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Repeated cross-sectional research: the 
general social surveys 

Tom W. Smith 

Introduction 

National Data Program for the Social 
ces (NDPSS) is a social indicators and data 

sian program. Its basic purposes are (1) 
lher and disseminate data on contempo

. American society in order to (a) monitor 
·ox plain change and stability in attitudes, 

lors, and attributes and (b) examine the 
and functioning of society in gen-

. well as the role played by various sub
: (2) to compare the United States to other 

in order to (a) place American soci
'tlOinJ:Iaiiiti,re perspective and (b) develop 
•uuvn•cu models of human society; and 

high-quality data easily accessible 
students, policymakers, and others 

mal cost an.d waiting. 1
\ 

are accomplished by the 
llection and distribution of the 

Research Center (NORC) Gen
Survey (GSS) and its allied sur

International Social Survey Program 
the GSS and the ISSP surveys have 
tly collected, widely distributed, 

lvely analyzed by social scientists 
world. 

2 Organization 

The NDPSS is directed by James A. Davis, 
Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. From 
1972 to 1982 the GSS was advised by a Board 
of Advisors and starting in 1978 a Board of 
Methodological Advisors. In 1983 at the behest 
of the National Sciepce Foundation (NSF) these 
groups were combined to form a new Board 
of Overseers. The Board provides guidance to 
the GSS, forms linkages to the various research 
communities, spearheads the development of 
topical modules, approves tho content of each 
survey, and evaluates the work of the project. 

3 Data collection: 1972-2004 

Since 1972 the GSS has conducted 25 inde
pendent, cross-sectional surveys of the adult 
household population of the United States and 
in 1982 and 1987 carried out oversamples of 
Black Americans. As Table 3.1 details, there 
have been a total of 45,803 respondents inter
viewed from the cross-sections, plus 707 Black 
respondents from the two oversamples. 

While the population sampled has remained 
constant, transitional sample designs have been 
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employed three times: in 1975-76 to calibrate 
the shift from the original block-quota sample to 
the full-probability design utilized since 1977, 
in 1983 when the 1970 NORC sample frame was 
compared with the new NORC sample frame 
based on the 1980 census, and in 1993 when 
the 1980 NORC sample frame and the new 1990 
NORC sample frame based on the 1990 census 
were used. The 1990 sample frame was utilized 
through 2002. A new sample frame based on 
the 2000 census was introduced in 2004 (Davis, 
Smith, and Marsden, 2005). 

By using a strict, full-probability sample 
design, rigorous field efforts, and extensive 
quality control, the GSS produces a high
quality, ~epresentative sample of the adult pop
ulation of the United States. The GSS response 
mte has generally been in the upper 70s, with 
a high in 1993 of 82.4%. However, the GSS 
response rate has declined in recent years to just 
over 70%. This rate is higher than that achieved 
by other major social science surveys and 35-
45 percentage points higher than the industry 
average (Council for Marketing and Opinion 
Research, 1 998; Krosnick, Holbrook, and Pfent, 
2003). 

In order to accommodate more questions, 
the GSS employs a questionnaire design under 
which most questions are asked of only a sub
set of respondents. From 1972 to 1987, that 
was accomplished with a rotation design under 
which questions appeared on two out of every 
three years. In 1988, the GSS switched from an 
across-survey rotation design to a split-ballot 
design. Under this design questions are asked 
every year, but only on two of three subsam
ples. Over a three-year period, questions that 
would have appeared on two surveys with a 
total of 3000 respondents (2 x 1500) under 
the old rotation design, now appear on two
thirds subsamples on all three surveys for a 
total of 3000 respondents (3 x 1000). This shift 
eliminated the problem of periodic gaps in the 
annual time series and facilitated time-series 
analysis {Davis, Smith, and Marsden, 2005). 

.-a· *it_£ . '" '" $. ··_;. --

Starting in 1994, GSS switched to a · 
double-sample design. In effect the 1994 
was two surveys in one with an A 
1500 representing the "regular" 1994 GSS 
a B sample of 1500 representing the "missl 
1995 GSS. The double-sample design 
combines two separate GSSs with distinct 
ical and ISSP modules into one field op 
(and similarly for the subsequent pairs of 

3.1 Components 

The GSS is divided into five 
(1) the replicating core, (2) topical modules, 
cross-national modules, (4) experiments, 
(5) reinterviews and follow-up studies. In 
years the replicating core has taken up half 
the interviewing time and the topical, 
national, and supplemental modules take 
the other half. Experiments are done withi 
either the core or the modules, and 
and follow-up studies involve additional inter·. 
viewing after the GSS has been completed. 

