For those persons wishing to apply for assistance, the 

next step for receptionists is deciding which category of assistance is ap- 

propriate to the person’s circumstances and executing an application for 

aid under that program. Organizational action on the applicant’s request 

for assistance formally commences upon the completion and signing of an 

application, i.e., personnel will feel entitled to direct a series of questions 

to issues involving many intimate details of the applicant's life, and to de- 

mand that they be answered fully and candidly as a condition of the 

further processing of the application. 

The signed application is also the countable unit of “work” in statisti- 
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cal reporting procedures used to assess staffing needs for the district 

offices, a fact impressed upon caseworkers by their supervisors. While 

procedures exist for “cancelling” applications for a variety of reasons, re- 

course to such procedures is discouraged by supervisory personnel in 

order to ensure reports depicting maximum work loads, thereby provid- 

ing grounds for requesting additional personnel. 

The receptionist, in moving the applicant to this further stage of proc- 

essing, has thus generated a further document, a critical one in a number 

of respects. As has been noted, it serves as the warrant for the processing 

of the applicant’s claim, and the unit in terms of which that processing is 

“counted” and thereby credited. A list of signed applications prepared by 

the file number of the assigned intake worker is completed at the end of 

each day. This list, transmitted to the assistant director in charge of in- 

take, permits control procedures to go into effect, thus monitoring the 

progress of each case. The length of time permitted to the organization to 

process cases is fixed by state “due diligence” regulations, enforced by 

loss of state and federal matching funds for a specified period of time on 

the “delinquent case.” 

The application is also the basis for the creation of a dossier or case 

record on the applicant. Should the applicant already have an estab- 

lished dossier,® the newly executed application serves as the formal 

means of reopening the case. 

The execution of this document restricts the subsequent activities of 

both applicant and agency personnel. To begin with, in initiating the ap- 

plication, the receptionist is committed to a series of further steps which 

“must” be accomplished (i.e., made visible as competently executed pro- 

cedures) in order to discharge her responsibilities for the case. They 

become visible by virtue of the fact that they themselves leave their docu- 
mentary traces. For example, she must see to it that a complete, i.e., com- 
petent, application is executed. She must “clear” the case. She must as- 
semble the various forms which together constitute the initial collection 
of documents to be executed in subsequent processing. She must assign a 
caseworker to handle the case (and note the time at which the worker 
summons the applicant to the intake interview in the control ledger). 

The receptionists’ interests in the accomplishment of these steps is 

® All family aid cases (AFDC and GR) which have been denied or discontinued at 
Lakeside are maintained in a suspense file in the office for three months on the supposi- 
tion that a family aid case is more likely to re-apply than is an adult aid case. Adult aid 
cases (OAA, APTD, MAA) denied or discontinued in the office are sent to Central Rec- 
ords where they are maintained for five years and then destroyed. Family aid cases are 
also sent to Central Records after three months. 
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worth noting. Reference was made earlier to the motivationally trans- 
parent character of tasks in the setting—and by implication, bureaucratic 
tasks in general—as a feature of accounts of the execution of those tasks. 
In more detail, such transparency derives in part from the fact that bu- 
reaucratic functions, such as reception, get formulated in the following 
way by bureaucrats. The demands placed upon personnel by successive 
cohorts of clients are seen to require appropriately placed execution of 
routines which might be characterized as multiple dealings with a set of 
clients, employing sequences of procedures paced in their application 
with respect to the ebb and flow of demand and managed with an eye to 
the troubles that routinely but often unpredictably arise in their use. For 
personnel, “doing a job” consists of coming to terms with such features of 
the task and of the situation in which it must be addressed.1° 

Hence, one feature of the order of documentary activities visible to 

those engaged in it consists in the “normal” interests of personnel in “get- 

ting through” their day’s work in a fashion acceptable to their superiors. 

There are, of course, a number of ways such interests could be satisfied, 

not all of them satisfactory to superiors. The point is, however, that the 

requirements of the particular bureaucratic task provide, in conjunction 

with recognized work circumstances, a set of practical concerns to which 

bureaucratic personnel are assumed to be oriented and to which bureau- 

cratic personnel claim to be attentive. 

Relevant to this “motivational” component of accounts of bureaucratic 

activity is the fact that the documents produced by those activities are 

seen to display not only “what happened” but also “good work” or “bad 

work” (through readings concerned with the review of personnel per- 

formance ). Documents depict not only that the event occurred, but also 

that it was made to happen by the actions taken by personnel, actions 

which are subject to review. 

Review of performance is partially “built in” by virtue of the interde- 

pendence of the phases of the processing routine. That is, the documents 

assembled by the receptionist are elements of further steps in the proc- 

essing of a case, which is dependent on the completeness of the set and 

the adequacy of the information conveyed. A missing record and an in- 

complete or inconsistent set of items are “errors” routinely detected in 

the course of using previous events of documentation to accomplish fur- 

ther tasks. 

10 See Zimmerman, Don H., “The Practicalities of Rule Use,” in Garfinkel, Harold, and 
Harvey Sachs, editors, Contributions to Ethnomethodology, Indiana University Press, Bloom- 
ington, forthcoming, for a detailed discussion of task structure and work in the reception 
function. 
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This “built-in” review underscores the fact that organization personnel, 

as a fundamental resource for their work, employ the documents pro- 

duced by prior phases of the task as means for reconstructing what is 

known to date about the applicant, and what has been done to date with 

her case. Such work can and often does result in the detection of error, of 

“faulty interpretation,” and frequently results in the institution of correc- 

tive measures. That the process is seen to be self-correcting to some extent 

is an important feature of its “aggregate validity,” ie., the routine accept- 

ance of its products by personnel. 

Assignment. The final step in the preprocessing routine is the assign- 

ment of the applicant to an intake worker. This too leaves its documen- 

tary traces. 

The assignment procedure is organized around the “intake book,” a 

ring binder containing ordinary notebook paper. Each page, represent- 

ing one day’s assignment, is ruled into six vertical columns and a variable 

number of horizontal rows. The rows represent the cohort of caseworkers 

available for duty that day. 

Personnel describe how the matrix is “filled in” by reference to a rule 

which specifies that assignments are to be made starting at the top left 

(first worker, first intake) proceeding down the columns left to right until 

the bottom right cell (last worker, last intake) is reached. The order in 

which the previous steps in the preprocessing routine are completed de- 

termines, in most cases, the order in which they are to be assigned." 

In the light of these brief considerations, then, the documents produced 

by the reception function are treated, from the perspective of organiza- 

tion personnel, as the appearances of a determinate order of bureaucratic 

activities. The way the steps in the process are geared to one another, the 

nature of the mundane motivations that sustain their execution and fur- 

nish guarantees of their adequacy, and the various controls exercised 

upon their enactment are available to personnel as organizationally em- 

bedded accounts of an authoritative, competent, document-producing 
activity. Such accounts, for personnel, depict that order of activity as 

against alternative possible orders, e.g., free invention, the exercise of 

personal prejudice, sloppy work, and so on. The work of using documents 

to reconstruct particular events consists of treating the document as a 

normal event within a determinate order of activities, characterizable in 

terms of typical motives (e.g., “getting the job done”) typical sequences 

11 See ibid. for a discussion of the intake assignment procedure as put in practice. 
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of action (e.g., bureaucratic routines), and typical products (e.g., com- 
pleted documents ). 

