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Abstract

In the five decades since its inception in 1971, the General Social Sur-
vey (GSS) project has prospectively recorded the current characteristics,
backgrounds, behaviors, and attitudes of representative cross sections of
American adults covering more than two generations and more than a cen-
tury of birth cohorts. A foundational resource for contemporary social sci-
ence, the data it produces and disseminates enable social scientists to develop
broad and deep understandings into the changing fabric of US society, and
aid legions of instructors and students in teaching and learning. It facilitates
internationally comparative survey research and places the United States in
the context of other societies through the International Social Survey Pro-
gram, which it cofounded. This article first recounts the GSS’s origins, de-
sign, and development. It then surveys contributions based on GSS data to
studies of stratification and inequality, religion, sociopolitical trends, inter-
group relations, social capital and social networks, health and well-being,
culture, and methodology.
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OVERVIEW

Conceived in 1971, the General Social Survey (GSS) project completes its fiftieth year in 2020. It
is among the most widely used databases in contemporary social science. The data it collects, aug-
ments, and disseminates enable social scientists to trace and dissect over-time trends that reveal
the changing fabric of US society, and to compare the United States with numerous other soci-
eties. It is also employed extensively by instructors and students for teaching and learning. This
review first recounts the GSS’s initial development, subsequent elaboration, and design. There-
after it selectively surveys cross-sectional, trend, and comparative studies based on GSS data, as
well as some important methodological contributions resting on them. These fall within numer-
ous fields of sociological interest, including inequality, religion and religiosity, social and political
orientations, intergroup relations, social capital and social networks, health and well-being, and
culture.

ORIGINS, OBJECTIVES, AND DESIGN

GSS founder James A.Davis’s proposal to theNational Science Foundation (“Twenty-SomeQues-
tions: A National Data Program for Sociology”) led to the first (1972) GSS. Writing when data
were scarce and closely held,Davis stressed widespread and timely dissemination of a modest body
of high-quality survey data to facilitate research, replication, and teaching. He argued for mea-
suring 25 background characteristics (e.g., education, race, marital status) and 9 attitude/opinion
items (on, e.g., race relations, happiness, and interpersonal trust), advocating that measurements
come from prior national surveys so that trends could be assessed immediately. He proposed that
they be included in an ongoing national survey also covering other topics. Early GSSs included
many more items than those 34, and by 1977 the GSS became a stand-alone survey.

Aspirations Davis articulated—to monitor trends and widely distribute data—remain among
the GSS’s primary objectives. Success in dissemination depends on engaging the interest and
initiative of practicing social scientists; the review below demonstrates that this has been amply
forthcoming.

To pursue these goals, the GSS follows a repeated cross-sectional design, optimal for assess-
ing aggregate over-time change in a population. Each GSS round draws a fresh representative
sample of noninstitutionalized US adults; in-person interviews (including some self-administered
segments) are its preferred data collection mode. Only English-speaking Americans were repre-
sented until 2006, when Spanish speakers were added. Conducted almost annually until 1993 and
biennially (with larger samples) since 1994, it tracks trends by replicating the wording of a “core”
set of items verbatim over time. Pooling data across adjacent-in-time cross sections yields appre-
ciably sized samples of proportionately small groups (e.g., Asian Americans, sexual minorities);
several such samples can be compared across periods to assess subgroup trends.

To augment this design, in 1977 the project added single-occasion topicalmodules that examine
new subjects (e.g., social networks) or investigate existing ones (e.g., race relations) in greater
depth. These introduce innovation alongside the continuity provided by the repeated core items,
leading to significant cross-sectional studies. Many items subsequently added to the replicating
core first appeared within topical modules.

Following early-1980s bilateral German-American collaboration, theGSS—together with sev-
eral overseas survey organizations—established the International Social Survey Program (ISSP).
ISSP annually develops a collaboratively designed module (about, e.g., social inequality or the en-
vironment) administered since 1985 in the GSS and similar surveys elsewhere. This added a third
aim to the project: placing the United States in the context of other societies via comparative
survey research.
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Additionally, the GSS regularly conducts survey experiments addressing both substantive and
methodological questions. Between 2006 and 2014, it incorporated a panel component that rein-
terviewed respondents two and four years after they were first sampled. Several auxiliary studies
of groups linked to GSS respondents—including work establishments (Kalleberg et al. 1996) and
religious congregations (Chaves 2004)—branch out of the GSS.

Among the GSS’s most valuable assets is the range of attitude and behavior data it collects,
together with its wide and deep body of background information; it obtains extensive descrip-
tions of the current social positions and social origins of its respondents, and of spouses/partners
for those who are married/cohabiting. Increasingly it links respondent-provided survey data with
other individual- and contextual-level (e.g., residential area) information from sources like voter
registration records and the US Census. Many paradata documenting the data collection process
are available. The GSS takes great care to ensure the over-time comparability of measures for
trend analyses. It assigns high priority to survey quality, maintaining response rates far above the
survey industry standard, closely monitoring field efforts, and implementing numerous quality-
control measures.

OVERVIEWS OF GSS-BASED RESEARCH

A vast research literature rests on GSS data. As of August 2019, the GSS project had confirmed
more than 32,000 usages, including about 14,000 journal articles and 7,500 books. About half of
these are in sociology, with most of the remainder distributed across other social sciences, in-
cluding multidisciplinary fields like education, law, and public health. Hence, our review must be
highly selective. We chose to emphasize works that are sociological, examine trends, are widely
cited, and/or are recent. Space limitations preclude us from reviewing all of this sizable body of
material; in most areas we can only highlight selections from it. We discuss only works based on
GSS data, neglecting many important works about the subjects covered here that rest on other
sources.

Multitopic Trend Studies

Several studies assess trends in numerous GSS measures to generalize about directions of US
opinion change. Combining GSS with other data dating from the late 1930s, Smith (1990b)
found that liberally-oriented changes—especially regarding equal rights and individual choice—
predominated. Exceptions included conservative trends on crime, spending/taxation, and social
welfare. Many liberal trends moderated or reversed in the 1970s. Davis (1992) reported similar
findings for 42 GSS series spanning 1972–1989, asserting that the 1980s saw a “liberal rebound,”
and later (Davis 2013) extended this conclusion through 2010. Fischer & Hout (2006), too, con-
cluded that liberalization was more common.

Hout (2020) recently examined 276 GSS items, almost all of which exhibit some change over
all or part of the 1972–2018 time span. We discuss many of these in more depth below; among
the largest are declines in newspaper reading, racial intolerance, disapproval of homosexuality,
and opposition to legalized marijuana. Change was rarely uniform in either direction or pace, but
more often toward liberal than conservative positions.