Replicating core 
The replicating core consists of questions that 
regularly appear in surveys eitheP as full
coverage items or on subsamples. The content , 
of the core is .Periodically reviewed by the 
Pis and Board of Overseers to insure that the . 
content remains relevant and up-to-date. Cur
rently, the replicating core makes up about half 
of the overall length of the GSS and consists 
of about one-third demographic questions and 
two-thirds attitudes and behaviors. The repli
cating core forms the basis for the trend analysis 
and pooling of cases for subgroup analysis. 

The GSS is intentionally wide-ranging in its 
contents, with 4624 variables in the 1972-2004 
cumulative file. One needs to peruse the 
GSS Cumulative Codebook (Davis, Smith, 
and Marsden, 2005) or the online version 
at http:/ /www.icpsr. umich.edu/cgi-bin/bob/ 
newark?study:::4295 to fully appreciate the 
scope of the GSS . 
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The GSS is different from most surveys in 
the wide variety of demographics included 
and the detail in which they are asked and 
coded. In addition to covering the extensive 
background variables on the respondent's cur
rent status, the GSS has extensive informa
tion on the respondent's family of origin and 
parental characteristics. Among the family of 
origin items are questions on the intactness 
or families (and reasons for "broken homes"), 
number of siblings, religion, region, and com
munity type. Additionally, parental variables 
i 11dude mother's and father's education, church 
ullcndance, occupation, and industry. There are 
1dso many questions about spouses. 

In addition, measures are usually very 
dolailed. For example, occupation and industry 
IIIlO both the census three-digit classification 
codas and the four-digit International Standard 
( :lw-;sification of Occupations, two measures 
ul' occupational prestige, education codes both 

.·-.·_ 11111nher of years in school and highest degree 
nlned, three community type measures are 
uded, and up to three ethnic and racial 
Llties are coded. 

llosides the demographics, the core items 
I' a variety of behaviors, personal evalu
N, nnd attitudes about central social and 

· ltlnnl issues from death [e.g., capital punish-
1 11\licide, euthanasia) to taxes (as a redistri

measure, paying too much?). Among the 
topics covered are abortion, civil liberties, 

in institutions, crime and punish
government-spending priorities, poverty 

uality, intergroup relations, religion, 
's rights. 

·modules 
modules [special sections on a partie

first appeared in 1977 and have 
feature since 1984. The topical 

.· nro designed to facilitate both inno-
groater depth. They introduce new 
previously investigated by the GSS 
oxisting topics in greater detail with 

more fully-specified models. Tho original con
cept for a module may come from the prin
cipal investigators, the Board of Overseers, or 
other interested scholars. The themes covered 
in major modules are listed in Table 3.1. 

Cross-national modules 
The GSS has spurred cross-national research by 
inspiring other nations to develop similar data
collection programs (e.g., the ALLBUS (Ger
many), British Social Attitudes, National Social 
Science Survey (Australia), Taiwan Social 
Change Study, Polish General Social Survey, 
Japanese General Social Survey, Korean Gen
eral Social Survey, and Chinese General Social 
Survey (Smith, Koch, Park, and Kim, 2006b) 
and by organizing these and other programs into 
the ISSP. (See www.issp.org) 

The fundamental goal of ISSP is to study 
important social and political processes in com
parative perspective. In addition, by replicating 
earlier modules, ISSP not only has a cross
national perspective, but also an over-time per
spective. With ISSP one can both compare 
nations and test whether similar social-science 
models operate across societies, and also see if 
there are similar international trends and 
whether parallel models of societal change 
operate across nations. Thus, by combining 
an across-time with a cross-national design, 
ISSP incorporates two powerful perspectives 
for studying societies. 

ISSP evolved from a bilateral collaboration 
between the Allgemeinen Bevolkerungsumfra
gen der Sozialwissenschaften (ALLBUS) of the 
Zentrum fuer Umfragen, Methoden, und Analy
sen (ZUMA) in Mannheim, West Germany and 
the GSS of NORC, University of Chicago. In 
1982 and 1984 ZUMA and NORC devoted a 
small segment of the ALLBUS and GSS to a 
common set of questions on job values, impor
tant areas of life, abortion, feminism, class dif
ferences, equality, and the welfare state. 