The task of reception, as outlined above, consists of managing the rou- 
tine induction of persons into the agency process as an accountably ra- 
tional activity.'* That is, the process must be managed so that two ends 
are achieved: (1) the applicant is readied for the intake investigation; 
and (2) the steps by which she is readied are recognizable as “proper,” 
ie., as the accomplishments of an organizationally legitimate set of pro- 
cedures. The task of intake, in similar terms, consists of managing the 
routine investigation of applicants as an accountably rational activity, 
ie., arriving at warranted decisions concerning eligibility, the grounds 
for which are rooted in the skilled use of defensible procedures for gath- 

ering and interpreting information. The work of conducting “routine in- 
vestigations” is examined next. 

THE INTAKE INVESTIGATION 

A prominent feature of the investigative process is what may be called 

the “investigative stance.” From the point of view of experienced person- 

nel, the “stance” consists of a thoroughgoing skepticism directed to the 

applicant's claim to be eligible for assistance. As a mode of conducting an 

investigation, it is encountered in the setting by the observer (and by 

new personnel) as characterizations of “good work,” and as advice ex- 

tended by supervisors and “old hands” to novices, i.e., to those whose 

competence as caseworkers is problematic. In relation to the intake 

worker's task of making the investigation of eligibility an accountably ra- 

tional enterprise, “being skeptical” is a way of displaying a hard-headed 

commitment to establishing the “facts of the matter” (as against the ap- 

plicant’s mere claims) as well as being a method for locating the courses 

of documentation which will determine the relevant facts. The following 

incident illustrates the skepticism of the investigative stance. 

Skepticism 

On New Year’s Eve, an APTD applicant appeared in the office seeking 

carfare. His assigned worker was in the field, and another worker in the 

unit was designated to handle the matter temporarily. His request for car- 

fare was supposedly in order to keep a doctor’s appointment (a quite or- 

dinary and appropriate request for applicants in this category awaiting 

final determination of eligibility). The worker consulted with the super- 

12 See Garfinkel, op. cit., chaps. 1 and 8. 
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visor on the request and was directed to defer issuance of the carfare 

pending a review of the case record. The supervisor noted that he could 

not meet his scheduled appointment on time at any event. She also told 

the worker to contact the doctor to verify the existence of the appoint- 

ment. 

The amount of money at issue would total at the most two dollars, and 

probably would be less. At the time, the caseworker involved could not 

comprehend the effort extended by the supervisor to monitor the ex- 

penditure of such a small amount. She was not “skeptical” of the request. 

(It should be added that the author was also puzzled by the insistence 

on checking out such an apparently routine request. ) 

As it turned out, the case record depicted the man as a “chronic alco- 

holic.” Furthermore, it was also learned that the doctor with whom the 

man claimed to have had an appointment was on vacation. This informa- 

tion recast the situation as that of a drunk attempting to secure liquor on 

New Year’s Eve. (It should be noted that the case record was the deter- 

mining factor here. ) 

A worker honoring a hasty, last-minute appeal for carfare without 

checking the story would be seen to have disregarded the existence of 

readily available routine procedures which could verify the “facts,” for 

example, reference to the case record, calling the doctor. The moral les- 

son for the worker is: to permit what would be defined in the setting as 

applicant “manipulation” of the agency (e.g., last-minute, urgent de- 

mands presumably intended to make advantageous use of a limited time 

for decisive action) would be to mark oneself the rankest novice. Not 

only is “skepticism” (i.e., reliance on methods of verification prior to com- 

mitment of belief or action) of this sort a characteristic modus operandi 

and scheme of interpretation of the “old hand,” it is frequently justified, 

as in this case. If the “skeptical” hypothesis proves mistaken, it is of no 

consequence, since the case had to be “proven” in any event. Thus, the 

relevance of the “investigative stance” is established and reasserted in 

the daily routine. 

The Investigative Stance. The investigative stance is often taught to 
novices by insisting that they undertake some routine inquiry or initiate 
some procedure to verify some matter of which they are already per- 
suaded. In one case, a new worker was adamant about giving an emer- 
gency grocery order (EGO) to one of her AFDC applicants, even though 
much investigation remained. She was convinced that the applicant was 
in immediate need. Her supervisor acquiesced on the condition that she 

332 / Welfare Institutions 



deliver it personally and “look the situation over.” Of course, the super- 
visor yielded nothing. What she required was the usual procedure of 
making a home call before the issuance of aid. 

The worker took the EGO to the applicant, and found, somewhat to 
her chagrin, that the house (as she later reported) was “full of men” and 
that one of them was called “daddy” by the woman’s child (although 
“daddy” was supposedly not on the scene). She did not give the applicant 
the EGO. 

The point is this: The intake function as an investigative process comes 

to be appreciated through the discovery that the routine procedures in- 

sisted upon by supervisors can and do produce information which may 

run counter to the applicant’s account of her situation and the worker’s 

initial assessment of the case. The incident cited is perhaps a dramatic 

illustration of this point since, in a manner of speaking, the worker set 

herself up to be surprised. 

Perhaps more important is the appreciation that the conduct of a rec- 

ognizably adequate investigation involves displaying the active assump- 

tion of the investigative stance. A case is assembled over a series of interac- 

tions involving workers and their supervisors. Supervisors were observed 

to be closely attentive to the ways in which their workers talked about 

their cases, and quick to point out where and how a worker failed to 

transform a feature of the applicant’s story into a matter resolvable 

through some course of documentation. For example, talk of the appli- 

cant’s dire need over and against her eligibility was, for supervisors, a 

sure sign of a faulty grasp of the actual task of the intake division. This 

lack of appreciation of the “real” character of the task signaled the need 

for close supervision, particularly in the context of caseload and process- 

ing time limitations. 

Work Relevancies. The task of investigating a case is best understood 

within the governing work relevancies of the setting. In general terms, 

these relevancies are (1) the reduction of a worker’s caseload; and (2) an 

emphasis on disposing of the case within a thirty-day period so that it 

does not become “delinquent.” The consequences of such constraints ap- 

pear to require an organization of work which will permit the worker to 

exercise a timely demand both on ancillary functions of the Bureau itself 

and on the applicant to expedite the collection of the requisite documents. 

Achievement of such work organization does not appear to consist merely 

in the disciplined control over a set of routines (although this is deemed 

important) but initially upon the achievement of an understanding by 
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the novice of the technical, investigative character of the task, and how it 

may be competently conducted, as suggested above. 

A crucial consideration in the investigative process is the role of the 

applicant. She is the primary source of the information needed to initiate 

the documentation that will warrant a decision in the case. Often the 

generation of some requisite documentation depends upon her taking 

certain actions, e.g., keeping appointments at medical examinations ar- 

ranged for her, contacting the absent father (if she knows his where- 

abouts) and asking him to come in for an interview, pressuring a doctor 

to submit a medical report, making application for unemployment insur- 

ance, securing addresses and names of persons and places to be con- 

tacted, and so on. This reliance on the applicant is formulated by per- 

sonnel as “applicant responsibility.” For example, a worker was asked: 

“What about the case where you have a complex situation? The applicant 

has moved around a lot, he hasn’t led his life so as to leave convenient 

traces.” 

The reply was: 

Then we have to say the burden of proof is up to him. In other words, this is 
the agency feeling. You are applying for public assistance and it seems to me 
that if you are applying for a job with the government where you had to have 
a security clearance, you will have to have those addresses and if you really 

want it, the job, you are going to come up with them one way or another. 