Many items tracked by the GSS are not readily arrayed along a conservative-liberal continuum.
Studies collected by Marsden (2012) examine trends in numerous orientations and behaviors, in-
cluding sociopolitical attitudes as well as informal socializing, institutional confidence, religiosity,
subjective well-being, and verbal achievement.

Generally speaking, analyses of the GSS reveal most social change to be gradual rather
than abrupt. Cohort turnover—the replacement of earlier-born, usually older, persons by more

www.annualreviews.org • Tracking US Social Change: The GSS at Fifty 111
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recently-born younger ones (Firebaugh 1989)—contributes notably to many trends. Davis (2013)
suggested that liberalizing tendencies linked to cohort replacement have slowed, largely because
cohort-related increases in education became smaller. The competing process of intracohort,
within-person change—due to aging and period differences combined—can counter cohort re-
placement, dampening the overall pace of change. Job satisfaction, for example, remains largely
level overall: Falls due to cohort replacement are balanced by intracohort increases (Firebaugh &
Harley 1995). The two processes may reinforce one another, however, leading to relatively rapid
change at the population level; examples include orientations toward homosexuality (Baunach
2011) and views about legalizing marijuana (Felson et al. 2019).

Polarization

Beyond the general direction of attitude trends is the question of whether groups of Americans
are increasingly separated from and in contention with one another. DiMaggio et al. (1996) exam-
ine this using 1974–1994 GSS data on social issues, defining polarization multidimensionally to
include rising variability and bimodality in orientations, and increased between-group differences
in average attitudes. They report little evidence of polarization, exceptions being abortion rights
and differences between Democratic and Republican identifiers. Evans’s (2003) replication over
a longer time period yielded further signs of polarization—around issues of both sexual moral-
ity and abortion rights—and more widespread evidence of widening partisan differences (see also
Manza et al. 2012). Bolzendahl & Brooks (2005) report similar findings about growing differ-
ences by religious affiliation in attitudes about premarital sex and abortion rights. Fischer &Hout
(2006) outline a diffusion model for attitude change, under which innovator (e.g., younger, more
educated, or urban) groups lead the adoption of new views (on, e.g., gender role attitudes), but
intergroup differences subsequently shrink as a consensus is reached. This process need not be
one-directional, as contention over abortion rights illustrates.

Miller & Hoffmann (1999) suggest that separation may be based more on identities than par-
ticular issues, showing that between 1975 and 1996 adherents of conservative religious groups
increasingly labeled themselves as political conservatives. Chaves (2017) reports a growing asso-
ciation between church attendance and political, social, and religious conservatism through 2014.
Manza et al. (2012) document a rising tendency for self-labeled conservatives to identify as Re-
publicans, together with widening differences between parties on certain social issues. The review
below identifies additional instances of polarization, especially by political affiliation.

Most research based on the GSS focuses on particular substantive domains. In what follows,
we selectively call attention to contributions in several fields of central interest within sociology.
We amplify some points using tabulations we obtained via the online analysis tools in https://
sda.berkeley.edu, one of many sites that disseminate GSS data (among other widely used social
science databases).

STRATIFICATION AND INEQUALITY

The extent of, and balance between, ascriptive factors—including socioeconomic origins, race, and
gender/sexuality—and achieved ones in generating inequality are of perennial and vital interest
to understanding it. While relevant research draws on numerous data sources, the GSS’s exten-
sive social origin data and repeated cross-sectional design make it valuable for studying trends in
intergenerational mobility and status attainment. Its abundant information on sociopolitical atti-
tudes and behaviors allows investigation of how numerous phenomena correspond with axes of
differentiation and stratification. Weeden & Grusky (2012), for example, show that attitudes are
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decreasingly associated with “big-class” differences (e.g., between professionals and laborers),
while those linked to smaller occupational “microclasses” (e.g., accountants, cosmetologists,
lawyers) are stable. Additionally, the GSS tracks American assessments of inequalities.

Social Mobility and Status Attainment

Overall intergenerational mobility remained steady for 1972–1985, as increased fluidity due to
falling status inheritance balanced lower structurally induced mobility traceable to occupational
upgrading; among college graduates, occupational destinations were independent of origins (Hout
1988). Torche (2011) reexamined this finding for 1996–2006, replicating it in many respects but
also reporting the emergence of an intergenerational association among advanced degree holders.
She therefore questions universalistic/meritocratic interpretations of mobility trends within edu-
cational elites. Studying 1972–2012 GSS data, Pfeffer & Hertel (2015) found rising social fluidity,
as the number of college-educated persons subject to weaker regimes of status inheritance grew.
Beller (2009) questions the conventional practice of using only paternal characteristics to measure
social origins. After incorporating maternal data, she reports a higher intergenerational associa-
tion for 1994–2006; failing to do so obscured a rise in socioeconomic ascription among men born
after 1965. Hout’s (2018) study of the 1994–2016 period revealed continued intergenerational
persistence in occupational standing; coupled with reductions in mobility due to occupational
transformation, this implies lowered upward mobility for post-1960s birth cohorts.

Grusky &DiPrete (1990) examine variation in status attainment processes over the 1972–1987
period. Race differences in occupational attainment fell, as did those by gender—the latter reflect-
ing deterioration amongmenmore than improvements for women.Poorly educated workers fared
least well. These reductions in ascription were greater in the 1970s; the authors associate this with
the more conservative political agenda of the 1980s (DiPrete & Grusky 1990).

Educational Attainment

Education’s pivotal role in attainment and mobility warrants attention to trends in access to it.
Pfeffer & Hertel (2015) report that educational inequality by occupational class origins remained
stable during 1972–2012, notwithstanding educational expansion; Hout & Janus (2011) reach
similar conclusions about educational opportunity by educational origins. Buchmann & DiPrete
(2006) show that once-higher college completion rates among men shifted to favor women in the
late twentieth century, largely because of changes within origin families in which fathers are ei-
ther absent or less educated; little change occurred in families with better-educated fathers, where
sons and daughters received bachelor of arts degrees at nearly equal rates.Black-white inequality in
years of education and high school completion fell across twentieth-century birth cohorts (Long
et al. 2012), though racial disparities in college completion rose. Long et al. attribute this con-
vergence to social policy interventions—especially school funding—rather than to altered family
background differences.

Income Inequality

Among studies bearing on income inequality is one showing that between-class earnings differen-
tials rose markedly between 1980 and 2010 (Wodtke 2016). Earned income grew more rapidly for
proprietors and managers—especially those linked to larger organizations—than among ordinary
employees or independent producers. Another literature uses GSS sexual behavior data to study
variations in wages by sexual orientation. It finds that gay men are paid less than heterosexual men,
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while lesbian women outearn heterosexual ones (Black et al. 2003).Mize (2016) extends this to en-
compass bisexuality, demonstrating that bisexual men and women alike experience wage penalties.

