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Mapping Cultural Change

T
he U.s. censUs gathers a wealth 
of demographic data, providing a 
basic sketch of the American pop-
ulation. But since 1972, the General 

Social Survey (GSS) has been filling in the 
outlines of that sketch in living color.

The GSS asks about subjects the cen-
sus cannot—such as religious affiliation 

(barred due to concern over separation 
of church and state)—or simply does not: 
sexual behavior, racial stereotypes, and 
attitudes about issues, including gay mar-
riage, immigration, and much more. It even 
includes a vocabulary test to track trends 
in Americans’ verbal knowledge. Among 
the findings: while the rate of “permis-

sive disposition toward premarital 
sex” has remained steady among 
Americans since 1980, support for 
gay marriage rose from 12 percent in 
1988 to 47 percent in 2010.

With funding from the National 
Science Foundation, a survey team 
fans out across the United States ev-
ery two years, gathering data from 
3,000 Americans during face-to-face 

interviews in their homes. (The project’s 
home base is an opinion research center 
at the University of Chicago.) In its 40 
years, the GSS has informed tens of thou-
sands of research studies; its freely avail-
able data have been used by hundreds of 
thousands of students each year, and have 
become a crucial source of information 
on Americans’ lifestyles and views. And 

it has Harvard roots—it is the brainchild 
of professor of sociology emeritus James 
Davis, who was the principal investigator 
until 2009—and continuing connections: 
Geisinger professor of sociology Peter V. 
Marsden has been co-principal investiga-
tor since 1997.

In each successive wave, the survey con-
firms some popular reports of social cur-
rents (there are more women in the work-
force, but they still earn less than men 
do) and contradicts others. For example, 
the GSS finds that reports of Americans’ 
increasing isolation (such as offered in 
Malkin professor of public policy Robert 
Putnam’s Bowling Alone) don’t get it quite 
right: Americans do spend less time with 
their neighbors than they did 40 years ago, 
but the frequency with which they see 
friends and relatives has grown, and the 
overall frequency of social interaction has 
remained relatively steady.

The survey sometimes highlights a turn-
ing point when a trend begins to change 
course. One example: Americans’ open-

mindedness—measured by 
gauging their level of tolerance 
for free speech when they don’t 
agree with the viewpoint of the 
speaker—has risen steadily for 
most of the survey term, but 
that trend may be reversing. 
(The survey tests views from 
across the political spectrum: 
it includes questions about 
whether atheists and homo-
sexuals, as well as racists and 
militarists, should be allowed to 

make speeches in public venues or college 
classrooms, or to express their views in 
books offered at the local library.) Ameri-
cans’ increasing educational attainment 
was responsible for a large part of the rise 
in tolerance, and now that educational 
gains are leveling off, tolerance may be fol-
lowing suit, Davis writes in Social Trends 
in American Life, a new volume (edited by 

aggressive behavior. (The researchers at-
tempted to control for socioeconomic 
status and the quality of parenting; when 
they did, the correlation remained strong.) 
If there is a cause-effect relationship, the 
researchers speculate that excess caffeine 
and sugar (along with the subsequent 
blood-sugar crash) may leave soda drink-
ers irritable and prone to aggression; or 

maybe those who drink soda in place of 
healthier food miss out on nutrients that 
promote a calmer demeanor.

One public-policy implication is appar-
ent already: colleges may want to think 
twice about promoting soft drinks as a 
safe alternative to alcohol. Although soda 
doesn’t share alcohol’s acute, motor-skill-
impairing effect, it may have emotional 

effects that build over time—meaning it 
may be safer just to stick with water. 

velizabeth gUdrais

david hemenway e-mail: 
hemenway@hsph.harvard.edu 
harvard injUry control research center 
website: 
www.hsph.harvard.edu/research/hicrc
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Every summer a vibrant community of high 
school sophomores, juniors, and seniors 
participates in Harvard’s selective Secondary 
School Program. Students live on campus, 
take classes with college students, and build a 
foundation for a bright academic future.

•	 Undergraduate	credit

•	 Students	from	around	the	world

•	 College	prep	through	workshops,	a	college	 
fair, and talks by Harvard students and 
admissions staff 

www.summer.harvard.edu/ssp
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Marsden) that anthologizes important 
GSS findings. Trust in institutions, on 
the other hand, may be rising. For almost 
every type—the media, the government, 
large corporations, and organized reli-
gion—the survey shows that Americans 
born in the 1960s or later are more trusting 
than their baby-boomer predecessors.

Another interesting change: cultural dif-
ferences among Americans don’t map along 
regional lines as closely as they once did. 
Instead, says Marsden, when seeking to pre-
dict sociodemographic factors, or opinions 
on issues such as immigration and gay mar-
riage, “It matters a whole lot more whether 
you’re in a city or a suburb than whether 
you’re in the Midwest or the South.”

The GSS chronicles change, but also pro-
duces sobering reminders of areas where 
change has come slowly. In the new book, 
Du Bois professor of the social sciences Law-
rence Bobo and colleagues tally the progress 
made in Americans’ attitudes about race: 
so few people felt that white people should 
have the “first chance” at a job opening, or 
that black children and white children 
should attend separate schools, that these 
questions were dropped from the survey (in 
1973 and 1985, respectively). Even so, posi-
tive attitudes have been slower to develop, 
as measured by white respondents’ per-
ception of how intelligent or hardworking 
people of other races are, or by how com-
monly respondents report having friends of 
another race. “Very few whites embrace Af-
rican Americans on an emotional level,” the 
scholars conclude. This, they argue, is the 
new form of prejudice: subtle rather than 
institutional, but nevertheless holding the 
country back from becoming a truly “post-
racial” society.

Despite its wide range, the GSS doesn’t 
cover every facet of contemporary life. A 
panel of advisers suggests updates and 
new questions for each wave; Marsden 
sees attitudes about the environment 
as one possible area for expansion. But 
by and large, he says, the survey’s great-
est strength is its consistency: “We can 
look at attitude change over a 40-year 
period because we ask the exact same 
question about the same topic each 
time.” velizabeth gUdrais

peter marsden e-mail:
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