The caseworker’s problem is to grasp what will need to be verified 

through the assembly of particular documents, to ask the applicant for 

such documents, and if she does not possess them, to initiate the pro- 

cedures required to secure them. 

In terms of the preceding, the investigative stance may be taken to re- 

fer to the variety of practices personnel employ to locate and display the 

potential discrepancy between the applicant’s subjective and “interested” 

claims and the factual and objective (i.e., rational) account that close ob- 

servance of agency procedure is deemed to produce. Producing an ac- 

count which is recognized as adequate in these terms involves procuring 

and interpreting documents within the constraints of the work relevan- 

cies discussed above. 

DOCUMENTS AS OBJECTIVE AND FACTUAL ACCOUNTS 

It will be useful to recall here the assumption that the applicant has a 

vital interest in the outcome of her claim. The “facts,” therefore, must be 
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established by appeal to authoritative sources of information that are in 
no way subject to the influence or control of the applicant. What is re- 

quired is some means for “objectively” deciding, for all practical organi- 

zational purposes, the factual character of the applicant’s story. This 

problem may be illustrated by the examination of an OAA case in which 

there was an issue of the legal possession of funds. 

The applicant was found to possess a joint bank account with her 

daughter, a relatively common occurrence in the OAA category. If the 

amount in the joint account (in conjunction with the value of other per- 

sonal property possessed by the applicant) exceeds the maximum allow- 

able amount, the applicant is ineligible. 

The applicant, however, claimed that half of the amount was her 

daughter’s property, a fact which, if established, would reduce her total 

personal property holdings below the maximum, and hence render her 

eligible, other factors constant. The issue, of course, was how this divi- 

sion of property was to be established. 

In terms of the banking regulations governing joint tenancy, the ten- 

ants have equal legal access to the full amount in the account. Hence, in 

the absence of further documentation which would indicate the owner- 

ship of the funds deposited in the account (e.g., bank records of with- 

drawals from each individual’s account matching deposits in the joint 

account), the issue of division of property was resolved by appeal to 

banking regulations. The statements of the parties concerned are not 

sufficient. The records of the bank, understood against the background of 

banking conventions, supersedes the statements of the interested parties. 

As suggested by the example, certain documents and the interpreta- 

tions they afford permit the determination of the organizationally rele- 

vant “facts” of the case independently of the applicant’s statements. Con- 

sidered here are (1) the sources of documents routinely employed to 

independently assess the applicant’s circumstances and motivations, and 

(2) how such documents, in the way in which they are used in the set- 

ting, achieve the authority of independent assessments. 

Sources of Documentation 

Primary Organizational Records. A basic resource in the documenta- 

tion of a case are the records produced by a variety of organizations in 

the society. These include marriage certificates, birth certificates, divorce 

papers, property settlements, court orders, and so on. In the words of a 

caseworker: 
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.. , the sorts of things which are no problem if the client has them, which 

occasionally they do. Otherwise, we have to start sending away to document 

procurement, which takes time. 

Certain records are secured by the direct action of the worker, e.g., she 

may contact banks within the geographic boundaries of the district. Prop- 

erty records are searched by a “property unit,” and a report is returned to 

the worker summarizing the “property situation.” 

It should be recalled that, in the worker’s words, these documents pose 

no problem if they are in the possession of the applicant. The case takes 

longer to process with every document that the worker must take steps to 

Secure. 

The Applicant's Own Records. A second resource consists of the docu- 

ments produced by the applicant, and for which he or she is accountable 

to some organization or, more generally, to some body of law. Such docu- 

ments include tax returns, associated business records, and account 

ledgers. 

This set of documents would appear to contradict the formulation pro- 

posed earlier, since they seem certainly open to manipulation by the ap- 

plicant. Their serviceability seems to rest on two considerations. First, 

they represent a set of statements for the accuracy of which the appli- 

cant is legally responsible. The second, and perhaps most pressing, con- 

sideration has to do with the availability of means for economically 

gathering information. 

The applicant’s mere statement of her circumstances is taken as sufli- 

cient under certain practically motivated conditions, e.g., the prohibitive 

cost of certain information. For example, routine investigation of prop- 

erty holdings is not undertaken. The applicant is queried on a number of 

points, e.g., real and personal property, including stocks, bonds, and cash 

on hand or in a bank, and must swear to the accuracy of the statements 

under penalty of perjury. 

The affirmation of these facts must be prepared in a certain manner, 

ie., completely filled out, properly dated, and witnessed and signed by 

the worker, a deputized county clerk. The applicant in this case is made 

legally responsible for the “factual” status of her claim. In turn, the docu- 

ment is a document of that claim by virtue of its correct completion, ie., 

under the control of a procedure—in the sense developed in the section 

18 See Zimmerman, Don H., “Tasks and Troubles: The Practical Bases of Work in a 
Public Assistance Agency,” in Hansen, D. A., editor, Explorations in Sociology and Coun- 
selling, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1969, for an account of the temporal and other con- 
tingencies of caseload processing. 
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dealing with reception. (Subsequent action on suspected fraudulent 
statements may be blocked by discovery of omissions or other technical 
errors in the form. ) 

Another factor—one which the present study cannot attempt to assess— 

is the differences in the legislatively provided criteria of evidence. On 

AFDC, for example, residence must be proved by such documents as 

birth certificates, rent receipts, or landlord statements. On OAA, in con- 

trast, statements of the applicant’s friends (but not relatives) that she 

has resided in the state and county the appropriate length of time are 

acceptable. 

Documents Produced by Transactions. A third source of recorded in- 

formation consists of the documents produced by the transactions be- 

tween individuals acting in specifiable “formal” role relationships, e.g., 

doctor-patient, landlord-tenant, creditor-debtor. These documents are 

not to be confused with affidavits executed by “interested parties” to the 

claim. 

Affidavits are sworn relative to an issue affecting eligibility, and are 

thus generated in terms of that interest. The person making the affidavit 

is evaluated in terms of the nature of the interests involved and how they 

might affect the accuracy of the statement. Such documents have low 

evidential value, and are seldom honored in the absence of corroborating 

evidence and then usually only as a device for fixing legal responsibility 

for particular statements. 

The burden of the separation of the motives implicated in the particu- 

lar transaction from the motive of qualifying for assistance is placed on 

the fact that the “third parties” are presumed to be acting under the aus- 

pices of their respective, typified interests in the given relationship. It 

may be noted that securing documents from this source poses certain 

problems, since such individuals may not be oriented to or organized for 

the routine dissemination of information to such agencies as the Bureau. 

Typically, the responsibility for prompting the submission of such infor- 

mation, after the initial request by the worker, is placed upon the appli- 

cant. 

The County's Determination of the Applicant's Condition. One prom- 

inent issue in the family aids is capacity to engage in work. Another issue 

is willingness to work. The former is resolved by sending the applicant to 

the “Work Test Clinic” at the County General Hospital. At this clinic, a 

county physician conducts an examination and passes an authoritative 

professional opinion on the employability of the applicant. The reports 
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stand as the “fact” of the applicant’s employability. It should be noted 

that workers may hold contrary—if unauthoritative—notions concerning 

these “facts.” One worker remarked that unless the applicant arrived on a 

stretcher, she would be found “employable” by the Work Test Clinic. An- 

other worker characterized Clinic physicians as producing two typical 

diagnoses: “Chronic Malingerer” in the case of men and “Menopausal 

Syndrome” in the case of women. She also referred, with considerable 

irony, to a report received on an applicant of hers which read: “Diagnosis: 

chronic and acute alcoholism. Fully employable.” 