Class Identification

Distinct from objective statuses like education, occupation, and income are perceptions of social
standing. Since 1972, roughly half of GSS interviewees identified themselves as lower or working
class, and half as middle or upper class. The split rises and falls over time: A rise in lower/working-
class identification followed the Great Recession that began in 2008, and the lower-class frac-
tion (about 8% in 2018) is yet to revert. Higher objective attainments predict middle/upper-class
identification: Education and income receive greater weight than occupational standing. Self-
employed persons and those exercising authority over others tend to place themselves in the
middle/upper class (Vanneman & Cannon 1987).

Identification with higher classes is less common among blacks than whites (Vanneman &
Cannon 1987). Hunt & Ray’s (2012) trend study through 2010 found that middle-class identifica-
tion among blacks rose, in keeping with objective gains. Self-employment emerged as a predictor
of middle-class identification by blacks in the 1990s and 2000s.

Investigations of gender differences in class identification highlight processes within couples,
capitalizing on the GSS’s spousal data. Davis & Robinson (1988) reported that identification by
married women rested largely on their husbands’ characteristics in the 1970s but moved toward
according equal emphasis to their own attributes in the 1980s; men relied mainly on their own
attributes when placing themselves. Yamaguchi & Wang (2002) found that class placements by
spouses in dual-earner couples weight their earnings in the same way and emphasize the husband’s
rather than the wife’s occupation. Men take only their own education into account, while self-
employed women are especially apt to stress their own attributes rather than their husbands’.

Verbal Achievement

The GSS assesses vocabulary knowledge—often used to indicate cognitive skills and verbal
achievement—via ten multiple-choice items. People who are white, are non-Southern, have ad-
vantaged social origins, have fewer siblings, and have more education tend to score higher (Alwin
1991).Age differences are detectable but slight, yielding little evidence of cognitive aging (Alwin&
McCammon 1999). Net of these factors, verbal achievement declined among post–World War II
birth cohorts (Alwin 1991, Yang & Land 2006). Huang’s (2009) analysis suggests that black-white
differences in scores are partially attributable to interview circumstances: Scores among blacks
interviewed by whites were lower than for those matched to black interviewers.

Orientations Toward Income Inequality

The most extensive examination of GSS data on attitudes about income inequality (McCall 2013)
finds that concern over the size and equitability of income differences was high between 1987
and 2010.McCall contends that many Americans view income differentials as problematic despite
their widespread belief in principles of equal opportunity. Indeed, preferences for reducing income
inequality rise when it is perceived to rest on unfair grounds (e.g., social connections or origins)
or to be opportunity-limiting.

Svallfors (1997) drew on ISSP data to compare US attitudes toward income redistribution with
those in seven high-income countries, finding Americans least likely to regard equalizing incomes
or a guaranteed basic income as governmental responsibilities. US respondents regarded a larger

114 Marsden • Smith • Hout
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extent of income dispersion across occupations as legitimate than did those elsewhere. Another
ISSP-based study (Osberg & Smeeding 2006) found that Americans, on average, were neither
especially more likely nor unlikely than people elsewhere to regard income differences as too high.
Distinctive, however, is that US perceptions of the correspondence between actual and equitable
earned incomes are divided: A notable—and evidently growing—group views existing differences
as justified, while another favors substantial compression of inequalities. Greater consensus on the
desirability of some reduction exists in other countries.

RELIGION AND RELIGIOSITY

Because the US Census and many other US-government-collected databases studied by social sci-
entists do not collect information about religion, the GSS is especially important for this field.Key
studies of religious change and of how religion links with other sociopolitical orientations rest on
its measures of religious affiliation, behavior, and belief. Its detailed data on religious affiliation—
for the respondent when interviewed and at age 16, the spouse or partner, and the parents—capture
heterogeneity within Protestantism and Judaism.We highlight some of the many important find-
ings within particular religious domains and close by summarizing trends within this institutional
sector.

Religious Affiliation

Among the most notable religious changes during the period covered by the GSS is a redistribu-
tion of Americans among major denominations (Fischer & Hout 2006, Smith & Kim 2005). The
proportion affiliated with Protestantism—especially “mainline” groups—fell, while that linked to
conservative Protestant groups rose. Smith &Kim (2005) trace this decline largely to lower reten-
tion of persons raised as Protestants. Hout et al. (2001) attribute the growth among conservative
groups principally to higher fertility, discounting switching frommainline to conservative groups.

Additionally, the fraction claiming no religious affiliation increased markedly. Hout & Fischer
(2002) findmost religious “nones” to be unchurched believers who subscribe tomany conventional
Christian beliefs but rarely attend services (see also Chaves 2017). They suggest that much of the
rise in nonaffiliation has political roots, maintaining that political moderates and liberals distance
themselves from the association of organized religion with conservative politics by claiming to
have no religion.

Behaviors and Beliefs

Numerous scholars employ the GSS to study trends in religious service attendance. Hout &
Greeley (1987) merged GSS data through 1984 with previous surveys beginning in 1939, finding
that attendance was essentially stable, excepting a short-term post-1968 decline among Catholics.
More recently, Chaves (2017) reports a modest overall decline that Schwadel (2011) attributes to
cohort differences.

Several authors, including Greeley (1989) and Chaves (2017), conclude that most religious
beliefs are relatively stable. Belief in life after death may be an exception (Greeley &Hout 1999); it
rose between the 1970s and 1990s, principally among Catholics and Jewish people. Over a longer
time frame, Schwadel (2011) also found rising belief in an afterlife, together with cohort- and
period-related declines in biblical literalism.

Much attention has been devoted to group differences in religiosity. Schwadel (2011), among
others, finds that most religious behaviors and beliefs rise with age. Several studies use GSS data
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D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.a

nn
ua

lre
vi

ew
s.

or
g.

  G
ue

st
 (

gu
es

t)
 IP

:  
43

.2
31

.1
87

.1
61

 O
n:

 S
un

, 1
7 

A
ug

 2
02

5 
14

:1
6:

36

in attempting to explain higher levels of religiosity among women.Miller & Stark (2002) draw on
them in assessing and rejecting gender-role socialization as an account, then proposing the alter-
native that women are more averse to risks of irreligiousness, such as divine punishment during a
postlife. Roth&Kroll (2007) likewise employGSS data to critiqueMiller & Stark’s risk preference
argument.

Secularization

The secularization thesis, asserting that religious commitments and institutions decline with
modernization, development, and rationalization—at least in Western industrialized societies—
provides a backdrop for much thinking about religious trends. Greeley (1989) assessed religious
change from the mid-1940s until the mid-1980s, combining GSS data with pre-1972 surveys that
included identically worded questions. He found stability rather than decline in most religious
beliefs and behaviors; exceptions were a steady erosion of membership in mainline Protestant
denominations, and some short-term declines among Catholics in church attendance, financial
support, and biblical literalism.

