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The National Data Program fo r  the Social Sciences is  a socia l  

indicator  and data  d i f fus ion program conducted by the  National Opinion 

Research Center (NoRc). The two basic purposes of the National Data 

Program for  the Social Sciences a re  t o  measure trends and constants i n  

a t t i t u d e s ,  behaviors, and a t t r i b u t e s  and t o  make useful and relevant 

national  survey data  avai lable  to  soc ia l  s c i e n t i s t s ,  policy makers, s tudents 

and others with minimal cos t  and waiting. Since the program's incept ion 

i n  1972 NORC has carr ied  out eight  nat ional  surveys known a s  the General 

Social Surveys (GSSS). From 1972 t o  1978 i t  fielded surveys annually. 

Currently surveys a re  conducted b ienn ia l ly  with the  most recent survey 

i n  1980 and the next survey i n  1982. Each GSS is  an independent cross- 

section of the adu l t  population of the  United Sta tes .  A t o t a l  of 12,120 

people have been interviewed, approximately 1500 per  survey. 

The GSSs r ep l i c a t e  items from survey t o  survey thereby building 

up a time s e r i e s  fo r  the study of changes and consistencies i n  American 

society.  Some items appear i n  each survey while others follow a s e t  

ro ta t ion  scheme. The ro ta t ion  scheme allows us t o  buildup a time s e r i e s  

while permitt ing us to  f i t  more items in to  the  s e r i e s  since every i tem 

does not appear on every survey. In addi t ion s ince  many GSS questions 

were selected from e a r l i e r  surveys i t  i s  poss ible  t o  compare r e s u l t s  

from the GSS to  findings on e a r l i e r  surveys done by NORC ; Gallup; the 

Survey Research Center, University of Michigan; and other organizations. 

This permits trend analysis  on many topics  covering the  l a s t  several  
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decades. For example, our question on pol ice  permits for  guns was o r i g i n a l l y  

asked by the  Gallup organizat ion i n  1959 and was repeated by them severa l  

times during the  s i x t i e s .  Thus when we s t a r t e d  asking the  item i n  1973 

we were already bui ld ing on a fourteen year  long s e r i e s .  This r e t rospec t ive  

f ea tu re  of the  GSS makes i t  s u i t a b l e  f o r  studying changes over much of 

the  post World War 11 period. 

The r e p l i c a t i o n  of items across time i s  not only useful  i n  the  

studying of t rends and constants ,  b u t  can be very he lp fu l  i n  the  invest i-  

ga t ion  of small subgroups and i n  mul t iva r i a t e  models. There a r e  many 

s o c i a l  and demographic groups of spec ia l  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  a re  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  study because t h e i r  proport ional  share to  the  na t ional  population 

means t h a t  a typica l  1500 case  survey does not f ind s u f f i c i e n t  cases 

t o  s u s t a i n  a specia l  analys is .  Blacks, f o r  example, had only 140 cases  

i n  the  1980 survey, a number f a r  too low f o r  de ta i l ed  analys is .  Across 

a l l  GSSs however there  are  1383 blacks who can be analyzed i n  much g rea te r  

depth. S imi lar ly ,  the  current ly  divorced o r  separated a r e  only 10 percent  

of the  populat ion,  bu t  across the  e igh t  GSSs we have a respectable  case  

base of 1131. For mul t iva r i a t e  ana lys i s  the  b e n e f i t s  a r e  comparable. 

A mul t iva r i a t e  model with a h a l f  dozen o r  more var iables  might e a s i l y  

be unworkable on a 1500 case  survey, but  fo r  items t h a t  a r e  r ep l i ca ted  

each year it is poss ib le  to  br ing  over 12,000 cases  in to  the  analys is .  

Furthermore both of these uses of the  GSSs a s  a l a rge ,  pooled da ta  s e t  

a r e  made easy because the  f i l e s  a r e  prearranged i n t o  a merged o r  cumulative 

da ta  s e t  by the  p ro jec t  before i t  is  released t o  the  public .  

Another bas ic  f ea tu re  of the  GSSs a r e  t h e i r  broad coverage. 

There a r e  a t o t a l  of 481 va r i ab les  i n  t h e  cumulative GSS f i l e .  These 

cover b a s i c  demographics, a t t i t u d e s ,  behaviors ,  and personal evaluat ions.  
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The demographics include standard background i tems for the respondent 

including a ba t t e ry  on charac te r i s t i c s  of spouse and family of o r ig in  

such as parent ' s  education and region and type of place ra ised.  Att i tude 

items cover a wide-range of topics such a s  abort ions,  ch i ld  rearing values,  

crime and punishment, feminism, foreign a f f a i r s ,  i n s t i t u t i ona l  leadership, 

national  spending p r i o r i t i e s ,  race r e l a t i ons ,  r e l ig ious  be l i e f s ,  taxat ion 

and income red i s t r ibu t ion ,  tolerance of Communists, homosexuals, and 

others,  violence,  and the work e th i c .  Behavioral items include measures 

of drinking and smoking, gun ownership, organizational  memberships, p o l i t i c a l  

a f f i l i a t i o n  and voting,  soc ia l i z ing  pat terns ,  and trauma and l i f e  s t r e s s .  

