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OVERVIEW 

The General Social Survey is a nationally representative survey of the attitudes and behaviors of adults in the 
United States, which has been conducted annually or biannually since 1972. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
2020 GSS was redesigned to ensure the safety and wellbeing of all people who participate in and administer the 
study. Under the advisement of the National Science Foundation and the GSS Board, NORC conducted the GSS as 
two studies; namely, 1) a panel re-interview of past respondents from the 2016 and 2018 cross-sectional GSS 
studies (referred to as the 2016-2020 GSS Panel), and 2) an independent fresh cross-sectional address-based 
sampling push to web study (referred to as 2020 cross-sectional survey). 
 
The 2016-2020 GSS Panel contains three rounds of interviews – initial interviews with 2016 respondents, initial 
interviews with 2018 respondents, and follow-up interviews conducted in 2020. Rounds 1a (2016) and 1b (2018) 
were conducted via face-to-face interviews, while Round 2 was primarily conducted as a web self-administered 
questionnaire.  Respondents were also given the option of a phone interview, if they preferred.  
 
Respondents who participated in both waves of the 2016-2020 GSS Panel were asked the same questions from 
the GSS Core, either two or four years apart, as well as different topical modules in each wave. The 2016-2020 
GSS Panel is an opportunity to study how people’s attitudes and behaviors have shifted over the past four years, 
as well as track person-level changes over the same time.  
 
Figure 1 shows the relationship of 2016, 2018, and 2020 rounds of data collection for the 2016-2020 GSS Panel. 
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Figure 1: Configuration of 2016-2020 GSS Panel 
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NEW QUESTIONS 

The questionnaire used for the panel in the year of 2020 contains three new modules: 
• A collaboration with the American National Elections Studies. GSS respondents were asked questions 

about their attitudes and onions about the 2020 presidential election, and then included in the ANES post-
election survey. 

• A series of questions selected by the GSS Scientific Board, related to attitudes towards policing and race, 
as well as COVID-19 and mental health. 

• A short series of questions on spirituality and how connected people feel to the world. 

Some selected questions include 

o What do you think about the state of the economy these days in the United States?  
o Do you favor or oppose reducing funding for police departments, and moving those funds to mental 

health, housing, and other social services? 
o How often, if at all, have felt like you were part of something much larger than yourself? 

Figure 2 shows the topical modules available on each round of the 2016-2020 GSS Panel. 

Figure 2: Module Layout for 2016-2020 GSS Panel 
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YEAR & BALLOT  
2016 2018 2020 

MODULE A B C A B C A B C 
GSS Replicating Core          

Household Enumeration Form          

NSF Science Knowledge          

ISSP Role of Government          

ISSP Work          

ISSP Religion          

ISSP Social Networks          

Internet/Social Media          

CDC Risky Behaviors          

Arts Participation          

Optimism/Hope          

Suicide          

Time          

ESS Health          

Work Flexibility          

Racial/Ethnic ID          

Congregations          

Healthy People          

Shared Capitalism          

Quality of Work Life          
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National Org Study          

Mental Health          

Genes          

Abortion          

EPA Natural Environment          

Pets          

ANES                
Spirituality          
GSS Board Topical Items          
Contact          
Interviewer Paradata                

 

NEW METHODS 

The GSS has been revised in many different ways due to the shift to web-based self-administered questionnaire. 
Many questions have been adapted to work better without an interviewer, while remaining as close as possible 
to their face-to-face versions. Additional information on all these changes can be found the 2020 GSS Panel 
Codebook. We encourage users to consult full documentation. 

The 2016-2020 GSS Panel is not quite representative of all adults in 2020. Instead, it uses the respondents from 
2018, as well as a random subset of the respondents from 2016, as its frame. While the two frames are close 
(the 2016 GSS was representative of all adults in 2016, and the 2018 GSS was representative of all adults in 
2018), there may be some differences. The 2020 GSS cross-section, expected later in 2021, will be more 
representative of all adults in 2020. Given the differences, the 2016-2020 GSS Panel is designed to study person-
level changes in three areas: 1) The passage of time, 2) the COVID-19 pandemic, and 3) the shift from face-to-
face (F2F) to web self-administered questionnaire (SAQ) mode. 
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