Sociology 202 – Fall 2005
Lab 5:  Choosing a Term Paper Topic.
OBJECTIVE:

The object of this lab is to select a topic for your term paper, as well as at least one alternative topic.  We’ll be using the GSS, as we’ve done in previous labs, but talk to your TA or Dr. Martin if you are interested in using another dataset.
STEP 1: Choose an outcome variable.

· Return to the SDA Archive (http://sda.berkeley.edu:7502/archive.htm).  Click on the “GSS Cumulative Datafile 1972-2004 – Full Analysis” link.

· Click on the “Open Extra Codebook Window” button and the “Standard Codebook” link.

· Use the various indexes (Sequential, Alphabetical, Variable Groups) to find variables of interest to you.  If you would like, you may select a group of related variables that you turn into a scale later.  For example, if you are interested in attitudes towards abortion, you might want to create a scale from the abhlth, abrape, absingle, and abany variables.
· When you find a variable (or variables) that is a potential for your term paper, check to see what years the question was asked.  Select the “Frequencies or Crosstabulation” option on the “Survey Documentation and Analysis” screen.  Enter the name of your variable in the “Row” field and “year” in the “Column” field.  Click “Run the Table.”  The table will show all of the years the question was asked.  This may be important if you want to use current data or to analyze trends over time.

STEP 2: Choose an explanatory variable.

· Once you’ve chosen an outcome variable, think about how you would like to analyze it.  Would you like to do a trend over time?  If so, your explanatory variable is year.  Would you like to compare the positions taken by various groups?  Then race or sex or educ might be your explanatory variable.  There are many possibilities.  Browse the variable lists again to find appropriate variables.
· When you find a variable that seems appropriate, check to see that the question was asked in the same year(s) as your outcome variable (see instructions in step 1).  If not, keep looking.

· If you want, you may select an additional explanatory variable as a control.  For example, if you want to examine trends in attitudes towards abortion over time, year would be the appropriate explanatory variable, but you might also want to see how those trends have differed for men and women.  In this case, sex would be your control variable.

STEP 3:  Select a filter (optional).

· You may wish to select a variable as a filter.  This would be the case if you want to limit your analysis to people within a certain age group, time period, cohort, race, sex, or educational level.
· Again, check to make sure the filter variable is available in the appropriate year(s).

STEP 4:  Check your sample size.

· Small sample sizes increase the chance that you’ll get an inappropriate result from your analysis, so check to see if that is likely to be a problem.  Look at the frequency of your explanatory variable including any filters that you want to use.  If there are at least 100 people in each category of the explanatory variable, then you should be in good shape.  If there are fewer, talk to your TA.

STEP 5:  Do it all again.

· Repeat Steps 1-4 with a completely different set of variables.  This will give you a back up plan in case your first idea doesn’t work out.
WHAT TO TURN IN:


1.)  A sentence or two outlining the project.


2.)  A description of the outcome variable or variables, with clear explanations of how those variables appear in the GSS, the concepts they represent, and how they will be operationalized.


3.)  A description of the explanatory variable or variables, with clear explanations of how those variables appear in the GSS, the concepts they represent, and how they will be operationalized.


4.)  A description of any variables for alternative explanations, statistical controls, or filters. (For example, what groups/ages/years are in the study, and what groups will be left out?)


5 – 8.)  Repeat of steps 1 – 4 , this time for a different project.  It is important to have a detailed emergency backup project, in case your first planned project does not work out for any reason.

Need help coming up with ideas?  See the next few pages for some possibilities.

Immigration
· Are immigrants are more likely to be self-employed than non-immigrants?

· Do immigrants earn less than non-immigrants?

· Do female immigrants earn less than male immigrants?

· Do immigrant families earn less than non-immigrant families? 

· Do immigrant families have more children than non-immigrant families? 

Gender, work and family

· Do men and women share opinions about the fairness of the household division of labor?

· Have husbands and wives’ shares of housework become more equal over time?

· Do wives who have full-time jobs spend less time on housework than women who are not employed or employed part-time? 

· Are husbands and wives’ relative incomes related to their time spent on housework?

· Do husbands and wives’ perceptions of fairness of the division of housework affect their time spent on household chores? 

· Is there a relationship between marital happiness and employment?  Do couples in which both spouses are employed report having a happier marriage?  Is the relationship the same for women and men?

· Do women’s work statuses depend on the number of children in the family?

Family attitudes

· What are trends and gender differences in attitudes toward cohabitation? 

· Do men and women have the same attitudes towards premarital sex? How about men and women in different cohorts?  

· Have Americans’ attitudes toward homosexuality become more tolerant over the past three decades?

· Do husbands and wives’ perceptions of the fairness of the division of household affect their happiness with their marriage?

Public opinion

· Is there a gender difference in attitudes towards women’s rights?