Meanwhile, in late 1983 the National Centre 
for Social Research, then known as Social and 
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Table 3.1 Design features of the GSS 1972-2004 I~ 
1::;: 
't: 
I 0...1 
15" I 

,e. 
:;o;:l 
(I) 

1972 1613 BQ None None Two waves None None "' - (I) 

1973 1504 BQ AS Two forms Three waves None None 
!=; - n ::r 

1974 1434 BQ - AS Two forms Three waves None None 

1975 1490 I/2BQ - AS Split sample None None None 
112pp 75.6 

1976 1499 112BQ - AS Two forms+ None None None 
1/Zpp 75.1 split sample 

1977 1530 FP 76.5 AS None None Race, None 
abortion, I 
feminism I 

1978 1532 FP 73.5 AS Two waves None None None I 
1980 1468 FP 75.9 AS Three forms None None None 

1982 1506 FP 77.5 AS Two forms None Military ZUMA 
1982B 354 FP 71.7 AS Two forms None Military ZUMA 
1983 1599 70FP 79.4 AS Two forms+ None None ZUMA 

SOFP split sample 

1984 1473 FP 78.6 AS Three forms None None ZUMA 
1985 1534 FP 78.7 AS Two forms None Social !SSP 

networks 



1986 1470 FP 75.6 AS Two forms None Welfare !SSP 
+vignettes 

1987 < 1466 FP 75.4 AS Three forms Political Political ISSP 
tolerance participation 

1987B 353 FP 79.9 AS Three forms Political Political ISSP 
tolerance participation 

1988 1481 FP 77.3 SB Tw~ forms Cognitive Religion ISSP 

1989 1537 FP 77.6 SB Two formsa Methods/ Occupational ISSP 
Healthb prestige 

1990 1372 FP 73.6 SB Two forms Health Intergroup ISSP 
relations 

.;;;d 

l.g 
1991 1517 FP 77.8 SB Two forms ISSP Work ISSP ' ro 

1992 organizations I~ ro 

FP SB Two forms Culture ISSP 
p_. 

1993 1606 82.4 None n 

" 1994 2992 FP 77.8 DSB Two forms None Family mobility ISSP 0 

"' Multiculturalism "' .; 
ro 

Two forms+ 1996 2904 FP 76.1 DSB Parents of Mental health !SSP ;:; 
vignettes Students Emotions c;· 

::l 
Gender e:.. 
Market exchange ..... 

ro 

1998 2832 FP DSB Two forms+ Health use Religion ISSP 
,to 

75.6 ;(C 

'"' vignettes knowledge Job experiences ~~ 
Health and IP"' 

i •• 

mental health 
:,.... 
1=-

Medical ethics 
C1l 

O'l 

Culture C1l 
::l 

Inter-racial C1l ..... 

friendships 
Q.1 

I~ 
(Continued) 
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Table 3.1 (Continued) 

2000 2817 FP 70.0 DSB Two forms Internet use Religion ISSP 
Computers 
Multi-ethnic 
Health status 
Freedom 

2002 2765 FP 70.1 DSB Two forms Worker health Altruism ISSP 
Internet 
Intergroup 
relations 
Quality of work 
Worker pay 
Adulthood 
Doctors 
Mental health 
The arts 

2004 2817 FP 70.4 DSB Two forms Voluntary Altruism ISSP 
associations Internet 

• For the OCCUPATIONAL PRESTIGE module 12 subsamples were used. 
b The 1990 health reinterview used 1989 and 1990 GSS respondents. 

B =Black oversample 
BQ= Block quota sampling 
FP = Full probability sampling 
AS == Across-survey rotation 
SB.:: Split-ballot rotation 
DSB =Double sample, split-ballot rotation 
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Negative events 
Genes/Environment 
Religious change 
Guns 
Social networks/ 
Voluntary groups 
Alcohol use 
Workplace stress/ 
Violence 
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Community Planning Research (SCPR), which 
was starting the British Social Attitudes Survey, 
secured funds for meetings for international 
collaboration. Representatives from ZUMA, 
NORC, SCPR, and the Research School of Social 
Sciences, Australian National University, orga
nized ISSP in 1984 and agreed to (1) jointly 
~ lnvelop topical modules covering important 
sncial science topics, (2) field the modules as 
s11pplements to the regular national surveys 
1111' a special survey if necessary), (3) include 
1111 extensive common core of background vari
uhlns, and (4) make the data available to the 
1u 11 :ial-science community as soon as possible. 

l·:m:h research organization funds all of its 
11\\'11 costs. There are no central funds. Coor
d I nul ion is supplied by one nation serving as 
!1111 sncmtariat. The United States served as the 
~w:rolnriat from 1997 to 2003. 