While acknowledging that the United States remains a comparatively religious nation and
replicating many of Greeley’s findings, Chaves’s (2017) more recent analyses covering 1972–2014
do conclude that American religion has declined, if slowly. No indicator of religiosity he exam-
ined was rising. Among those found to be falling are affiliation with any religious group, confident
belief in God, biblical literalism, and attendance at worship services. As well, public confidence in
religious leaders has fallen sharply. Voas & Chaves (2016) reinforce these findings and place them
in international context via comparisons with three other English-speaking countries, demonstrat-
ing that a process of religious decline driven by cohort replacement is underway in all four and
concluding that theUnited States is not an exception to the secularization thesis.Notwithstanding
the overall declines, Schnabel & Bock (2017) dispute this, using ISSP data to argue that intense
religiosity persists in the United States, but not elsewhere. Falloffs were among the moderately
religious, suggesting that US religiosity is polarizing.

SOCIOPOLITICAL ATTITUDES AND ORIENTATIONS

The GSS regularly measures political party preference, liberal–conservative self-identification,
and retrospectively reported presidential voting. It elicits priorities for greater or less spending in
several policy areas, views about government intervention, and opinions about numerous social
issues. We highlight findings about many of these issue arenas here.

Governmental Role

Foundational among political orientations are views about the balance between government and
individual responsibility for social problems. The GSS has tracked these since the mid-1970s
for issues like health care financing and living standards for the poor; Brooks & Manza (2013)
show that they have fluctuated since the mid-1980s. These fluctuations do not correspond with
macropolity theory, which anticipates that recessions stimulate greater demand for government
and expansions prompt the opposite.Viewpoints about government’s appropriate scope are instead
polarized by partisan identity, especially in the wake of the Great Recession.

Bobo (1991) highlights a substantial group of Americans who regard redressing inequality as a
collective responsibility and support an expanded role for government. McCall (2013) reconciles
limited support for governmental efforts to reduce income differences (via, e.g., taxing higher
incomes) with high concern over rising income inequality by reasoning that Americans support
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social policies that heighten and restore opportunity rather than redistribute income directly. Like
others (Manza et al. 2012) she calls attention to rising support for national spending in domains
such as education. Owens & Pedulla (2014) employ GSS panel data in demonstrating that job or
income loss during the Great Recession increased individual-level preferences for government-
led income redistribution but did not increase demand for spending in domestic arenas such as
transportation or parks.

Crime, Punishment, and Firearms

More than half of GSS respondents assign high priority to increasing spending on crime control,
though this fraction fell somewhat following a decline in violent crime rates that began in the
mid-1990s (Wright et al. 2012). After trending upward beginning in the 1970s, punitiveness—
supporting capital punishment for convicted murderers and viewing courts as too lenient—
likewise dropped, though both remainmajority-held positions. Since 2000, the percentage viewing
courts as “too harsh” has nearly doubled, to about 20%.

The GSS asks respondents about a hypothetical law requiring that a police permit be obtained
before purchasing a gun. Wright et al. (2012) report generally rising support through 2006, to
above 80%; it has since fallen below 75%.Women and blacks tend to be more favorable, though
race and gender gaps narrowed over time. Miller (2019) examines trends through 2016, finding
lower support among Republicans, rural dwellers, and gun owners. Partisan differences widen
beginning around 2000, but more than half of strong Republicans nonetheless favored permits in
2016.

Tolerance and Civil Liberties

A long-standing strategy for assessing tolerance examines the willingness to deny ordinary civil
rights like freedom of speech to nonmainstream target groups including Communists and racists.
One of the first GSS-based articles (Davis 1975) finds a substantial rise in tolerance by 1972–
1973 compared with Stouffer’s (1955) study that used identical measurements. Davis finds co-
hort replacement—largely mediated by education—responsible for much of the increase. Bobo &
Licari (1989) attributemany educational differences to cognitive sophistication, also reporting that
education heightened tolerance even among those who dislike a target. Moore & Ovadia (2006)
study contextual influences: Tolerance was higher among those living near many college graduates
and lower for those close to numerous conservative Protestants. Twenge et al. (2015) find rising
tolerance trends through 2010, varying notably across target groups—steepest for homosexuals,
but virtually flat for racist expression.

Abortion and Sexual Morality

Much of what evidence exists for polarization involves social issues, especially abortion rights.
Hout (1999) traces the emergence of abortion as a matter of ideological partisanship over the first
two GSS decades. He highlights the rising role of conservative views—especially among women.
Standpoints on abortion also reflect religious differences and attitudes regarding gender roles
and sexual morality. Though divisions over abortion rights have become more marked, no strong
trends toward more or less support are evident. Assessments of the morality of homosexual be-
havior and premarital sex have liberalized (Harding & Jencks 2003, Loftus 2001), while views
regarding extramarital sex and prohibition of pornography remained largely stable.

Religious influences on this domain of attitudes have drawn substantial attention. Sherkat &
Ellison (1997) contend that conservative Protestant opposition to pornography reflects cognitive
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structures prompted by beliefs in biblical inerrancy, including moral absolutism and sin as a
source of social contamination. Barkan (2014) argues that women’s greater religiosity partially
masks their higher support for abortion rights. Linking GSS data to county-level information,
Adamczyk & Valdimarsdóttir (2018) report that both religious and nonreligious people exhibit
more conservative abortion attitudes in places where religious service attendance is high.

Environment

The longest-standing GSS trend about environmental issues concerns the environment as a pri-
ority for national spending. Support for this has fluctuated, with a nadir around 1980 and a peak
in the 1990s (e.g., Pampel & Hunter 2012). The baby boom cohort assigns greater emphasis to
the environment than do others ( Johnson & Schwadel 2019, Pampel & Hunter 2012). McCright
et al. (2014) report that differences in views about environmental spending based on partisanship
and political ideology grew increasingly divergent after the early 1990s.

Dietz et al.’s (1998) framework for understanding environmental concern involves sociodemo-
graphic background, general worldviews, and environment-specific beliefs. Analyses of 1993 ISSP
module data for the United States showed that worldviews and environmental beliefs best predict
environmentally oriented behaviors. Sherkat &Ellison (2007) focus on how religious schemata are
transformed into environmental beliefs and behaviors, finding, for example, that believing in bib-
lical inerrancy can prompt a stewardship orientation toward the environment. Pampel & Hunter
(2012), drawing on Fischer &Hout’s (2006) diffusion model of attitude change, report that having
greater socioeconomic standing heightens support for environmental spending most among those
in late-1930s birth cohorts, and less so subsequently. Blocker & Eckberg (1997) examine gender
differences, finding women somewhat more apt than men to perceive environmental change as
consequential, but no more likely to engage in proenvironmental activities.