In the case of the AFDC-U program, the unemployed parent (usually 

the father) is required to seek employment diligently. (The procedure 

for establishing the “diligence” of this search will be discussed later.) 

If unsuccessful in finding work, the applicant is required to accept assign- 

ment to what is called the Work Project for a number of hours at a stand- 

ard rate of pay to work off the amount of the monthly assistance granted 

on various public works projects. The applicant’s compliance with this 

requirement establishes his “proper motivation” for the record while at 

the same time offsetting part of the cost of the assistance provided. 

The Authority of Documents 

A discussion of the ways in which bureaucratic records come to arbi- 

trate matters of fact is best launched by considering two related features 

of the use of documents in the setting. It may be observed, first of all, 

that in many situations, personnel simply treat a variety of documents as 

reports of “plain fact” for all practical organizational purposes. In other 

words, on many occasions the information found in official records is 

accepted without question. For example, the records generated by recep- 

tion at Lakeside are ordinarily “plain facts” for intake workers. In yet 

other circumstances, personnel engage in the construction of accounts of 

how a document is to be honored as reporting “plain fact,” i.e., they pre- 

sent grounds for accepting the testimony of the document over and 

against the testimony of the applicant. The latter work usually occurs in 

the context of worker-supervisor interaction over the details of a case, 

and over the course of instructing novice workers. 

“Plain Fact.” The “plain fact” character of documents-in-use in the 

setting is observable in the following ways. As suggested above, person- 

nel regularly employ documents to decide issues of eligibility without 

comment, without question, and without challenge from superiors. The 

de facto authority thus achieved for documents by such routine decision- 
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making contrasts markedly with the thorough-going skepticism concern- 
ing the applicant’s claim characteristic of the investigative stance. To 
oversimplify to some extent, the essentially problematic character of the 
applicant's claims is addressed and resolved by reliance on the essentially 
unproblematic character of official documents. That is, the applicant’s 

claims, as a general class, is from the outset open to doubt, just as the 

official document, as a general class, is from the outset seen as reliable. 

That personnel find an applicant’s claims to be correct, or discover a rec- 

ord to be in error in a particular case, does not appear to alter their view 

of the essential character of either class. 

It has already been indicated that the applicant, as a general rule, is 

not seen to be “trustworthy.” The faith placed in official documents may 

be further exemplified by the following. The author posed the global 

doubt that records could be trusted as a matter of course, that indeed, 

they might be systematically falsified. The: two workers queried in this 

fashion treated the suggestion as incredible. For them, the possibilities 

opened up by such a doubt, including the possibility of a conspiracy be- 

tween the applicant and the document-producing organization, were not 

matters for idle speculation. The possibility of error was admitted, but 

only as a departure from ordinarily accurate reportage.* 

The following are excerpts from an edited and annotated record of an 

OAA intake interview. From the point of view of the worker involved, 

the process of documentation proceeded in an ideal fashion, i.e., with- 

out encountering problems leading to an extended investigation. It will 

be worthwhile to examine this excerpt, for it illustrates the nonproblem- 

atic use of documents as “plain fact” reports on matters pertinent to 

eligibility as well as the relationship of the applicant to the processing of 

a “routine” application. 

An Intake Interview. Emphases in the following selection have been 

supplied by the investigator. Materials in parentheses are the investi- 

gator’s summary of what was said, a procedure employed when the pace 

of conversation became too rapid for verbatim notetaking. 

The applicant was accompanied to the interview by her daughter. In the 

booth, the worker instructs the applicant in filling out the application, which is 

completed and signed prior to the “interrogation” to follow: 

W: How long have you been supporting yourself until now? 

4 The application of this procedure to only two workers provides meagre evidence, to 

be sure, but its results fit closely with observations on the features of accounts of the 

authority of official records to be considered below. 
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A: (Her husband died ten months ago. She had been living on Social Security 

and VA pensions in the amount of $140 a month. ) 

The question about previous means of support is intended to produce 

an account of the amount and sources of income available to the appli- 

cant prior to the situation which occasions her presence in the office. The 

purpose is to provide a way of determining whether or not such means 

of support are still available and whether they could be considered to 

have produced accumulations—e.g., cash or property reserves which 

might be utilized in meeting the applicant’s need. In this case, the pre- 

vious means of support stemmed from easily verifiable sources, i.e., Social 

Security and Veterans Administration pensions. 

The next question is motivated by the relatively high income currently 

received by the applicant. 

W: Do you havea special need such as a diet? 

A: No. (She shows a letter from her doctor to the effect that she needs a spe- 
cial medical treatment. She goes every two weeks at $7.50 per treatment.) 

W: Do you take any medicine? 
A: (She indicates that she has to wear a surgical corset.) 

The worker is attempting to establish the existence of “special needs,” 

the cost of which, taken together with the size of the grant computed ac- 

cording to her circumstances, might add up to a “need” in excess of the 

amount of income she has already claimed, and hence render her eligible. 

W: Do you have your award letter from Social Security? 

A: Yes. Here is the one from the VA. (W. copies onto the worksheet from the 
award letters. ) 

This nicely illustrates an episode of documentation. In her dictation of 

the case narrative, W. will record that she has seen award letters from 

these two agencies verifying the amount of income received by the appli- 

cant. W.’s narrative is an internally produced record generated in the 

course of asking routine questions, and accepted on the premise that in 

fact the worker saw these documents and recorded them accurately. 

Thus, the applicant’s income is “verified” by virtue of the worker’s no- 

tation which becomes part of the case-record. The worker then secures 

“face sheet” information (e.g., date of marriage, names of children, etc.). 

She next asks for the applicant’s social security number, which the appli- 

cant cannot find at the moment but produces a little later, 

W: Now, are you living alone? 

A: Yes. 
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W: What is your rent? 
A: $75: 

W: Do you pay your own utilities? (She does.) Do you have a rent receipt? 
A: Yes, I have these. (W. copies information from the rent receipts onto the 

worksheet. ) 

W: Do you have a health plan? 
A: Yes. (She hands policy to the worker. ) 
W: On some health plans, money can be put into the budget to cover them. 

Do you have anything to verify your age? 
A: Yes. (Pulls out another document which the worker examines, and then 

records. ) 

W: How long have you lived in Western State? 
A: Since 1936. 

W: In Metropolitan County? 
4: Yes. 

W: Are there two people to whom we can send forms to verify that you have 

lived here for the past five years? (Applicant says yes and gives the 
names. ) 

(The worker then asks about real property, houses, etc. ) 
Oh no, not since 1938. I sold it in 1949. 

Now, do you have any personal property; that is, savings accounts, check- 
ing account, stocks, bonds, automobiles, burial space? 

Yes. (i.e., burial space.) 

You are allowed personal property up to $1,200. We have to check and 
see that it does not go above. (Checks burial deed, records it.) Now, I 

will have you sign the affirmation. This is the form and then, I think, we 
will be through. (Instructs client to sign name and address. ) 

At the conclusion of the interview, the worker indicates to the appli- 

cant’s daughter that “forms will be sent (to determine relative liability 

for the support of the mother) to her and the other children.” 

