Using Data Dictionaries to find which Variables to Download

In the extended example above, we assumed that you already knew the names of the variables you wished to download.  Very often, although you know what general information you wish to obtain (e.g., years of education, occupation, etc.) you do not know the exact names of the variables or their exact definitions.  In this section, we discuss how to find the names and definitions of the variables you wish to download.  There are two steps to the search process. Sometimes only one of the two steps is sufficient, but often you will want to do both. The first step is consulting the literature, i.e. reading published articles on your topic, to see what variables others have used.  The second step is scanning a data dictionary or codebook for the variables you might want to use.   

We will skip discussion of the first step in this document and move to the second step of searching for relevant variables in the CPS data sets.  Let us suppose that your research has led you to seek information on total personal income of full-time workers in particular states, controlling for education level.  Therefore, we need variables that measure

· Total personal income

· Education

· Work status (employed versus unemployed; full time versus part time)

· State of residence

We search for these variables using the data dictionaries supplied by the BLS in order to illustrate the general method you can follow in your own work.  The data dictionaries are generally accessible from the main page for the CPS at http://www.census.gov/cps/.  Part of the page looks like this:

[image: image1.png]Overview

History and Concepts

Methodology and Documentation

Data
Publications
Basic Monthly Swvey

Supplements

Technical Documentation - Current Population Swrvey





We clicked on the Supplements item, because we want data from the March, 2003 survey.   There are many supplements as the following picture of the resulting screen shows:
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To obtain data dictionaries for the supplement you are interested in, simply click on the appropriate link.   We clicked on the “Annual Demographic Survey (March CPS Supplement)” item.  This took us to the following page:
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We are interested in the Data Dictionary.  Clicking on this link gives a list of the three types of variables we saw before:

Household Variables
Family Variables
Person Variables
We first looked for the state variable under the household variables section.  Clicking on “Household Variables” we arrived at a long list of variables.  We then searched for for “state” within the page and found two variables identifying the state of residence of the household:  GESTFIPS and GMSTCEN.  We chose the latter.  Here is the documentation for this variable:  
GMSTCEN (Mar 1995 - )
Geography - 1960 Census State Code

1960 Census State Code
(First digit=Geog. Division Code)
Universe = All households
New England Division (Division 1)

Value set description.
We clicked on the “Value set description” to find the numerical codes for the states.  For example:

11 Maine
12 New Hampshire
13 Vermont
14 Massachusetts
15 Rhode Island

is a list of the first five states.

Our next variable is total personal income.   To find this variable, we returned to the main Data Dictionary page and clicked on Person Variables.  You may need to be creative in your searching.  Searching for the phrase “total personal income” gets you no hits. We instead searched for “income” in the page and found several variables whose definition contained that word.  The one that suited our purposes was PTOTVAL, which is defined as follows:

PTOTVAL
Person total income

Recode - Total persons income (PEARNVAL and POTHVAL)

-389961:599994 Range

We then used similar search techniques to find variables measuring education and age.
� This notation in the data dictionary contradicts DataFerrett, which reported a potential range between negative 999,999 and positive 999,999.  