· Is there a gender difference in attitudes toward women’s political participation? 

· Have Americans’ attitudes towards abortion changed over time? 

· What kind of people are more likely to discriminate against people with AIDS?

Work
· Do women’s work statuses depend on whether their mothers or their spouses’ mothers were employed?

· Is the relationship between education and employment the same for women and men?

· Is the relationship between education and employment the same across racial groups?

· Is the relationship between education and income the same for women and men?

· Is the relationship between education and income the same across racial groups?

· Is there a difference in job satisfaction and financial satisfaction between men and women and/or across racial groups?

Education
· Does a respondent’s educational attainment depend on their parents’ educational attainments?

· Does educational attainment differ between men and women or across racial groups?

· Is there a relationship between educational attainment and hours spent watching TV?

· Is there a relationship between educational attainment and political affiliation?  

· Is there a relationship between educational attainment and religious affiliation?

Health
· Is there a relationship between perceived health and marital status?  Is this relationship the same for men and women and across racial groups or age groups?

· Is there a difference in the prevalence of certain health behaviors between men and women and/or across racial groups?

· What is the relationship between perceived health and the occurrence of certain health behaviors?  Does this relationship differ across racial groups or by gender?

· How does income influence health behaviors, perceived health, and perceived happiness?

· How does educational attainment influence health behaviors, perceived health, and perceived happiness?

· Do married couples report more perceived health or happiness than single people?

· Has public opinion toward physicians remained stable or shifted? 

· How is the shift of people’s attitudes towards physicians related to their access to health insurance and their health status? 

Neighborhoods and Violence
· Does neighborhood quality differ across racial groups or income levels?

· Does neighborhood quality influence health behaviors and perceived health?

· Does exposure to violence differ across racial groups, income levels, or by gender?

· Does exposure to violence influence the likelihood of being arrested?  Is there a difference across racial groups, income categories, or by gender?

· Does neighborhood quality influence the likelihood of being arrested?  Is there a difference across racial groups, income categories, or by gender?
For those who have trouble getting started, here are some GSS variables that might be useful:
Demographic and social characteristics:

Year  of interview

Degree  (respondent’s highest degree)

Sex  (respondent’s sex)

Race  (respondent’s race)

Age (respondent’s age)

Income98  (family income – very difficult to work with)

rincom98  (respondent income – very difficult to work with)

relig  Religious self-identification

Health  (condition of health)

Hlthplan (access to health insurance)

Wrkstat work status

Spwrksta  spouse’s work status

Marital   (marital status)

Childs  (number of children ever born)

Attitude variables

Premarsx  attitudes toward premarital sex

Hapmar (happiness of marriage)

Homosex attitudes toward homosexuality

Fairhwrk (perceived fairness on housework)

Cohabfst (attitudes toward cohabitation before marriage)

Conmedic (confidence in physicians)

Abany (women can have abortion for any reason)

Ablegal (abortion should be legal)

Abnomore (women can have abortion if she don’t want children)

Fepol (women are not suited for politics)

Feploy (men or women are better suited for politics)
Feimp (importance of women’s rights issues to r)

Fecare (concerned about women’s right issues)

Aidssch (prohibit AIDS students to attend public schools)

Aidsids (require AIDs victims to wear tags) 

Household division of labor

Laundry1 (doing laundry)

Repairs1 (does small repairs)

Caresik1 (care for silk)

Shop1 (shop for groceries)

Clean1 (cleaning)

Cooking1 (prepare for meals)

Rhhwork (hours a week does r spend on housework)

Sphhwork (hours a week does spouse spend on housework)

Hhwkfair (Sharing of housework between r and spouse)

Hhwkdis (How often r and spouse disagree sharing of housework)
Some other GSS Variables

Hapmar Happy with marriage

Padeg Father’s highest degree

Madeg Mother’s highest degree

Mawork Mother’s work status after marriage
Mawrkgrow Mother’s work status growing up

Satjob Satisfaction with job

Satfin Satisfaction with financial situation

Tvhours Hours spent watching TV

Sathealt Satisfaction with health

Health Perceived health

Happy Perceived happiness

Drink Occurrence of drinking

Drunk Getting drunk

Smokecig Smoking cigarettes

Cigweek Cigarettes per week

Evsmoke Ever smoked regularly

Fear Afraid in neighborhood

Fearhome Afraid in home

Burglr Burglarized

Robbry Robbed

Owngun Own a gun

Hit Been Hit

Gun Threatened with a gun

Arrest Been Arrested

The 2004 GSS data that have just been released have some interesting additions you might explore.  There are modules on social networks, information society, altruism, work environment, immigration, guns, religions, alcohol, national identity, and citizenship.  These include some new variables that could be very interesting to study.  You’d have to pay close attention to sample sizes, though.  These modules are found in the “Variable Groups” index.