Since 1984, ISSP has grown to 40 nations, 
ll111 l'ounding four-Germany, the United States, 
tln-1111 Britain, and Australia-plus Austria, 

t',ll, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Croatia, Cyprus, 
Cwch Republic, Denmark, the Dominican 
uhllc, Finland, Flanders, France, Hungary, 
nd, Israel, Japan, Korea, Latvia, Mexico, 

. Notherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
,, Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Russia, 

· lo, Slovenia, South Africa, Spain, 
, Switzerland, Taiwan, Uruguay, and 

In addition, East Germany was 
the German sample upon reunifica

l members not currently active include 
ond Italy. In addition, a number 
bers have replicated one or more 

los. This includes Argentina (Buenos 
area only), Lithuania, and Singa-

nins high standards of survey 
notion uses full-probability sam

monitors all phases of the data 
cleans and validates the data. 

Archive further checks all 
by the member nations. Countries 
.~nombership answer a series of 

standard questions about methodology and sur
vey procedures. Only once the secretariat has 
received satisfactory responses to all questions 
is a country's membership application consid
ered by JSSP. Each country reports to ISSP its 
methods and various technical details such as 
its response rate. To check on the representa
tiveness of the sample, each country compares 
distributions on key demographics from ISSP 
surveys to the best data sources in their respec
tive countries. 

ISSP modules have covered the following 
topics: (1) Role of Government-1985, 1990, 
1996, 2006,1 (2)Social Support and Networks 
(1986 and 2001), (3) Social Inequality (1987, 
1992, 1999), (4) Gender, Family, and Work 
(1988, 1994, 2002), (5) Work Orientation (1989, 
1997, 2005), (6) Religion (1991, 1998, 2008), 
(7) Environment (1993, 2000), (8) National Iden
tity (1995, 2003), (9) Citizenship (2004). and 
{10) Leisure Time (2007). 

Experiments 
Experimental forms have always been a regu
lar part of the GSS. The GSS has used split 
samples in 1973, 1974, 1976, 1978, 1980 and 
1982-2004. They have been an integral part of 
the GSS's program of methodological research. 
Dozens of experiments have examined differ
ences in question wording, response categories, 
and context (Davis, Smith, and Marsden, 2005). 

Experiments are carried out as part of the 
replicating core, topical modules, and supple
ments. In some years the experiments consist 
of additional questions not regularly appear
ing on the GSS, such as the interracial friend
ships experiments in 1998 and the wording and 
response-order experiments on genetic screen
ing items in 1991 and 1996. Most of the time, 
however, the experiments compare a variant 
wording or order with the standard GSS word
ing and/or order being the control. Examples 

1 ISSP replication modules repeat two-thirds of their 
content from earlier rounds. 
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are the experiments on measuring race and eth
nicity in 1996 and 2000. 

In addition, there have often been exper
iments within topical modules. For exam
ple, experiments were conducted as part of 
the 1986 factorial-vignette study of welfare, 
the occupational-prestige study in 1989, the 
1989 intergroup-relations module with word
ing experiments to test the impact of class 
versus racial references, the 1994 multicul
turalism module with various formulations of 
affirmative action policies, the 1996 mental
health module with 18 different versions of five 
basic vignettes (90 versions in all) to examine 
stigmatization of troubled individuals, the 1996 
gender module, the 1998 factorial vignettes 
on terminal-care decisions, the 2000 health
status and computer-use modules, and the 2002 
vignette studies of the mental health of children 
and physician-patient communications. 

Reinterviews and follow-ups 
GSS respondents have been reinterviewed both 
as part of methodological and substantive stud
ies. The methodological uses have included 
studies of reliability, cognition, and wording 
and context. In 1972, 1973, 1974, and 1978, 
test/retest studies of item stability and relia
bility were conducted (Smith and Stephenson, 
1979; Alwin and .Krosnick, 1989). In 1988, cog
nitive scientists at the University of Chicago 
expanded the normal GSS validation effort and 
added recall questions about the timing and 
content of the initial interview. Reinterview 
reports were then validated against the known 
information on date and content and models of 
memory were developed to explain the discrep
ancies. Telescoping or forward biasing in the 
reporting of past events was documented and 
this was related to the placing of upper limits 
on time estimates and a tendency to round to 
the next lower or complete time period, e.g., 
two weeks, one month (Huttenlocher, Hedges, 
and Bradburn, 1990). 

In 1990, NORC and the University 
Chicago supported a seminar on survey~ 
research methods to study wording and context· 
effects. About a third of the 1989 GSS casos · 
were recontacted by phone. Comparisons wel'o. 
made between standard and variant questions 
across subsamples on the reinterview, between. 
standard questions on the GSS and the reintel'• · 
view, and between standai"d questions on the· 
GSS and variant questions on the reinterviews. 
As in the earlier GSS reinterview studies, a 
notable degree of instability in responses was · 
found (Junn and Nie, 1990; Ramirez, 1990). As 
expected, attitudinal items showed more vari
ation than demographics. The less educated, 
those with no earned income, and older respon· 
dents showed the greatest differences in their 
responses. 

