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The National D;tt;t Program for the Social Sciences of the 
Sational Opinion Research Center (N-ORC) at the University 
of Chicago is a social indicators and data diffusion program. 
This program has tu:o basic purposes. The first is togatherand 
dissc~ninatc data on contemporary American society. Through 
L I ~  0 1  I I ICW O;\I;I. ~ . c ~ r ' ; t r ~ I ~ ~ ' r s  rn;I).  non nit or and explain social 
trend\ and constantx in attitudes, behaviors. and attributes and 
examine the structure and functioning of society in general. as 
uel l  ns the role played by various sub-groups. 

Growth 

Since 1979 the GSS has conducted 2 1 independent, cross- 
sectional. in-person surveys of adults living in households in 
the United States. By the 1996 GSS a total of 34.577 respon- 
dents had bee11 intcvt-icu.c*tl in the cross-seclions. along \i'ith 
707 black respoiiclcnt\ includcd in tlie o\~ersamples carried out 
in 1982 and 1987. During most years there have been annual 
surveys of about 1 .SO0 respondents. Currently. 3,000cases are 
collected in a biennial. double-sample GSS. 

$ 6  Besides accumulating this long time series. individual 
Hesides uccr~m~tlafing a lorlg fir~te series, in- GSS,~, , ,  alsogreat[yexpanded i n  length. The 1972GSS had 

divicirial GSSs hmv also greatly expanded irz only 15 1 variables, but since 1988 there have been over 700 

lengfh. The 1972 GSS had only 1.51 variables, variables in each GSS. At 90-95 minutes in length each GSS 

brit siilce 1988 fllcre Irave been oser 700 variables is about seven times longer than a typical public opinion poll. 

in each GSS. 
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Second. the progl-am aims to compare the United States to 
other societies in order to place American society in conlpara- 
live perspective. develop cross-national models of human 
society. and make high quality data easily and quickly avail- 
able to scholars. students. policy makers, and others. 

Both these purposes are acconlplished by the regular 
collection and distribution of the NORC General Social Sur- 
vey (GSS) and its allied surveys in the International Social 
Survey Program (ISSP). 

Origins 

In 1971. James A. Da\'is. then at Dartniouth College.drew 
on IU.O intellectual currents of the 1960s to conceive the GSS. 
During this period. tlie social indicators movement was stress- 
ing the impcx-lance of me;tsuring trends and of adding non- 
econoniic nirasurcs to a large lrpertoire of nationrrl accounts 
indicex. At the same time. scholarly egalitarianism was advo- 
c-aring tllat tl:tr~~ he made a\,ailable.!o scientists at all universi- 
tic,, slid 1101 rcxtric.tcil to :in elite group of senior investigators 
at I ~ I - g c  rcw;i~.c.h cxntcrx and 1aborato1-ies. In 197 1 Davis put 
these ideas together in a modest proposal to the National 
Science Foundation (NSF). The proposal called for the peri- 
odic adiing of "r\ven!y-somc questions" to develop social 
iliJic.atk)r\ on n;ttio~i:tI xa~nplex. with these data inlmediitteiy 
tfi.;trihtrtcd IO social hcicncc' cornmu~~ity for analysis and 
tca~~liing. Appro\.al froni NSF. plus supplen~ental funding 
froni the Russell Sage Foundation. spawned the first GSS in 
1979. 

In addition, since 1982, the GSS has expanded interna- 
tionally. A growing number of countries have established 
GSS-like programs, and we have formed ties to these counter- 
parts. Like the GSS. the cross-nalional research stailed mod- 
estly with a bilateral collaboration between the GSS and the 
ALLBUS of the Zentrum fuer Umfragen, Methoden, und 
Analysen in Germany (ZUMA) in 1982 and 1984. Then, in 
1984, the GSS and the ALLBUS joined with the British Social 
Attitudes Sun~ey of Social andconlmunity Planning Research 
in London and the National Social Science. Survey of the 
Research School of the Social Sciences at Australian National 
University to form the ISSP. Along with Eurisko in Italy and 
the University of Graz in Austria, the founding four fielded the 
first ]SSP in 1985. An ]SSP survey has collected data annually 
since then, and there are now 26 member countries (Australia, 
Austria, Britain. Bulgaria, Canada, Cyprus, the Czech Repub- 
lic. France. Germany. Hungary, Ireland. Israel. Italy, Japan, 
the Netherlands. New Zealand. Norway. the Philippines, Po- 
land, Portugal, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia. Spain. Sweden. and 
the United States) collecting upwards of 30.000 cases a year. 

Content 

Tlie Generd Social Survey li\:es up to its title. It is indeed 
gri~c~r-trl. Tlie 2.999 \.ariahles in tlie 1471- l ~ ) C ) h c ~ ~ ~ i ~ u l ; ~ t i ~ ~ '  file 
run from ABASl '  (IcgaI ~ibortion iSa \\ olniln \+ antsi>tic li~r;t~iy 
reason) toZODIAC (astrological birth sign) and include major 
batteries on such topics as civil liberties. co~ifidence in ins~itu- 
tions. crime and violence. feminism. governmental spending 
priorities, psychological well-being. race relations. and work. 

While thc hul:~i~c.c of component4 ha4 cliungcd over tlic 
years. currently half of tllc GSS consists of replicadng core 
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51;tti~t ic- \  ; i ro i i i ~ ( i  

C'1-ilf~c.nd;1lc stiiristi 

and 7'lic Pr~rc.iic.~ r 
include diskettes with 

ity, relevant data. 

Conclusion sis is becoming increasingly possible Russell Sage. 1989). 
with the GSS series. Office ofInspectorGeneral. "National Opin- 

ion Research Center, Chicago. Illinois: In- The GSS has aptly been described 
spection Report." National Science Founda- 

as a "national resource,"' as a "public At the same time, the ISSP contin- 
1994. 

utilitj for the community at large,"' and ues to add morecountries. In particular. A. D i P r e t e , . . R e v i e w o f T l , e ~ ~ ~ ~  
as "a unique source for comparative. several developing countries will join ~~~~~~l Social Survey: A user.s Guide," 
historical. methodological, and cross- within the next few years. Thus, the C ~ , ~ ~ ~ P I ~ I , I O I . ~ I ~  Soc.io/o~~, (July 1992), pp. 
sectional research."' ISSP is increasingly becoming repre- 549-550. 

sentative of the world as a whole. 