Hadler’s (2013) five-society ISSP study makes both over-time and cross-national comparisons
of environmental behaviors. Private actions like recycling rose, while public ones like petitioning
and donations fell.TheUnited States held amiddle position on public behaviors but ranked lowest
on private actions.

Immigration

Since 1994, the GSS has asked whether immigration should be increased, reduced, or left un-
changed. Our tabulations show a decline in the percentage favoring a decrease from above 60%
(mid-1990s) to about 35% (2018). Chandler & Tsai’s (2001) examination of 1994 data points
to lower education, perceived threat to the English language, and political conservatism as no-
table factors associated with preferring a reduction. Both Smith & Kim (2006) and Bonikowski &
DiMaggio (2016) find that those expressing stronger nationalist sentiments favor increased limi-
tations on immigration and hold negative attitudes about it.

INTERGROUP ATTITUDES

The GSS commenced in 1972 in the aftermath of 1960s civil rights activity, and in the midst of
both the women’s and gay liberation movements. It has since tracked attitudes regarding race—
more generally, ethnic—relations, gender roles, and sexual orientation. All of these shifted, though
unevenly, toward increased acceptance in the interim.

Race and Ethnic Relations

Schuman et al. (1997) thoroughly examine trends through the mid-1990s in numerous aspects
of racial attitudes in the GSS and other surveys; Bobo et al. (2012) extend this using GSS data
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through 2008. Many findings pertain to white Americans only, who widely and increasingly en-
dorse principles of equal treatment in, for example,marriage, education, and employment; African
Americans generally hold notably more prointegration views.

Implementation of these principles is a different matter. Among whites, Bobo et al. (2012) re-
port low, slightly declining support for government policy that would improve black living stan-
dards; beliefs that there should be no “special favors” were much more prevalent. They highlight
resistance to special treatment for blacks as a cornerstone of “racial resentment,” a “laissez-faire”
orientation to racial issues. Opposition to preferential hiring of blacks is high (above 80%) among
whites, and substantial (over 50%) among blacks. Bobo & Kluegel (1993) show that both race-
targeting (especially) and focusing on equalizing outcomes rather than opportunities reduce white
support for policy interventions.

Key to understandingmany racial attitudes are beliefs about sources of black-white inequalities;
those holding structurally oriented views tend toward more liberal stances than those with more
individualistic understandings. Whites are most apt to attribute racial differences to individual
motivational deficits, while blacks are inclined toward structural accounts involving discrimination
or limited opportunity; some rise in motivational explanations among blacks is evident, however
(Bobo et al. 2012). Hunt (2007) found that Hispanic beliefs about bases of black-white inequality
lie between those held by blacks and non-Hispanic whites.

Among notable predictors (other than race/ethnicity) of racial attitudes are age, cohort, educa-
tion, gender, region, and religious beliefs (Hunt 2007, Schuman et al. 1997). Of these, education
has drawn particular attention, partly because it is thought to promote generally more tolerant
views (Bobo&Licari 1989).More education is linked with support for principles of equality, hold-
ing structural rather than individualistic inequality beliefs, and less stereotyping. Its relationship to
policy implementation is weaker and less consistent (Schuman et al. 1997).Wodtke (2012) suggests
that education differences may reflect “ideological refinement” rather than “enlightenment.”

With the increasingly diverse racial/ethnic composition of the United States have come more
analyses involving groups other than blacks and non-Hispanic whites, as both holders and objects
of attitudes. Examples include Hunt’s (2007) findings on inequality beliefs among Hispanics, and
Wodtke’s (2012) analysis suggesting that education may not encourage rejection of stereotypes
among Asians. Invoking both threat and contact theories, Dixon (2006) finds that whites who live
in places with higher fractions of blacks are more prone to negatively stereotype blacks—but less
apt to do the same for Asians when situated near many Asians. Apart from these contextual vari-
ations, stereotyping is lower among those who have personal contacts within any given minority
group. Xu & Lee (2013) show that many positive characteristics are ascribed to Asians, while His-
panics are negatively stereotyped in several respects. Both Asians and Hispanics continue to be
seen as outsiders, regarded as, for example, less patriotic than persons in other race/ethnic groups.

Gender Roles

GSS trends reveal that attitudes about suitable roles for women in and outside the home liber-
alized in the later twentieth century; Spitze & Huber (1980) trace trends in some items to the
late 1930s. The rise leveled in the early 1990s. Brooks & Bolzendahl (2004) attribute much of
this shift to cohort replacement, and a modest portion to changing labor force participation and
marital status—while assigning substantial weight to the spread of a rights-oriented ideology that
pertains to other domains including race/ethnicity. Cotter et al. (2011) attribute the mid-1990s
stasis to the articulation and diffusion of a competing “egalitarian essentialist” gender frame that
combines an emphasis on traditional gender roles with feminist emphases on equality and choice.

Kane & Whipkey (2009) detect a limited association between gender egalitarianism and
support for alleviating gender inequality in employment; believing that government should
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intervene to redress inequality proved more important. Reminiscent of findings for race/ethnic
policy measures, better-educated people were less apt to endorse interventions. Two studies re-
port that holding gender-egalitarian views predicts identification as a “feminist,” most strongly so
within the baby boom birth cohort. Schnittker et al. (2003) attribute this to diverse interpretations
of feminism by subsequent generations, or broadened acceptance of principles of gender equal-
ity. Peltola et al. (2004) conjecture that it reflects different generational understandings of what
feminism entails, together with varying dispositions toward individual and collective strategies for
ameliorating gender inequalities.

Sexual Orientation

Acceptance of homosexuality has changed rapidly over the period spanned by the GSS. Loftus
(2001) showed that more than 70% of adults thought that same-sex relations were “always wrong”
until about 1990; by 1998, less than 60% did so. This morality trend accelerated in the years
since; in 2018, we estimate that 58% regard same-sex sexual relations as “not wrong at all.” Loftus
reported a steadier downward trend in willingness to deny civil liberties to homosexuals for 1973–
1998. Change in endorsement of same-sex marriage rights was similarly rapid; approval rose from
13% to 46% between 1988 and 2010 (Baunach 2012) and further to 68% in 2018. Views about
homosexuality tended to be more negative in US states with a higher incidence of AIDS cases,
especially in the earlier (1980s) phases of the epidemic (Ruel & Campbell 2006).

Both cohort replacement and intracohort change contribute to the liberalization of attitudes in
this domain (Baunach 2011). Ohlander et al. (2005) demonstrate that better-educated people are
less apt to disapprove of homosexuality; mediating factors include greater cognitive sophistication
and higher support for civil liberties. Reservations about same-sex marriage are increasingly con-
centrated among religious and political conservatives, whose views nevertheless liberalized—but
more slowly than those of other groups (Sherkat et al. 2011).