The “paper work” entailed in this case consisted largely of copying 

from documents in the possession of the applicant onto a worksheet for 

later dictation as a case narrative, that is, a record of the way in which the 

points of eligibility (age, income, property, etc.) were established. The 

only forms to initiate are the relative liability letters and the residence 

statement. 

A review of the features of the case will indicate the sources of its ap- 

parent simplicity. 

First, the applicant was “cooperative.” That is, she had apparently 

taken care to find among documents in her possession those which would 

satisfy the agency’s requirements. 

Second, the worker was “experienced.” She was familiar with what in- 

formation was required, and exercised control over the interaction so 
f 
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that it was elicited in a relatively short time. A sense of what is consid- 

ered by personnel in the agency to be a “skillful interviewing technique” 

may be gained by referring to another experienced worker's recommenda- 

tions to new workers on this subject, the chief thrust of which was the 

importance of control over information. 

You say [to the applicant], “I noted on the application form that you say that 

you came in to apply for assistance because you are unemployed. When were 

you last employed? Do you owe a lot of debts? Could you tell me a little 

about the debts you owe? Why do you suppose you lost your last job? How 

long were you there? How long were you at your last job?” This way you are 

establishing residence, getting an idea of why they have been in, what hap- 

pened to their job, how long they hold them, what their reason is. You are 

getting the names of their employers, also sometimes their addresses so you 
are actually taking care of a lot by this but if somebody wants to go into, “My 

mother comes over and we fight, and my husband, I think is going out with 

this person and IJ think that my child has this problem in school,” they are 
not really pertinent to eligibility in intake. They are in approved but not in 
intake. Many workers will sit two and a half, three hours in an intake and just 

listen to this crap! 

Third, given the above two features, the verification of eligibility pro- 

ceeded in an almost “checklist” fashion, i.e., the worker requested cor- 

roborating documents in support of statements made by the applicant 

which she was able to provide on the spot in most instances. Indeed, the 

worker and the applicant joined together to produce and sustain a rou- 

tine bureaucratic encounter in which the problematic character of the 

applicant’s claim was resolved by reliance upon the definite character of 

official documents. 

It should be noted that to treat the applicant’s claims as essentially 

problematic does not necessarily entail overt suspiciousness or hostility 

on the part of the worker. In cases such as this, the routine “checkout” of 

documents quickly lays to rest each issue of eligibility raised. 

Other cases and other applicants may be of altogether a different 

character. The issues in the case itself may prove complicated, e.g., an 

extensive history of property transactions, or the applicant unable or un- 

willing to provide the information required to document the “facts” of 

the case. (As indicated earlier, the applicant is to be assigned responsibil- 

ity for the provision of this information.) Certain types of “complica- 

tions” which challenge the authority of documents in the setting will be 
dealt with shortly. 

The preceding seems to suggest that personnel automatically accept 

the testimony of official documents in most cases. However, over a range 
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of cases and workers challenges to the authority of particular documents 
as decisive arbiters of eligibility do arise. For example, supervisors (and 
others in authority) view the display of the investigative stance by work- 
ers as a critical element of their competence as employees. Hence, as 
supervisors see it, there is a distribution of competence in the setting re- 
lated in large part to the distribution of experience. It is not the case that 
inexperienced workers reject the authority of documents in principle; 
rather, they are seen to miss the point of documentary verification. That 

is, they are not properly skeptical of the applicant’s claims; they do not 

display skill in relating the particulars of the applicant’s story to the kinds 

of information made available by documents; they do not assign first pri- 

ority to the collection of pertinent documents and perhaps most trouble- 

some of all to their superiors, they tend to side with the applicant and 

attempt to “explain away” discrepancies iho her story and the evi- 

dence of the record.'® 

Under such circumstances, supervisors usually provide accounts which 

display the ways in which the documentary evidence is visibly more re- 

liable, more objective, more trustworthy than the applicant’s word, and 

in the final analysis is required by the nature of the organization’s mis- 

sion. The general features of such accounts will be outlined shortly. It 

must be stressed, however, that accounts provided by supervisors deal 

with particulars, i.e., they attempt to show for the particulars of the case 

at hand the superiority of documentary evidence. They are “occasioned” 

accounts, fashioned in terms of available information on the case and 

those involved in it. As features of the occasions upon which they are 

constructed, they organize those occasions for further action and infer- 

ence, e.g., for subsequent steps in the investigation and for the decision 

on eligibility. 

Challenges arise in other ways. Documents are often found to be am- 

biguous or difficult to interpret; sometimes they produce marked incon- 

gruities for workers if they are taken as definite of some matter, e.g., age. 

Again, these challenges are not global, but are occasioned by problems 

encountered in particular cases, and resolved in terms leaving the essen- 

tial character of records (and applicants) unchanged as organizationally 

actionable matters. 

Below, certain general features of accounts of “plain fact” will be 

sketched. Of particular interest are the properties of documents and 

their mode of production which such accounts make observable as in- 

15 See Zimmerman, “Tasks and Troubles,” op. cit., for a discussion of these “troubles.” 
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tendedly compelling grounds (for any competent member-of-society and, 

in particular, any competent member-of-the-organization ) for accepting 

the authority of official records. 

> Accounting for “Plain Facts.” Accounts of the “plain fact” character 

of documents are done by members of the organization for members of 

the organization; they are integral features of the situations they make 

observable and hence organize. By means of these accounts, the docu- 

ments passing through the hands of agency personnel are seen as docu- 

ments of the orderly processes of society, and as produced by them. 

(The Lakeside office is itself one such orderly process, a point made in 

the discussion of the reception function. ) 

Whether or not such accounts are accurate descriptions of document- 

producing enterprises is an issue here only insofar as it is an issue in the 

setting. How that issue is solved when it arises is how the “plain fact” 

character of documents is preserved in the face of a variety of contin- 

gencies and occasioned doubts encountered in the course of using docu- 

ments to advance the work of the organization, i.e., the work of account- 

ably rational investigation and decision-making. 

First, accounts displaying the “plain fact” character of documents show 

them to depict such activities as buying and selling property, consulting 

doctors, getting married and divorced, paying taxes, and so on. Witnesses 

to these accounts are invited to see that such activities are everyday, 

matter-of-course pursuits, i.e., “natural” occurrences in the society. Fur- 

ther, the outcome of these pursuits, as accomplished-events-in-society, 

are to be seen as produced or constituted on the occasion in which the 

record is generated (e.g., the transfer of a title deed). The account ties 

the activity to a record-keeping enterprise. 

Making observable the “necessary” link between an activity and the 

occasion in which it becomes a matter of record also makes visible the 

transactional character of the document-producing context. Apart from 

the person undertaking some ordinary activity, there are others involved 

whose task it is to monitor, facilitate, and record the course and outcome 

of that activity. In turn, the transaction between such persons is made 

accountable in terms of the motivationally transparent’ character of their 

respective roles. That is, the person whose affairs a document reports is a 
person who, via the account, is seen to be pursuing some commonplace 
project (e.g., buying property) for understandable reasons appropriate 
to that project, and others are viewed as going about their commonplace 

16 Recall the discussion above of the reception process. 
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projects (e.g., selling property, recording titles, assessing taxes, etc.) for 
reasons appropriate to their occupational obligations. And that occupa- 
tional obligations are viewed to be binding provides the way of seeing 
the transaction as under the control of some set of (usually unspecified ) 
procedures. 