The GSS has also served as a list sample for 
several substantive studies. GSS respondents 
are a representative sample of adults living in 
households and can be used as a list or sample 
frame for a follow-up study. While one must 
naturally adjust for any bias from panel mor
tality, the GSS offers an excellent frame for a 
follow-up study. First of all, since respondent 
names, addresses, and telephone numbers are 
known, GSS respondents are relatively easy to 
recontact. Second, a rich amount of information 
is known about respondents. This information 
can be used in several ways. For unchanging 
attributes like year of birth, income during the 
past year, or nationality, one can link the data 
obtained on the GSS to the follow·up study and 
thereby free up time on the follow-up study. 
Third, one can use any GSS variables to study 
panel mortality and, if necessffi'y, adjust for 
panel mortality bias. 

There have been seven substantive reinter· 
views of GSS respondents. The first in 1987 
contained questions on political tolerance and 
Cloninger's Tridimensional Personality Scale. 
The second reinterview study was the 1990 
National Survey of Functional Health Status. 
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Respondents from the 1989/1990 GSS, plus an 
additional sample of people 65+ from these 
households, were contacted in late 1990 and 
early 1991. In 1994-95, respondents were rein
lerviewed again. In the third reinterview study 
in 1992 respondents to the 1991 GSS were rein
lnrviewed in order to collect information for 
I he ISSP social inequality module and study 
changes in negative life events over time. The 
fm1rth reinterview in 1997 contacted parents 
ul" students in grades 1-8 from the 1996 GSS. 
The fifth on the 1998 GSS did reinterviews 
1111 knowledge about and attitudes towards the 
m\1: of behavioral interventions and social
udnnce treatments in health care. The sixth 
1nlnlerview in 2001 was an extension of the 
~WOO topical module on computers and the 
lllllll'net. The latest reinterview is of employed 
poople on the 2002 GSS. In 2002-2003 they 
1\'tii'O rcinterviewed about work-related, health 
I NIH I OS, 

'J'ho GSS has also served as the source for 
K 11pecial follow-up studies, most involv-

hypernetwork sampling. First, in 1991 a 
· Ul'!l of the employer of respondents and 

llliOS was collected. These employers were 
ted as part of a study of work organiza

lt tho National Organizations Study [NOS) .. 
·Information can be analyzed in its own 

wall as linked back to the attitudes of 
ol GSS respondents. Second, in 1994 
sibling was selected for an interview 

to study social mobility within sibsets. 
1998 and 2000 a sample of respon

ngt•egations was created. In 1998 a 
survey of these congregations was 

2000 there were follow-up surveys 
gregations and of people attend
of these congregations. Fifth, as 

1 NOS, on the 2002 GSS informa
loctod on respondents', employers 

ayers were not covered in 2002). 
the National Voluntary Asso-

contacted groups that 2004 GSS 
to. 

4 Publications by the user 
community 

As of 2005, the GSS was aware of over 
12,000 research uses of the GSS in articles, 
books, dissertations, etc. Most users (82%) 
have been academics with college affiliations. 
Other users include scholars at research cen
ters, foundations, and related organizations 
[12%); government researchers [1 %); and oth
ers and unknown (5%). Among the academics 
sociologists predominate [56%), followed by 
political scientists (15%), law and criminal 
justice researchers [6%), psychologists (5%), 
economists (4%)l physicians and other health 
professionals (5%), statisticians (3%}, business 
management professors (2%), other social sci
entists (e.g. anthropologist~ and geographers) 
(2%), and non-social scientists and miscella
neous (2%). 

Moreover, with the exception of the census 
and its Current Population Survey, the GSS is 
the most frequently usod dataset in the top soci
ology journals.2 As Table 3.2 shows, in the top 
sociology journals the GSS has been used in 145 

Table 3.2 Most frequently used datasets in leading 
sociology journals, 1991-2003 

Census/CPS 160 
GSS 145 
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 43 
Panel Survey of Income Dynamics 36 
National Survey of Families and Households 26 
National Educational Longitudinal Survey 16 
Adolescent Health 14 
High School and Beyond 13 
National Election Studies 13 
Occupational Change in a Generation II 10 

2we used the American Sociological Review, the 
American ]oumal of Sociology, and Social Forces. 
They are the consensus choice as the top general soci
ological journals (Allen, 1990; Kama, 1996; Prosser, 
1984). 
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articles-more often than the total of the next 
five most frequently used datasets combined. 

