Sociology 202

Lab 1:  Working with variables in the General Social Survey (GSS)

OBJECTIVE:

In this lab exercise you will learn how to make a preliminary analysis of a survey.  You will study variables found in the GSS that can be used to measure political views, attitudes toward abortion, and year.

SCENARIO:

Imagine you are an investigative reporter assigned to write about how social attitudes on important political topics have become more polarized over time.  It certainly seems like social attitudes are becoming more polarized, but you would like to find some confirming evidence.  You turn to the General Social Survey (GSS), a study that has been put out every year or two since 1972, to look for evidence that attitudes toward abortion are increasingly polarized.
HYPOTHESES:

I.)  Americans on the political left and on the political right are different from each other in their attitudes toward abortion.

II.)  Today, Americans on the political left and on the political right are more different from each other in their attitudes toward abortion than they were two decades ago.


WHAT TO TURN IN:

In a separate document, you will answer each numbered question in one or more full sentences.  (Use full sentences even if the answer is a number.  Writing complete sentences is good practice, and it makes it much easier for you to use your lab notes for future analyses.)

Sections starting with a capital letter are simply instructions, and do not require a written response.

PART 1:  POLITICAL VIEWS
A.)  Go to the website for the Survey Documentation and Analysis Archive (SDA Archive) at

http://sda.berkeley.edu:7502/
· click on “SDA ARCHIVE”

B.)  The SDA archive has data sets on elections, racial issues, health, and other topics.  For this assignment, we will use the General Social Survey, or GSS.

· click on “GSS CUMULATIVE DATAFILE 1972-2002”, then “START”
C.)  Study the codebook before you make any tables.  
· Click on the button for a separate codebook window, then figure out how to shift back and forth from the codebook to the tabulation window.  
· In the codebook window click on “STANDARD CODEBOOK”, then “SEQUENTIAL VARIABLE LIST”

D.)  Find the variable “POLVIEWS” in the codebook, under the header for “VOTING PATTERNS”.  

1.)   Write the exact wording of the question for this variable.
2.)   What are the possible meaningful (valid) answers a respondent could give?

3.)   What score is assigned to each meaningful answer?

In addition to meaningful answers, there will always be some invalid answers that are generally dropped from the analysis.  Sometimes respondents will not answer, presumably because they don’t know (DK).  Sometimes the answer is simply not available (NA) for that respondent.  Cases with “no data” occur when the variable is not part of the survey for all or part of a given survey year.  For example, POLVIEWS was not asked in 1972 or 1973.
4.)  What are the scores for answers that indicate DK or NA?

5.)  What percent of all responses were DK or NA?

6.)  Think of yourself first as an interviewer, then as a respondent.   Come up with two or more reasons that political views might be DK or NA for a given respondent.
E.)  Leave the codebook window open and switch to the window for GSS CUMULATIVE DATAFILE 1972-2002
· click on “FREQUENCIES OR CROSSTABULATION”, then “START”.  This will bring up a window for the SDA TABLES PROGRAM.
F.)  First we identify the variable for our univariate analysis.  Type the following in the window for ROW:


polviews
G.)  Next, let’s set the selection filters.  We only want to look at recent data, so type the following in the window for SELECTION FILTERS
year(1998-2002) 
H.)  Click the button for RUN THE TABLE and answer the following questions.

7.)  What is the frequency (number) of persons with SLIGHTLY LIBERAL views?

8.)  What is the relative frequency of persons with SLIGHTLY LIBERAL views, as a percent of all valid answers in 1998-2002?

9.)  What is the most common response category, and what is the relative frequency as a percent of all valid answers in 1998-2002?

10.)  Note that the “DK” and “NA” responses have been dropped from the table.  Do you think it will distort the results if you ignore the DK and NA answers?  (No definite right answer here, but answer this one carefully. Discuss how often data on this variable are missing, whether missing data might be more likely to come from one category than another, and the possible direction in which this sample measure might be in error because we dropped the missing cases.)
PART 2:  ATTITUDES TOWARD ABORTION
I.)  Bring the codebook window to the front.  Find the variable “ABSINGLE” in the codebook, under the header for “CONTROVERSIAL SOCIAL ISSUES”.  

11.)   Write the exact wording of the question for this variable.

12.)   What are the possible meaningful (valid) answers a respondent could give?

13.)   What score is assigned to each meaningful answer?

14.)  What are the scores for answers that indicate DK or NA?

15.)  What percent of all responses were DK or NA?

16.)  Think of yourself first as an interviewer, then as a respondent.   Come up with two or more reasons that attitudes toward abortion might be DK or NA for a given respondent.

J.)  Leave the codebook window open and switch to the window for GSS CUMULATIVE DATAFILE 1972-2002

· click on “FREQUENCIES OR CROSSTABULATION”, then “START”.  This will bring up a window for the SDA TABLES PROGRAM.

K.)  First we identify the variable for our univariate analysis.  Type the following in the window for ROW:


absingle

and type the following in the window for SELECTION FILTERS

year(1998-2002) 
L.)  Click the button for RUN THE TABLE and answer the following questions.