In short, the authority of various documents is made accountable in 
terms of the routine, organized ways in which these unremarkable proj- 
ects are geared to one another under the auspices of typified, generally 

known interests or motives, and with adumbrated reference to the more 

or less standardized procedures that presumably control the gearing. 

The features discussed above are not offered as exhaustive. Nor can 

they be viewed as a set of criteria usable by the observer to decide the 

status of documents independently of their occurrence as features of an 

account delivered on some occasion of work in the setting. The ade- 

quacy of an account is not guaranteed by possessing these features. They 

represent a truncated view of how personnel accomplish the authority of 

a document when that authority is challenged. It remains to be seen, in 

particular cases, how these general features stand to the work actually 

done to make them observable and enforceable over the contingencies of 

interaction in the setting. 

The balance of this chapter is focused on a detailed description of a 

portion of the investigation of one case. The process of investigation will 

show the investigative stance in practice, particularly on the part of the 

intake supervisor. It will also further illustrate the proposals set forth 

earlier about the nature of bureaucratic record-generation and interpre- 

tation, and in particular, the process of challenging and accounting for 

the authority of documents and documenting procedures. The worker on 

the case was relatively inexperienced, and prone to take the applicant's 

side. The supervisor was viewed by all workers in her unit (and many in 

other units as well) as being extremely rigorous in her standards of eligi- 

bility investigation. 

Investigating a Case 

The occasion for the AFDC-U application to be examined here was the 

default in payment due the applicant, Mr. A., for masonry work he per- 

formed as an “independent contractor.”!* The work was contracted by 

the owner of a manufacturing firm for improvements on his private resi- 

17 Unfortunately, the initial interview was not observed. The materials reported here are 
based on the account given by the worker, and the subsequent interactions (tape-recorded ) 
with his supervisor and others in connection with the case. The interaction reported here 
took place several days after the initial interview. 
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dence. The applicant had been given a check for $300, which proved to 

be worthless, Mr. A. was persuaded to resume his work on the promise of 

an additional $350, which was never forthcoming, leaving him without 

funds and in debt. At the time of the application, Mr. A. presented a no- 

tice from the Labor Law Commission setting a date for a hearing over 

the dispute. 

Verification. A major task for G. B., the worker on the case, was veri- 

fying a list submitted by the applicant of the places at which he had 

sought employment. One requirement of the AFDC-U program is that the 

unemployed parent actively seek work and give evidence of having done 

so. This policy is implemented by the use of a form on which is entered 

the name and address of the employers contacted, date and name of the 

person approached, The entries on the form are checked by phone to es- 

tablish their “factual” character.!§ It is important to note that the results 

of such a procedure, recorded in the case narrative, have the status of a 

document. 

G. B. secured the phone numbers of the firms listed from Information, 

and called each in turn. The first call produced the promise of a return 

call, since the person likely to have interviewed the applicant was not in, 

as was the case in the second call. G. B. was concerned to make what he 

called a “breakthrough” on the calls in order to produce more factual in- 

formation on the case. He commented: 

It will be easier to go through because we will have some more factual infor- 
mation to go by. You see theoretically, if worse should come to worse, if he 

were a complete fraud and just listed these places and Mr. D. (the debtor) 
is just a friend who will go along with his story—but the one bit of factual in- 

formation is that letter I got this morning from the Labor Law Commission so 

if I were looking at it strictly from a fraud point of view, the only document I 

have concerning this whole dispute is that letter and the phone call and the- 

oretically, that phone call could be arranged. He might have given me the 
number of a friend but knowing the operation and having gone through a re- 
ceptionist—through a general bureaucracy the way it is here—I can intui- 
tively grasp that this is not a phony setup. 

These remarks merit comment. First, G. B. has raised the possibility, 

that the applicant’s representations (and the evidence he has offered in 
their support) are fraudulent. Second, the character of the factual infor- 
mation G. B. is concerned to collect consists of information outside a “rea- 
sonable” possibility of collusion or manipulation. The one “bit of factual 

8 The entries on this list, if there are many, may be “sampled.” The consideration here, 
as in other procedures, is the cost in time. 
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information” he possessed would seem to qualify as such for him. In dis- 
cussing the matter of his contact with the debtor, Mr. D., he speculates 
that it could have been “arranged.” But he discounts this as a likelihood 
because, in calling Mr. D. “at work,” his call went through a switchboard 
—a “general bureaucracy the way it is here.” 

One may well ask the value of this fact. On the basis of earlier discus- 
sion, one aspect of the evidential force of documents produced by official 
agencies is formulated in terms of what it would entail to entertain the 
notion of a “conspiracy” with the applicant entered into by that agency. 

G. B. is evidently willing to consider that possibility with respect to a 

friend of the applicant, but not with respect to a person reached through 

a switchboard. The mechanism of the “general bureaucracy” by which 

such a person was reached permits him to “intuitively grasp that this is 

not a phony setup,” i.e., to discount the likelihood of the applicant’s 

manipulation of the situation. The information was delivered through or- 

ganizational channels, hence it may be counted trustworthy by virtue of 

the occupational obligations implicitly assumed to be operating. 

G. B. has yet to establish as factual the applicant’s “diligent” search for 

employment. 

Another call is placed revealing that the firm has no record of Mr. A.’s 

application. G. B. remarks, “I imagine he has gone there but the gentle- 

man I spoke to didn’t have the information.” When asked why he con- 

cludes that, he replies: 

You generally ask what the procedure is. This one seemed to have records of 
other people. He (Mr. A.) may have just inquired to see if there were any 

openings, in which case, they wouldn’t have a record. So we will just check 
some of the other places because it is not too likely that a client would say he 

went to a place and get the address and manufacture the results of the inter- 
view and put it down when he knows it is going to be subject to verification. 

That is very unlikely. 

Given that a procedure for the production of such a record was in 

existence, G. B. invoked the conditions under which a record might none- 

theless not be produced. By so doing, G. B. is apparently “taking into ac- 

count” the conditions under which the applicant’s contact with an organi- 

zation might not routinely produce a record. By doing so, he is raising a 

challenge, the character of which will be seen shortly. 

At this point, it should be made clear that such “contingencies” are 

often appreciated, particularly by workers. By proposing that the pro- 

cedures of the agency rely on the “orderly processes of the society” it is 

not implied that the society is taken by such officials as simply a well- 

a 
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oiled, infallible machine. However, from the perspective of the task and 

its constraints, it may have to be treated as if it were for all practical or- 

ganizational purposes. That is, should this resource fail to produce the 

requisite information, the matter may often be treated as indeterminate, 

however much the contingencies may be appreciated. 

For instance, in an OAA case difficulties arose in the matter of age 

proof, The applicant in question had no birth certificate, as this record 

was purportedly destroyed in the Chicago Fire (the one attributed to 

Mrs. O’Leary’s cow). At the age of 17 he had run away from home to be- 

come a boxer and adopted a new name, never legally changing his pre- 

vious one. One document that might have established his age, an insur- 

ance policy taken out when he was quite young, was written in his “legal” 

name. An attempt to check military records (he had tried unsuccessfully 

to enlist in the Army under his new name in World War I) proved futile. 

His sister swore an affidavit that his name was as it appeared on the 

insurance policy, but this was not sufficient, because of her presumed 

interest in the outcome of the investigation. The applicant was unable to 

produce any third party who knew him under this name, and the appli- 

cation was denied on the grounds that age could not be established. The 

worker appreciated the contingencies of this matter and personally be- 

lieved that the applicant was indeed 65, but had no recourse short of falsi- 

fying the case record. 