SOCIAL CAPITAL AND SOCIAL NETWORKS

Putnam (2000) based his argument that social capital declined in the late twentieth-centuryUnited
States, in part, on trends in GSS data on memberships in voluntary groups, socializing with neigh-
bors, family structure, job satisfaction, interpersonal trust, tolerance, and both racial and gender
attitudes. Multidimensional analyses of GSS data on social capital trends include Paxton’s (1999)
mixed evidence of a decline: falling interpersonal trust, but no general drop in either associational
memberships or institutional confidence. Schwadel & Stout (2012) reported period- and cohort-
related declines in trust, varying trends in informal association, and stability in organizational
memberships. Utilizing GSS panel data, Glanville et al. (2013) demonstrate that heightened in-
formal socializing raises trust.Numerous other studies—not all conducted within the social capital
framework—examine interpersonal trust, institutional confidence, and social networks as distinct
phenomena.

Interpersonal Trust

A falloff in generalized trust—the belief that most others are trustworthy, helpful, and fair—is
evident over the GSS time frame. Robinson & Jackson (2001) attribute this primarily to a cohort-
related drop among persons born after the 1940s, highlighting its implication that cohort replace-
ment will lead to pervasive mistrust. Two studies ask whether higher state-level income inequality
reduces trust, reaching different conclusions depending on the time period studied and the source
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of inequality data. Fairbrother & Martin (2013) find (for 1973–2004) that states where inequality
rose more did not undergo greater drops in trust. Through 2012, Hastings (2018) offers some
evidence that rising state-level inequality does reduce trust.

Among many studies of individual variations in trust are several about the pronounced black-
white difference (e.g.,Hughes &Thomas 1998, Smith 1997). Smith (1997) suggests that the lower
levels of trust expressed by blacks may reflect distrust in whites, since the GSS trust question asks
about “most people.” Wilkes (2011) reports cohort variation and period-related declines in trust
amongwhites that are either absent ormuted among blacks. Simpson (2006) finds Southern whites
to be less trusting than Northern ones, suggesting that this reflects a more collectivist Southern
culture; no similar regional difference emerged among blacks. While observing that dominant
groups tend to be more trusting, Stets & Fares (2019) focus on racial/ethnic identification:Whites
who identify strongly as such tend to have lower trust.

Institutional Confidence

Smith (2012) comprehensively examines confidence in the 13 institutional domains tracked by
the GSS.He reports declines for most, the military being an exception. Americans expressed most
confidence in medicine and science, and least in media, organized labor, Congress, and the US
presidency.Most confidence trends are not steady; they vary considerably across institutions, often
correlating with events like elections, recessions, or scandals.

Others scrutinize particular institutional sectors. Pescosolido et al. (2001) find that confi-
dence placed in medicine tracks that in science and education; healthier individuals who have
health insurance were more apt to express positive sentiments about physicians. Gauchat (2012)
demonstrates that confidence in science was generally stable but fell notably among political
conservatives—especially better-educated ones—arguing that this reflects a politicization of sci-
ence. Hooghe & Oser (2017) show that those with strong partisan identities tend to be more
confident in governmental institutions but have lower interpersonal trust, suggesting that strong
identities are polarizing. Brooks & Cheng (2001) find little relationship between confidence in
Congress or the presidency and policy preferences, concluding that falling confidence in govern-
ment is largely symbolic and does not imply support for federal retrenchment.

Social Networks and Connectivity

GSS measures and instruments provide substantial evidence about the extent and patterning of
social connectedness in the United States. Its longest trend series record the reported frequency
of spending “social evenings” with relatives, friends outside their neighborhood, and neighbors.
Several studies (e.g., Fischer 2011) reveal declines in neighboring but stability or slight increases
in the other two forms.

Burt’s (1984) proposal led the GSS to conduct the first nationally representative survey of
personal networks in 1985, using a name generator instrument eliciting persons with whom a re-
spondent discusses “important matters.”Marsden (1987) finds these networks to be small (median
size 3), family centered, and socially homogeneous. Such relationships tend to be highly segregated
by race, religious preference, and age, among other factors (Marsden 1988). Smith et al. (2014)
report that intergroup contacts among race/ethnic and religious groups rose between 1985 and
2004, reflecting increased population diversity; underlying tendencies to associate with similar
others largely persisted, however.

Considerable debate surrounded a 2004 replication of the 1985 study (McPherson et al. 2006)
that found a notable drop in the average size of these networks and an appreciable rise in the
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fraction of Americans claiming to have important discussions with no one. Paik & Sanchagrin
(2013) attribute these changes to interviewer effects in the 2004 GSS. Fischer (2011) reviews a
broad body of evidence about trends in relationships from the GSS and other surveys, concluding
on balance that little change in ties with family and friends was evident during the later twentieth
century.

DiPrete et al. (2011) use reports of the number of contacts respondents have in various cate-
gories and social groups to study wider-ranging networks composed of acquaintances and trusted
others. They estimate that US adults know a median of 550 others and trust a median of 17.
Variations in numbers known are substantial, reflecting very appreciable social segregation along
multiple dimensions including race, political orientation, and religious activity.

HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

Though only a few of its regularly repeated measurements—self-rated health, health as a spending
priority, confidence in medicine—pertain to health, the GSS has nonetheless become a valued
resource for studying health and illness. Its wealth of sociodemographic background and attitude
information supports numerous investigations on social factors and health. Topical modules on
sexual and other risky behaviors, perceptions of the mentally ill, genetic testing, and more also
enhance its utility.

Trends and Disparities in Self-Rated Health

The self-rating of health (SRH) administered in the GSS has been well validated in other studies
that measure health conditions and outcomes. Much recent GSS-based research employs it to
investigate trends in health disparities. Overall, Schnittker (2007) reports a slight downward trend
in SRH. This is positive among women, however, primarily by virtue of rising education.Women
typically report lower SRH than men, but this gap has narrowed due to rising female labor force
participation.Warren & Hernandez (2007) find no change in the well-established socioeconomic
gradient over time, though recent cohorts say that they have better SRH.Schnittker (2004) reports
a stronger positive association between education and SRH among those having lower incomes.
Zheng’s (2009) analysis found that the likelihood of reporting poor health rose significantly with
higher income inequality.

Analysis of 2011–2012 ISSP data (Hero et al. 2017) revealed that income differences in re-
porting fair or poor SRH were larger in the United States than in almost all the other 31 high-
andmiddle-income countries studied, excepting only Chile and Portugal.Gaps between high- and
low-income Americans in perceiving cost-related barriers to obtaining needed treatment exceeded
those in all the other high-income societies.