5 Teaching and other uses 

The GSS is widely used in teaching at 
the undergraduate and graduate levels. About 
250,000 students annually take courses that uti
lize the GSS and nearly 400 college textbooks 
use GSS data. 

The GSS has also been used outside the aca
demic community by the government, media, 
non-profits, and business community. Taking 
the federal government as an example, the GSS 
is regularly used by (1) the Congressional Ref
erence Service of the Library of Congress, (2) 
the Science and Engineming Indicators series 
of NSF, (3) the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice 
Statistics of the Bureau of]ustice Statistics, and 
[ 4) Statistical Abstract of the Ullited States of 
the Bureau of the Census. GSS data have been 
cited in 20 briefs to the US Supreme Court. 

6 Contributions to knowledge 

Because of the wide-ranging content and exten
sive level of usage of the GSS, it is effectively 
impossible to describe all of the results from 
the thousands of publications covering dozens 
of fields. Instead GSS's contributions to basic 
knowledge will be considered regarding (1) how 
key design features of the GSS have promoted 
social-science research, (2) the study of soci
etal change, (3) cross-national research, and (4) 
methodological research. 

6.1 Design features of the GSS and research 

Several key aspects of the GSS study 
design greatly facilitate research opportunities. 
These include: (1) replication, (2) breadth of 
substantive content, (3) extensive and detailed 
demographics, (4) providing a standard of com
parison for other surveys, and (5) depth and 
innovation in the topical modules. 

Replication is the most important 
feature of the GSS. Replication is necessary 
two crucial research goals of the GSS: (1) t 
study of societal change and (2) the study 
subgroups. A sample of GSS research publ 
tions since 1995 shows that 60% of all 
usages make use of the replication feature 
utilizing two or more years of the GSS. 

The GSS core is based on the simple 
ples that (1) the way to measure change is not 
change the measure (Smith, 2005b), and (2) 
optimal design for aggregating cases is a rep!i.' 
eating cross-section. Besides replication within 
the core to study societal change and subgroups,. 
the GSS employs replication in several other. 
ways. 

First, many of the variables used on the GSS ·· 
were adopted from baseline surveys with obser· ; 
vations going back as far as the 1930s and 1940s. 
As a result, hundreds of GSS trends extend back 
before the inception of the GSS in 1972 (Smith, 
1990). 

Second, several topical modules have been 
designed to replicate seminal studies. For 
example, the 1987 module on sociopolitical 
participation replicated key segments of the 
1967 Verba-Nie study of political participation 
(Verba and Nie, 1972); the 1989 occupational 
prestige module updated the NORC prestige 
studies of 1963-1965 (Nakao and Treas, 1994); 
and tho 1996 Mental Health module drew on 
Starr's seminal study from the early 1950s 
(Phelan, et al., 2000). Even when not primarily 
a replication, other modules, such as the mod
ules in 1990 on intergroup relations, in 1991 
on work organizations, in 1994 on multicultur
alism, in 2000 on health functioning, and in 
2002 and 2004 on empathy and altruism, have 
adopted key scales from earlier studies. 

Third, there is a social trends component in 
ISSP. Cross-national modules are periodically 
repeated to measure societal change in a com
parative perspective. 

Finally, experiments have been replicated 
over time. 
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Replication is first and foremost used to 
study societal change. An analysis of recent 
publications (from 1995 on) shows that 39% of 
all research examines trends. Examples of this 
hody of research are presented in the section on 
research findings below. 

Replication is also essential for the paol
i ng of cases to study cultural subgroups and 
understand the great complexity and diversity 
111" American society. For example, the 1972-
~004 GSSs have 973 Jews, 2850 holders of 
Kraduate-level degrees (and 850 with 20+ years 
ol' schooling), 498 French Canadians, 732 reg
IH!nred nurses, and 72 economists. The GSS 
hns been used not only to study all of the 
11111jor social groups (e.g., men and women, 
lllncks and Whites, the employed, etc.), but 
niHo to examine much smaller groups and 
tiOillbinations of groups. The GSS has been 
UMud to focus on and examine an incredi
hly wide range of groups, including: Amer
IOLlll Indians (Hoffman, 1995), art museum 
tHuuw,.,::. (DiMaggio, 1996), engineers and sci