Returning to the case under consideration, the worker placed another 

call, remarking that “this is one of the problems in these AFDC cases 

when there is an employable parent—checking—it takes an awful lot of 

time. In an OAA case, there are practically no phone calls.” The phone 

call produced the same results as the preceding one—there would have 

been a record if he were there, but there was no record of his applying. 
G. B. commented: 

Two places had no record. It may be that if they just weren’t hiring anyone so 
that it would be pointless to make an application. 

It is important to emphasize again that G. B.’s treatment of the results 

of the phone call rests upon at least two considerations: (1) the places 

contacted were found to routinely keep records of job applicants, and 

(2) the invocation of contingencies by G. B. which might intervene be- 

tween an inquiry into employment and the production of a record of that 

inquiry, that is, the actual taking of an application. 

G. B. then approaches his supervisor, A. B., to report on the outcome 
of the checking procedure. 
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I am trying to verify his search for employment, I’ve had no luck. (Referring to 
form:) No record... no record . . . will call back. This one they didn’t know 
definitely, but the person said they had no record of it. But he might have gone 
down to another department or something. 

Thus, G. B. repeats to the supervisor what he had already stated to the 
observer: The check has failed, but he is willing to grant a “reasonable” 
explanation of the failure. 

To this, the supervisor proposes: 

No record of him even being there even. Well, you see, a lot of these places . . . 

have you ever applied at one of these places? They have a record of you even if 
you go through the gate to apply. 

I’ve walked the streets (looking for work) unfortunately, at a lot of firms in 
this area, and I’m well aware of it. They just don’t let you in. For instance, if 

you go to Jordans, they won't let you in without taking your name. They have a 

record of some kind and they keep it for a certain length of time and then they 
destroy them. 

She has apparently formulated for the purposes of the issue at hand 

the typical way in which job applicants are processed at the type of firm 

the applicant claimed to have sought employment. Her account does not 

detail the specific procedures, nor does it deal with the contingent factor 

of how, organizationally speaking, the request for information might be 

satisfied. But it does fashion from the particulars of the situation the 

vague but weighty procedured guarantees that if a certain event took 

place, a record of it would be available. 

By so constructing the matter at this point, the efficacy of the verifica- 

tion procedure and of the document it produces is preserved. By readily 

admitting to the contingency posed by the worker that “he might have 

gone to another department or something” the procedure would have 

been rendered indeterminate. To allow such a supposition routinely 

would be consequential for the requirement of filing a case within thirty 

days. The consideration of what may be taken as evidence is never far 

removed from the costs of securing it. 

The issue is the weight to be given to the “contingencies” of a process of 

recordkeeping (perhaps there were no job openings and the applicant 

did not bother to apply) compared to the force of the verification pro- 

cedure to decide the issue. Taken in the context of the emphasis on case- 

load reduction and meeting time requirements, strong organizational rea- 

sons exist for protecting the determinateness of such procedures. Hence, 

the caseworker’s attempt to provide a “reasonable” account of how it 

might be that the applicant had actually sought employment even though 
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no record of it was available is set aside in favor of the organizationally 

more compelling interpretation that he had not, in fact, diligently sought 

employment. 

In this case, however, the applicant was allowed a “second chance” on 

this issue. It seems likely that the worker’s willingness to entertain “rea- 

sonable contingencies” may be a factor in such “second chances.”?® It is 

highly probable that had the failure to verify search for employment been 

taken at its face value, the worker could have denied the application and 

not been challenged, particularly by this supervisor. 

G. B. remarked: 

First of all, my supervisor: she’s hard working. She doesn’t like to be repri- 
manded for any of her cases. She will go out of her way to avoid any confronta- 

tions with the Assistant Director, and to make these confrontations not too 

devastating. I think the best way of doing this is not to have any delinquents. 
Since the vast majority of denials don’t appeal cases, there’s not too much of a 
problem here and you'll get into “high favor,” as it’s called, by having non-delin- 
quent filings. The list of delinquent cases is very few. Then you are indeed in 
high favor and you can maintain your independence without being reprimanded 
too often. So there is then constant pressure to make quick decisions on cases. 

How “far” a worker will go with an applicant in dealing with problems 

of verification appears to depend on how willing a worker (and, more 

crucially, a supervisor) is to accept the “risks” that accompany extended 

case processing. 

The Applicant as a Course-of-Action 

The conference proceeded (the matter of verification of the applicant’s 

job seeking dropped for the moment) with the specification of further 

details of the applicant’s situation. Observe what is made of the informa- 
tion about the applicant’s occupation: 

A. B.: A. is a contractor? An independent contractor? [Yes] Did you look at his 
income tax? [No] I'd like to see how he rates himself on an income tax 

declaration. I really would before I’d make a decision . . . Does he have a 
license, and all of this? What’s his equipment valued at? You would need 
all of this. What kind of a contractor is he, cement? 

G. B.: Masonry. He does landscaping type of stuff and gardening. 

Note that from the single fact of occupation, the supervisor has now 

generated as pertinent facts for investigation, a number of features of his 

*® The author’s presence should not be discounted as a factor in the granting of a “second 
chance.” On several occasions, the author learned that administrative personnel had “ad- 
justed” their conduct—presumably in accordance with their conception of his prejudices— 
only to change it later in his absence. 
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circumstances (and that she has specified the documents pertinent to 
them ). A. B. continues: 

I think the only thing you can do probably is one grocery order while you go on 
with your investigation and then check out everything as fast as you can, includ- 
ing the value of his personal, his business equipment. I would like to look at his 
income tax from last year, and why, if he’s a landscape gardener, this just doesn’t 
make sense, that he couldn’t get a job this time of year. It doesn’t make sense. 

The notion of “what contractors do” has now generated a set of instruc- 
tions for the worker which he will have to satisfy in order to act on the 
case. The features evoked are investigatable matters. That is, some 
document may be secured or produced which would, presumably, decide 
the matter. That he is also a gardener, given what is presumed to be the 
market of gardeners, also generates skepticism about the applicant, ie., 

the remark, “it doesn’t make sense” is roughly equivalent to “he isn’t act- 

ing in the way he should,” or, “his motivations are unclear given who 

he is.” The worker attempts to make sense of his actions:2° 

G. B.: I think he sold his stuff, and that makes sense of that. On income tax you 
want to know if he considers himself self-employed or... . 

The supervisor replies to this and raises further matters for investiga- 

tion: 

A. B.: Td like to take a look at it if you don’t mind. You take a look at it too, then 
[ll take a look at it. You make up your mind, then show it to me, and I'll 
make up mine and we'll talk about it, and you want to know, does he have 
a business phone, does he have a phone exchange, how does he get jobs? 
You see, these are the kind of things you’re going to have to know. How 
does he get a job? You don’t become . . . get contracts out of the Depart- 

ment of Employment, you bid on them. Just suppose you had a service to 
sell, put yourself in his place, as to how you were going to do it. You are 
not going to get it by going into the Department of Employment. 

In turn, the worker provides other possible situations for the applicant 

by saying: 

A. B.: I imagine he gets to a certain extent by word of mouth. He does small 
jobs, homes, and what not.?? 

2 Yet another consequence of the matter of detailing the applicant’s circumstances is as- 
sessing his motivation or at least, his good cause in applying through providing typical 
altemative courses of action a “person like him” would usually have available. That 
gardeners are assumed to be able to get jobs raises the question, why isn’t he gardening? 