Stigma and Conceptions of Mental Illness

A substantial research program summarized by Pescosolido (2013) examines American views of
persons with symptoms of mental illness, and stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination involv-
ing mentally ill persons. Replicating a 1950s study in the 1996 GSS, Phelan et al. (2000) show
that public conceptions of mental illness broadened somewhat beyond psychosis and anxiety or
mood disorders, to encompass social deviance and cognitive impairment.Responses to factorial vi-
gnettes (Link et al. 1999) revealed increased sophistication in recognizingmental health symptoms
as mental illness. Little amelioration of stigma was evident, however: Indeed, more Americans re-
garded mentally ill persons—especially those with substance abuse disorders—as frightening and
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potentially violent, seeking to avoid them physically and socially.Willingness to support coercion
into treatment was widespread. A further replication ten years later (Pescosolido et al. 2010) found
that understanding of schizophrenia, major depression, and alcohol dependence in neurobiologi-
cal terms rose—as did support for seeking treatment—but stigma did not decline.

Sexual Behavior

The GSS began collecting information on sexual behavior via self-administered questionnaire
in the later 1980s, after the onset of the AIDS epidemic; Smith (1992) reviews some attendant
methodological issues. For late 1980s data, Smith (1991) reports that most American adults (65%)
had one past-year sexual partner; 22% had none and 13% more than one. About 3% had casual
or unfamiliar partners. Butler’s (2005) trend study found a rise in same-sex partnering—especially
among women—between 1988 and 2002, noting that it coincided with a more tolerant normative
climate. Monto & Carey (2014) compare young adults in 2004–2012 and in 1988–1994, finding
no rise in sexual partners or frequency but some increase in casual/friend partners and a corre-
sponding decline in regular ones. They question whether a pervasive “hookup culture” has arisen.
Amongmany other studies of these data is that byWiederman (1997) finding extramarital contacts
to be higher among men than women.

Happiness and Well-Being

Much research about subjective well-being relies on a GSS question asking if respondents are
“very,” “pretty,” or “not too” happy. Overall happiness levels stayed largely stable from 1972 to
2018, though a very slight downward trend is detectable. Hout (2016) links this to rising income
inequality, reporting largely stable happiness among the well-off, but a decline among the less
affluent—especially in the wake of the Great Recession. Yang’s (2008) age-period-cohort decom-
position finds that happiness rises with age and is lowest within the baby boom cohort; disparities
favoring women, whites, and the better educated shrink with age. Stevenson & Wolfers (2008),
too, note convergence in race and gender differences, accompanied by educational differences that
grow over time.

Expressed happiness is greater among married people and those with higher incomes. It also
reflects social comparisons (Firebaugh & Tach 2012): Among those at a given income level, those
with incomes lower than the average among their age peers tend to be unhappier. Among several
studies connecting religious participation with health is that by Maselko & Kubzansky (2006),
who report higher happiness and SRH—especially for men—among those engaged in public re-
ligious activities like attending services. Spiritual experiences had similar associations with greater
happiness for women and men.

Emotions

Extensive data on the frequencywithwhich 19 emotions are experienced and on a recent episode of
anger were assembled in a 1996 GSS topical module. Lively & Heise (2004) use these to demon-
strate that the emotions measured reflect pleasant/unpleasant (e.g., overjoyed versus outraged),
dominant/vulnerable (e.g., angry versus embarrassed), and active/quiescent (e.g., excited versus
calm) contrasts. Simon & Nath (2004) examine gender differences in emotionality; when data are
aggregated across all 19 reports, men and women experience emotions similarly often, but men
are more apt to report positive states and women negative ones.Women are somewhat more likely
than men to say that they express rather than suppress emotions they report feeling.
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Several studies examine intergroup variations in the frequency, intensity, and duration of anger.
Older people become angry less often (Schieman 1999); age differences in such factors as satis-
faction with finances and family, attendance at religious services, sense of personal control, and
health contribute to this. Stets & Tsushima (2001) show that intimate group identities (e.g., fam-
ily) call forth more intense but shorter episodes of anger than do less intimate role identities such
as work. African Americans and whites exhibit no overall difference in the frequency of anger, but
sense of control and mistrust are important moderators (Mabry & Kiecolt 2005); for example,
mistrust promotes anger among whites but not African Americans. Simon & Lively (2010) link
the more intense and long-lasting anger experienced by women to their higher levels of depressive
symptomatology.

Well-Being at Work

Trends in perceived job security and job satisfaction are among the numerous work orientations
tracked by the GSS. Security has undergone an uneven decline since 1972; Fullerton & Wallace
(2007) link this to a “flexible turn” in US labor relations marked by deindustrialization and falling
unionization. Kalleberg &Marsden (2012) show that aggregate perceptions of job security corre-
spond closely with cycles in unemployment and that declines in security have been greater among
white-collar than blue-collar workers—though the level of security remains lower for the latter.
A study of the 2002–2014 period (Lowe 2018) found that the Great Recession had little effect on
perceived security within a worker’s current job, but did lower perceptions of one’s more general
employability security within the labor market.

By contrast, job satisfaction has remained essentially steady and relatively high throughout
the period covered by the GSS. Firebaugh & Harley (1995) document this through the early
1990s, while Kalleberg & Marsden (2012) extend it through the mid-2000s; the trend continues
through 2018. Kalleberg &Marsden report that satisfaction tends to be higher in times of higher
unemployment and among those who perceive their jobs and financial situations to be secure.
Blacks express lower job satisfaction than do whites; Tuch & Martin (1991) attribute this to race
differences in job characteristics, rather than dispositional sources.

CULTURE

While many GSS measures can be construed reasonably as reflections of culture in a broad
sense, some focused studies of cultural phenomena emerged from topical modules that measured
tastes—especially for musical genres—and activities. Many of these involve cultural diversity—or
“omnivorousness”—as a resource and marker of distinction. Bryson (1996) shows that better-
educated, politically tolerant people generally exhibit broader tastes but tend to dislike genres
associated with the less educated, thereby distancing themselves from the latter. Goldberg (2011)
identifies three distinct taste frameworks espoused by different population segments, involving
broad-narrow, “highbrow-lowbrow,” and “traditional-contemporary” contrasts of genres. Lizardo
(2006) examines the interplay between diverse cultural tastes and social network size, finding that
they generally reinforce one another; a caveat is that those involved in many highbrow activities
tend to have more strong ties, while those participating widely in popular culture are apt to have
more weak ones.

Turning to political culture, ISSP data show that Americans display high patriotism and na-
tional pride by comparison with residents of other countries (Smith & Kim 2006). Bonikowski
& DiMaggio’s (2016) study of nationalism among Americans identifies two polar (“ardent” and
“disengaged”) types, together with intermediate ethnocultural (“restrictive”) and civic varieties.
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Levels of national pride, and the ardent and restrictive forms of nationalism, were more frequent
in 2004 than in 1996; both articles attribute this to the influence of the September 11, 2001, ter-
rorist attacks.