Personal evaluations a re  subjective ra t ings  of ones l i f e  and include 

a l ienat ion and anomia scales ,  items on general and mari ta l  happiness, 

and s a t i s f ac t i on  questions on job, finances, family, f r iends ,  place of 

residence, hea l t h ,  and hobbies. In a l l ,  t h e  GSSs touch upon many areas 

of socia l  science i n t e r e s t .  

Another specia l  fea ture  of the GSSs a r e  t h e i r  methodological 

experiments. Through the use of sp l i t - ba l l o t s ,  specia l  sca les ,  and I 

t e s t / r e t e s t  subsamples the  GSSs have studied measurement e r ro r  and other 

major methodological concerns of socia l  science. In 1976 f o r  example, 

we asked a random half  of the sample a question about whether your federal  

income tax  was too high, about r i g h t ,  o r  too low immediately before an 11 

item question on spending preferences and asked the other hal f  the same 

question immediately a f t e r  the spending question. We found that  when 

the tax  question preceded spending 64 percent thought taxes were too 

high, but when it followed the spending question only 53 percent sa id  

taxes were too high. Other methodological experiments a1 low researchers 

to study di f ferences  i n  question wording, the  i n t e r ac t i on  of scale  items, 



and the r e l i a b i l i t y  and s t a b i l i t y  of measures. In b r i e f ,  the  General 

Social Surveys provide soc ia l  s c i e n t i s t s  and o thers  with a r i c h  da ta  

source s u i t a b l e  f o r  a wide v a r i e t y  of research and teaching appl ica t ions .  

I n  addi t ion  t o  conducting t h e  General Social  Survey and supplying 

re la t ed  documentation, the  projec t  s t a f f  a l s o  provides general user support 

and c a r r i e s  out methodological and subs tant ive  research.  The projec t  

has jus t  completed i t s  1980 e d i t i o n  of the  Annotated Bibliography of 

Papers Using the  General Social  Surveys which l i s t s  over 400 scholar ly  

o r  governmental uses of the  survey. It provides a f u l l  c i t a t i o n  t o  each 

piece,  a l i s t  of va r i ab les  and surveys used, and a shor t  abs t rac t .  It 

a l s o  has a mnemonic index which inab les  users  t o  loca te  other  s tud ies  

deal ing with va r i ab les  of i n t e r e s t .  The p ro jec t  a l s o  produces a GSS - 
Technical Report s e r i e s  which cur ren t ly  has  twenty pieces examining mat ters  

of methodological and subs tant ive  i n t e r e s t .  

The National Data Program f o r  the  Social  Sciences i s  d i rec ted  

by James A. Davis, p r i n c i p l e  inves t iga to r ,  and Tom W. Smith. The p ro jec t  

s t a f f  i s  a s s i s t e d  by a General Advisory Board whose members a r e  David 

Featherman, Norval Glenn, Ph i l ip  Hastings, Herbert Hyman, David Knoke, 

Otto Larsen, John Mueller , James Short ,  and Stephen Withey and a Methodo- 

logica l  Advisory Board with Norman Bradburn, chairman, and Duane Alwin, 

Howard Schuman, and Seymour Sudman a s  members. I n i t i a l  support f o r  

the program came from the  Russel l  Sage Foundation and the  National Science 

Foundation (NSF) . Subsequently f u l l  support has been provided by NSF. 

Data from the  1972-1980 GSSs a r e  i n  t h e  publ ic  domain and r e a d i l y  

ava i l ab le  t o  a l l  i n t e res ted  p a r t i e s .  Each survey i s  a s u b f i l e  i n  a merged 

data  s e t  which permits the  user  t o  automatical ly combine years f o r  pooled 

analys is  or  to  breakdown the  da ta  by year  f o r  t rend analys is .  The 
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f i l e s  a r e  f u l l y  documented by t h e  General  Soc ia l  Surveys, 1972- 1980: 

Cumulative Codebook, a 350 p lus  page document t h a t  gives complete f i l e  

d e s c r i p t i o n s  and l o c a t i o n s ,  t h e  exac t  wordings and marginal s f o r  a l l  

i tems,  and a d d i t i o n a l  in£ ormation on sample design,  previous usages,  

recodings and o the r  mat te rs  of i n t e r e s t .  The cumulative f i l e  i s  a v a i l a b l e  

a s  raw d a t a  o r  wi th  con t ro l  cards  f o r  SPSS o r  OSIRIS system f i l e s .  The 

GSSs a r e  d i s t r i b u t e d  by t h e  Roper Cen te r ,  Univers i ty  of Connect icut ,  

S t o r r s ,  CT. Data can a l s o  be obtained from the  I n t e r u n i v e r s i t y  Consortium 

f o r  P o l i t i c a l  and Socia l  Research and CONDUIT. 