Another aspect is to be noted: extensive detailing, which opens a number of avenues of 
investigation, heightens the saliency of the time-limited character of the process. Keeping 
in mind that there are numbers of cases to be processed by any one worker, the multiplica- 
tion of aspects of the investigation multiplies the demands placed on both worker and 
client, multiplies the number of contacts between them, and makes the filing of the case 
“in time” a difficult matter. 

2 This counter-typification also has structural connections. Recall that the detailing of the 
applicant’s life through the proposing of “the way it must be” in that kind of circumstance 
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She indicates a certain “suspicion” she entertains: 

I have a feeling in my heart, I can’t prove this you understand, that the only 

reason I can think of that he would come here is that it would sound real good 

at the [Labor Law Commission] hearing. 

As indicated above, Mr. A. will be given a further opportunity to dem- 

onstrate his willingness to seek employment as required by the AFDC-U 

program. This “second chance” will be structured in such a way that sub- 

sequent failure of attempts to verify this search will be taken as definitive 

grounds upon which to deny the application. In the meantime, the inves- 

tigation will proceed along the lines suggested by the supervisor, as wit- 

ness the subsequent phone call to the applicant by the caseworker: 

G. B.: (To the author) Well, we have about twelve things to check out... (He 

phones Mr. A.) Hello, Mr. A.? Yes, I’ve discussed your case with the 

supervisor and uh, we’re going to issue a grocery order, but there’s a little 

bit of information Id like to get regarding your situation, and one is your 

garden tools. You have garden tools right now? Gardening tools, yeh, for 
landscaping and stuff. You have them huh, you have? Let me see. . 
hedge clippers, electric hedge clippers? Manual. You have a lawn mower? 
You have what else? What else Mr. A.? You have a hose? Right, shovels? 

Okay, and you still have those, right? Now, your truck is broken, right? 
What kind of truck is that? 1947, what kind of truck, pickup? and where 

is that parked and what’s wrong with it? Threw a rod? Well, how much 
will it take to be repaired? $45? Who told you that? What’s the name? 
And when did the truck break down? What day in October? Around the 
middle . . . the last part of September. Yeah? It was the last part of 
September. Do you have your income tax statements . . .? I mean for you 

as a business owner? You don’t keep business records? Okay, you started 

in business six months ago. Self-employed. When were you told about, eh, 

yeh, by the tax man what to do? When does he want you to file a business 
return, do you know? How do you secure your jobs, Mr. A.P Yes, word of 

mouth huh? Mr. G. saw you work at the doctor’s. What was that doctor’s 

name? Dr. R., I think I have it down someplace, and how did you get the 
job with the doctor? Through your house. . . at your house. Did you have 
jobs before that? Did you work for anybody else? Do you have a car? In 

other words, you have to rely on public transportation. ... 

is taken as the basis for a course of investigation. Each instance of such imputation, in the 
absence of information to substantiate the applicant’s claim, reinforces the doubt that the 
applicant is a person worthy, as well as eligible, for assistance. Given merely the informa- 
tion that the applicant is a self-employed contractor who also does gardening, a typified 
pattern of action for a person of that sort is constructed, the verification of which would es- 
tablish his claims to be a good person in a fix. Such constructions, taken as “probably the 
case” in the absence of further information, became an issue to be resolved by investiga- 
tion. The worker’s attempt to “make sense” of an apparent discrepancy in the instance of 
his “inability to secure” gardening work, and of the method by which he secures his work 
may be the attempt to uncomplicate the case. ' 
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A review of the relevant features of this case is in order. First, both the 
worker and the supervisor were oriented to the essentially problematic 
character of the applicant’s claim, albeit in different ways and in differing 
degrees. Similarly, both accepted the essentially unproblematic character 
of official documents, again with some differences. The essential differ- 
ences between them lay in the extent to which the contingencies of action 

were treated as relevant considerations in assessing the authority of a par- 

ticular verification procedure, and hence, of the document resulting from 

it. The supervisor's account made the sources of information pertinent to 

the applicant’s search for employment visible as organized, procedure- 

bound enterprises that could be counted on to have a record of the appli- 

cant’s inquiry if he in fact made one. The assertion of “contingencies” is a 

challenge, the response to which is an account which suppresses such 

contingencies as matters eligible for consideration. 

The difference between the worker and the supervisor in the depth of 

skepticism concerning the applicant’s story is worth comment. The super- 

visor employed the occasion (as they were often observed to do) to probe 

the case further and issue instructions for further investigation. These in- 

structions made the applicant’s circumstances accountable as courses-of- 

action which, if typically motivated and typically executed, could be ex- 

pected to produce records serviceable for the task of deciding eligibility. 

Over the course of this exchange the worker introduced a variety of con- 

tingencies which could serve to rationalize departures from what the 

supervisor depicted as the ordinary course-of-action to be expected from 

someone like the applicant. 

This case was eventually approved. The primary interest in it here, of 

course, has been in the process of investigation—particularly in the way 

the applicant’s claims are rendered problematic and challenges to the 

“plain fact” of documentary procedures and their outcomes responded to. 

The end result is a “documented” case that both indicates the approved 

or disapproved status of the applicant, and provides a record of justifica- 

tion for the action taken, i.e., its accountably rational character. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This volume is concerned with the impact of records on the lives of 

Americans. This chapter has been occupied with the problem of how rec- 

ords come to have an impact in the first place, at least the kind of impact 

they have in a public assistance organization. Such a problem is seldom 

posed; it seems an obvious matter. But the very obviousness of a phenom- 
t 
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enon should motivate close inspection of it. Behind the familiar appear- 

ance is often a set of very complex matters in need of study. 

It has been observed that for personnel in the agency studied, docu- 

ments often had an obvious character. They were seen by personnel as 

obviously factual reports about a variety of circumstances relevant to the 

determination of eligibility, and equally important, as factual depictions 

of the organization’s conduct of its affairs. Personnel trafficked in such 

facts—they collected them, generated them, and used them in consequen- 

tial ways. 

Yet, as noted at the beginning of the chapter, not any piece of paper 

with any set of entries would do. And although certain other pieces of 

paper did routinely “do” there are many occasions in which the authority 

of documents required demonstration. The persistent theme of the chap- 

ter, then, emerges as the continual interplay between the routine and 

the problematic, the taken-for-granted use of documents and the occa- 

sioned accounts which make their use observable as rational procedure. 

The taken-for-granted use of documents, as analyzed by accounts given 

in the setting, is dependent on an ordered world—the ordered world of 

organizations, and the ordered world of the society-at-large. When sim- 

ply taken for granted, the features of these ordered domains are matters 

of mere recognition for which no accounts are called for or given. Indeed, 

such routine recognition, and the action and inference proceeding from 

it, is the mark of the competent worker. 

When a document is rendered problematic in a given case, the docu- 

ment-producing activities of which it is a part are made accountable as 

orders of necessary motives, necessary actions, and necessary procedures 

which may be used to analyze the features of the case and reach a de- 

terminate and warrantable decision. It is the artful accomplishment of 

personnel that they are able to provide such accounts which sustain the 

organizationally required use of documents over the manifold contin- 
gencies of everyday investigations. It is through that artful accomplish- 
ment, some features of which were examined in this chapter, that records 
achieve the impact they are ordinarily taken to have. 
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