Is (Smith, 2000; Weaver and Trankina, 
), farmers (Drury and Tweeten, 1997), part
workers (Kalleberg, 1995), schoolteachers 
ey, 1997), the self-employed and busi-

owners (Kingston and Fries, 1994), and 
(Feigelman, 1994; Lawrence and Kane, 

), And among the combination of groups 
are Black Catholics (Feigelman, 

and Varacalli, 1991), the divorced 
(Hammond, 1991), older rural resi

erson and Maiden, 1993), and self
women (Greene, 1993; McCrary, 

m·on"'',., in a number of instances sub
pooled into several time periods 

h trend and subgroup analysis was 
fi'or example, among Hispanics (Hunt, 

(Greeley and Rout, 1999; Smith, 
schoolteachers (Walker, 1997). 
key design feature of the GSS is 
ing content. The cumulative 1972-

l-'"'·"""" has 4624 variables and typi-
000 variables appear on each recent 

GSS. As a result, the GSS covers a wide range 
of topics and as the Office of Inspector Gen
eral of NSF has noted, attracts use from "scien
tists in almost every subfield of sociology and 
in numerous other social science disciplines 
(Office of Inspector General, 1994)." 

This allows investigators to test hypotheses 
across a large number of variables rather than 
being restricted to a handful of items. For exam
ple, Davis (2000) looked at trends on B1 items, 
Freese, Powell, and Steelman . (1999) exam
ined birth order differences with 106 variables, 
Smith (2005a) considered ethnic and religious 
differences across 150 variables, and Greeley '-
(1995) utilized 230 variables to study religion, 

A third key design feature is the GSS's rich 
and detailed set of demographics. As discussed 
above, the GSS has backround variables ori 
respondents, spouses, household, and parents, 
and many multiple measures on such variables 
as race/ethnicity, occupation, income, and com
munity type. 

Finally, the GSS serves as a standard for many 
other surveys. It is widely used as a national 
norm for comparison with student, local, state, 
international, and special samples. 

6.2 Societal change 

The GSS is the single best source of trends in 
social attitudes available. The 1972-2004 GSSs 
have time trends of over 1400 variables with 
hundreds spanning 30+ years. As Nie, Junn, 
and Stehlik (1996) have noted, the GSS "is the 
only continuous monitoring of a comprehen
sive set of non-economic attitudes, orientations, 
and behaviors in the United States today." Or 
as Morin (1998) characterized it, the GSS is 
"the nation's single most important barometer 
of social trends." 

Many general studies of societal change have 
been carried out. DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson 
found little support for the simple, attitude 
polarization hypothesis. Most scales and items 

i 
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did not become more polarized under sev
eral definitions, but some important, but iso
lated, examples did emerge (DiMaggio, Evans, 
and Byson, 1996; DiMaggio and Bryson, forth
coming). Likewise, Hochschild (1995) found 
convergence regarding the "American Dream" 
across race and class lines. Smith (1994; 1997) 
and Davis (1995; 2000) found that most soci
etal change in attitudes is (1) slow, steady, and 
cumulative, and (2) that most societal change 
is explained (in decreasing order of impor
tance} by (a) cohort-education turnover mod
els, (b) episodic shocks (e.g., wars and political 
scandals), and (c) structural changes in back
ground variables. 

Many studies of change within particular top
ics have also been conducted. One of the top 
areas is social capital. Putnam and others {2000; 
Crawford and Levitt, 1998) have argued that 
social capital is eroding and this is seriously 
undermining the smooth operation of the polit
ical system and society in general. Ladd (1996; 
1999) counters that the change is both exagger
ated and is not so much a decline, but a recon
figuration of civil society. Similarly, Paxton 
(1999) finds a mixed pattern of change with a 
decline in individual trust, no general decline 
in trust in institutions, and no decline in vol
untm·y associations. 

Intergroup relations is another major area of 
analyzing trends. Research indicates that inter
group relations are multidimensional and mul
tiple indicators are needed to track attitudes 
towards many different aspects (e.g., target 
groups, principles, policies, role of govern
ment, etc.). Schuman and colleagues (Schuman 
and Krysan, 1999; Schuman, Steeb,- Bobo, and 
Krysan, 1997) have demonstrated that trends 
have proceeded at very different rates, with 
quick and large-scale shifts towards the prin
ciple of racial equality at one extreme to little 
or no gain in support for concrete measures to 
ensure equal treatment at the other end. 

Societal changes in family values have also 
been frequently examined and show a mas-

sive shift from traditional to modern 
and practices. Smith (1999) showed that 
family values have become less traditional 
that the changes in family values were 
assisted by changes in family structure and 
turn facilitated the shift in the 
of households. Popenoe and Whitehead (1 
focused on the declining centrality of uuu.~"·u6, ... , 
over the last generation. Alwin (1996) 
how the coresidence preferences of families 
changed both across time and across cohorts. 
Straus and Mathur (1996) found that support 
for both spanking and obedience in children 
declined. Brewster and Padavic (1998), · 
and Panigrahi (1995), and Rindfuss, Brewster, 
and Kavee (1996) isolated gender interaction· 
aiid cohort effects as the top causes of shifts in 
gender role attitudes. 