17.)  What is the frequency (number) of persons who support abortion under the given circumstances?

18.)  What is the relative frequency of persons who support abortion under the given circumstances, as a percent of all valid answers in 1998-2002?

19.)  Does this result seem to make sense, given your general perception of American social attitudes? 

20.)  Note that the “DK” and “NA” responses have been dropped from the table.  Do you think it will distort the results if you ignore the DK and NA answers?  (Again, no definite right answer here, but answer this one carefully. Discuss how often data on this variable are missing, whether missing data might be more likely to come from one category than another, and the possible direction in which this sample measure might be in error because we dropped the missing cases.)

PART 3:  SIMPLE BIVARIATE ANALYSIS
M.)  Return to the window for FREQUENCIES OR CROSSTABULATION, and type the following in the window for ROW:


absingle

type the following in the window for COLUMN:

polviews

and type the following in the window for SELECTION FILTERS

year(1998-2002) 
N.)  Click the button for RUN THE TABLE 
21.)  What is the fre quency (number) of persons who are SLIGHTLY LIBERAL?

22.)  What is the fre quency (number) of persons who are SLIGHTLY LIBERAL, and who support abortion under the given circumstances?

23.)  What is the relative frequency of persons who support abortion under the given circumstances, as a percent of respondents who are SLIGHTLY LIBERAL in 1998-2002?

24.)  Repeat question 23 for the samples of people who are EXTREMELY LIBERAL, SLIGHLTLY LIBERAL, SLIGHTLY CONSERVATIVE, and EXTREMELY CONSERVATIVE.
25.)  Write a paragraph or so to explain clearly whether your data support the first hypothesis:  I.)  Americans on the political left and on the political right are different from each other in their attitudes toward abortion.

26.)  Does this result seem to make sense, given your general perception of American social attitudes? 

27.)  Use your results to critique the following statement:  “You can predict a person’s attitude toward abortion if you know his or her overall political views.”  Is this true in an absolute sense?  In a probabilistic sense?
PART 4:  COMPARISON WITH TWO DECADES AGO: IS THERE INCREASING POLARIZATION OF ATTITUDES TOWARD ABORTION?
O.)  Return to the window for FREQUENCIES OR CROSSTABULATION, and type the following in the window for ROW:


absingle

type the following in the window for COLUMN:


polviews

and type the following in the window for SELECTION FILTERS (note the different years!)

year(1978-1982) 
P.)  Click the button for RUN THE TABLE 

28.)  What is the fre quency (number) of persons who are SLIGHTLY LIBERAL?

29.)  What is the fre quency (number) of persons who are SLIGHTLY LIBERAL, and who support abortion under the given circumstances?

30.)  What is the relative frequency of persons who support abortion under the given circumstances, as a percent of respondents who are SLIGHTLY LIBERAL in 1978-1982?

31.)  Repeat question 30 for the samples of people who are EXTREMELY LIBERAL, SLIGHLTLY LIBERAL, SLIGHTLY CONSERVATIVE, and EXTREMELY CONSERVATIVE.
32.)  Write a paragraph or so to explain clearly whether your data support the second hypothesis:

II.)  Today, Americans on the political left and on the political right are more different from each other in their attitudes toward abortion than they were two decades ago.

PART 5:  ALWAYS CHECK YOUR RESULTS
Your results may appear convincing at first glance, but there is always the possibility that some quirk of the variables or the surveys is producing spurious results.   For part 5, choose one of the following three approaches to do a double-check of your results.
First possible check:
Q1.)  Return to the window for FREQUENCIES OR CROSSTABULATION.   Instead of using 
absingle
for the row variable, choose a different question about abortion from the codebook.

As in steps 3 and 4, use polviews in the window for COLUMN, and use SELECTION FILTERS for 1998-2002 and 1978-1982.
P1.)  Click the button for RUN THE TABLE 

33 (version 1).   Write a paragraph or so to explain clearly whether your double-checked data support the first and second hypothesis.
Second possible check:
Q2.)  Return to the window for FREQUENCIES OR CROSSTABULATION.   Instead of using 
polviews
for the COLUMN variable, use the variable PARTYID.

As in steps 3 and 4, use ABSINGLE in the window for ROW, and use SELECTION FILTERS for 1998-2002 and 1978-1982.

P2.)  Click the button for RUN THE TABLE 

33 (version 2).  Write a paragraph or so to explain clearly whether your double-checked data support the first and second hypothesis.

Third possible check:
Q3.)  Return to the window for FREQUENCIES OR CROSSTABULATION.   Instead of using SELECTION FILTERS for 1998-2002 and 1978-1982, use filters for 1994-1996 and 1974-1976.

As in steps 3 and 4, use ABSINGLE in the window for ROW, and use polviews in the window for COLUMN.

P3.)  Click the button for RUN THE TABLE 

33 (version 3).  Write a paragraph or so to explain clearly whether your double-checked data support the first and second hypothesis.

34.)  Compare your results with results from another lab group that tried a different double-check.  Explain whether their results also support the first and second hypothesis.