IMPACTS ON METHODOLOGY

The GSS employs state-of-the-art survey methods in pursuing its primary mission of supporting
substantive research. Its data collection programs have led to numerous advances in methodol-
ogy whose utility extends well beyond the GSS project. More than 125 Methodological Reports
available from the GSS at http://www.gss.norc.org/ discuss both GSS-specific and more gen-
eral issues of measurement and survey methodology. Its repeated cross-sectional design makes the
GSS an attractive platform for implementing innovations in age-period-cohort analytic methods
(Yang & Land 2013).

Measuring Key Background Characteristics

Topical modules in 1989 and 2012 obtained respondent assessments of occupational social stand-
ing. Using the 1989 data, Nakao & Treas (1994) constructed occupational prestige and socioeco-
nomic scores for 1980 Census occupational codes; Hout et al. (2015) did so with the 2012 data for
the 2010 occupational classification. These scores can be matched to occupational data in other
studies.

TheGSS’s highly detailed data on denominational affiliation within Protestantism call for clas-
sification schemes that reflect their diversity within a manageable number of categories. Smith
(1990a) develops a fundamentalist-moderate-liberal classification that Steensland et al. (2000) cri-
tique and amend, distinguishing mainline, evangelical, and black Protestants alongside Catholic,
Jewish, other, and unaffiliated groups. In a symposium on religious measurement, Lehman &
Sherkat (2018) stress a church-sect distinction, proposing that denominational groupings should
reflect theological exclusivity-universalism, and calling for separate sectarian, moderate, and lib-
eral Protestant groups.

Survey Methodology

The GSS has conducted numerous between-subjects (“split ballot”) experiments assessing effects
of survey question wording. Among these is one on national spending priorities that compares
terse presentations (e.g., “education”) with longer variants that often promise positive conse-
quences (“improving the nation’s education system”). Rasinski (1989) finds consistent differences
across the 1984–1986 GSSs for 3 of 15 policy areas; for example, “halting the rising crime rate”
elicited more support than “law enforcement.” Smith (1987) reports dramatically more support
for “assistance to the poor” than for “welfare.”

Other comparisons examine effects of varying question formats. Alwin & Krosnick (1985) find
that values for children were ordered similarly when measured by ranking alternatives and rat-
ing them. Measures based on ranked data were, however, more strongly correlated with criterion
variables than were those using ratings. Elsewhere, Krosnick & Alwin (1987) report “primacy”
effects—a tendency to select earlier-listed alternatives—in ranking tasks; these were stronger
among respondents with lower cognitive sophistication. Alwin et al. (2018) use the GSS panel
data to demonstrate that questions with fewer response categories, and without middle alterna-
tives, have higher reliability.

Process data about interview conditions allow investigations of how respondent-interviewer
interactions—among other circumstances—shape response content; some examples are cited
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above.Olson & Bilgen (2011) use these in showing that more experienced interviewers elicit more
acquiescent answers.

CONCLUSION AND PROSPECT

Since its inception, the GSS project has built a prospectively assembled record of the current
characteristics, backgrounds, behaviors, and attitudes of representative cross sections of American
adults covering more than two generations and over a century of birth cohorts. As such, its data
become increasingly valuable with each added round.

While this article does not aspire toward any broadly comprehensive statement about recent
US social change, our review of GSS-based research findings suggests that one should take these
elements into account:

� Inequality in socioeconomic standing based on socioeconomic origins persists and may be
rising in some subgroups, while some race and gender disparities have shrunk.

� Perceived health status and overall happiness remained largely steady, but gaps in both re-
lated to socioeconomic status could be widening.

� Fewer Americans claim to have a religious affiliation or participate in organized religion—
notwithstanding stability in many religious beliefs—while intense religiosity persists.

� Acceptance of principles of equal treatment by race,modern rather than traditional roles for
women, civil liberties, and the morality of homosexual relationships grew, though at uneven
rates.

� Much diversity in views and few steady (or even monotonic) trends are apparent for many
sociopolitical attitudes, including those related to balancing governmental and individual
responsibility, intervening to reduce ascriptive inequalities, gun control, abortion rights and
sexual morality (other than homosexual relationships), and environmental protection.

� Americans’ social ties to one another underwent little overall change—remaining highly
segregated along racial, socioeconomic, religious, and other axes—while interpersonal trust
fell.

� While few attitude distributions became more widely dispersed, certain social and political
identities became increasingly consolidated, and partisan-related gaps in views about several
sociopolitical issues rose.

Research bearing on these domains draws on many databases, of course. The GSS is important
for all of them—and indispensable for some—due to its breadth of content, richness of back-
ground information, attention to over-time comparability of measurement, and extended obser-
vation period allowing even slow-moving trends to be recognized. Its participation in ISSP casts
light on where theUnited States is—and is not—exceptional,while facilitating comparative survey
research.

Our review could not cover all social science fields that GSS research has advanced. Among
those omitted are aging, family and living arrangements, life satisfaction, Internet use, knowledge
of and attitudes toward science, and work-family conflict.

In keeping with the Annual Review of Sociology’s mission, our article emphasizes research works
that flow from the GSS.We should call attention to some its collateral contributions as well. Very
widely utilized in teaching both research methods and substantive social science, the GSS is used
in more than 2,000 textbooks and instructional manuals, and hundreds of thousands of students
analyze it in coursework every year. More than 5,000 theses and dissertations employ it. Every
year, several thousand stories based on the GSS appear in the media. By virtue of its visibility,
representativeness, and high response rate, other surveys often use the GSS as a benchmark for
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comparison with their findings. Its research instruments are freely available to the research com-
munity and the project encourages their adoption.

Looking forward,we expect that theGSSwill sustain its efforts to produce and disseminate data
on US social trends, while remaining part of ISSP—which yields additional trend data through
its periodic replications of modules covering the role of government, family and gender roles, the
environment, national identity, and other subjects. Among anticipated near-term content innova-
tions are topical modules on Internet (including social media) use and privacy, and on challenges
of preserving freedom and civil liberties while protecting against terrorist threats. Collaboration
with the American National Election Survey (ANES) will introduce additional political/electoral
behavior content into the GSS and a variety of GSS content into the ANES panel.

While respondent-provided survey data are the centerpiece of the GSS, linking them to
archival and administrative data enhances their value. Such data refer to multiple levels of analysis
(households, neighborhoods, andmetropolitan areas) and come from diverse Census, commercial,
and governmental sources. Recent GSS rounds make more such data linkages as part of a general
multilevel, multisource (MLMS) strategy (Smith 2011). MLMS strategies augment respondent-
level data with social, economic, and environmental information that informs substantively ori-
ented contextual analysis, aids in survey management, and provides added resources for detecting
and adjusting for nonresponse bias. In these and other ways, future development of the GSS will
further strengthen its capacity to support social science discovery that tracks and understands
continuity and change in US society.
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