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Using Other Peoples’ Data

This happens A LOT to SOME PEOPLE in SOME FIELDS

Advisor says “go get Roper Poll from 1996 on death penalty”

Student goes looking, finds a “fixed field” text file with numbers like:

121343626144511165611
121452562362235234225
121533425773733267839
121674574325332114571
121774673215678768686

Student needs a magical decoder ring

I Definition of information in each column
I Codebook that explains what the columns mean
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No Commonly Accepted Format Exists

Even after “all this time”

There is still no “mandatory” data storage format that will always be accepted

Efforts to create generic, commonly accepted formats have been resisted by
commercial software developers

Consumers are generally “oblivious” until it is too late to escape

Hence, anybody can use anything and expect other people to learn to use it

Expect lots of jargon about “metadata,”“compressed storage,” and so forth
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Some Examples We Encounter Regularly

American National Election Study (ANES)

General Social Survey (GSS)

American Social Capital Community
Benchmark Survey

Survey of Income Program Participation
(SIPP)

National Longitudinal Survey

Sections are “open”, “public”, unrestricted
Some material closely held.

DOE projects: NLTS (National
Longitudinal Transition Study)

DOD projects: Surveys in Afghanistan,
Iraq, etc

“Secret” Confidential data that is very closely
guarded
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Web Access For“Taste Testing”

http://sda.berkeley.edu “SDA: Survey Documentation and Analysis”
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SDA (cont.)

Several large general purpose datasets have been put into an SDA format for
interactive exploration.

Probably not sufficient to do a whole project, but sufficient to explore and
decide if you really want to use this data.
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