Of course the GSS also covers trends in scores 
of other areas. For example, Davis and Robinson 
(1998) showed a notable shift in the class iden
tities of married couples with both husbands 
and wives increasingly using the wives' char
acteristics in assessing their own class iden
tity. Hunt (1999) indicated that the Hispanics 
have become less Catholic both across time 
and across immigrant generations. Since Occu
pational Change in a Generation II in 1973, 
the GSS has been the main source of data on 
changes in intergenerational mobility. As Mare 
(1992) noted, "Except for the NORC General 
Social Survey (GSS), we have no standard vehi
cle for monitoring the process of social strat
ification ... " Recent examinations of the trends 
in mobility include Davis (1994), Hauser (1998) 
and Hout (1997). 

6.3 Cross-national 

With 19 completed and released modules and 
2335 usages, ISSP has produced a body of 
research that has been almost as wide-ranging 
and difficult to summarize· as the GSS in 
general. (For the latest ISSP bibliography see 
www. issp. or g) 
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As a single example of the cross-national 
uses, consider the 1995-96 and 2003-2004 
national identity modules. They have been 
used to examine the shifting role of the nation 
state as its position has been changed both 
from above by regional and international orga
nizations (e.g., EU, NAFTA, UN, WTO) and 
from below by movements for autonomy and 
local self-government, and to determine the cul
tural identity and distinctiveness of individual 
countries (e.g., Hjerm, 1998; 2004; Jones, 2001; 
McCrone and Surridge, 1998; Peters, 2002). For 
11xamplc, Smith and Jarkko (1998) and Smith 
und Kim (2006) showed that national pride 
I tl ten domains was determined by a com
bination of objective conditions and a pea
pin's understanding of their history. They also 
11howed that national pride was uniformly 
lower among ethnic, racial, religious, linguistic, 
nnd regional minorities and that national pride 
huM declined across birth cohorts in almost all 
IJIHmtries. 

Methodological research 

GSS gives the highest priority to maintain
data quality and minimizing measurement 
, In part this has been carried ant by the 

ofrigorous design and execution stan-
(e.g., full-probability sampling, pretesting 

> onroful item development, maintaining a 
spouse rate, data validation, data clean· 

• · c.). In addition, this has been achieved 
ylng out one of the most extensive pro

·,, of methodological research in survey 
The project has 105 GSS Method

. Reports that use both experimental 
perimental designs to study virtu

:, aspects of total survey error (Davis, 
Marsden, 2005). Among the topics 
: (1) the reliability and validity of 

reports; (2) test/retest reliability; (3) 
comparability; (4) sensitive top

llrl •. n<>T"»r•n effects; (6) education/age
lions; (7) nonresponse bias, (8) 

the measurement of race and ethnicity; (9) con
text effects; (10) question wording; (11) scale 
construction; (12) item nonresponse, and (12) 
cross-national comparisons. 

7 Summary 

The GSS has aptly peen described as a "national 
resource" (Firebaugh, 1997; Working Group 
on Large-Scale Data Needs in Luce, Smelser, 
and Gerstein, 1969), as a "core database" in 
both sociology and political science (Campbell, 
2001; Kasse, 2001), as a "public utility for the 
community at large" (Office of Inspector Gen
eral, 1994), as having "revolutionized the study 
of social change" (ICPSR, 1997), and as "a major 
source of data on social and political issues and 
their changes over time" (AAPOR Innovators 
Award, 2000). 

In order to serve the social-science 
community, the GSS draws heavily upon that 
community of scholars in the selection and 
development of modules and items. Between 
the Board and developmental committees 
hun_dreds of researchers have participated 
in the design of GSS components. Then the 
GSS provides quick, equal, and easy access to 
the data which in turn leads to widespread 
utilization of the data by thousands of social 
scientists and hundreds of thousands of their 
students. It is not only widely used in the 
United States, but especially through ISSP it is 
used by scholars around the world. The known 
GSS research usages number over 12,000. 
Usage has been especially strong in the top 
sociology journals where only data collected 
by the Bureau of the Census are used more 
frequently than the GSS. 

In sum, the GSS produces top-quality, repre
sentative data for the United States and, through 
ISSP, in many other countries on topics of fun
damental importance to the social sciences, is 
extremely widely used in both teaching and 
research, and has considerably expanded the 
knowledge base in the social sciences in a very 
cost-effective manner. 
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