Data Assignment:  census data and racial differences 

Cliometrics -- J. Wahl 
Please answer the questions in italics scattered throughout the following paragraphs.   Use charts and tables where appropriate and label them carefully, so that I can tell how you are using them to support your answers.
FAMILIARIZING YOURSELF WITH THE DATA SOURCE

Go to http://usa.ipums.org/usa/ .
Click on “variables” (under “documentation” in left column). 

You’ll see that variables for each observation could be household- or person-related.  For example, every person in a household has a unique age (unless he or she is part of a multiple birth), but all persons in the same household will live in the same city.

Some variables are available for every year and some are not.

Under the household record, click on “technical” to see that each household has a household serial number and a household weight for each year.  These are two very important variables – the first (along with census year and datanum, which tells you which sample from the year) uniquely identifies the household.  The second is important for some purposes, because sample selection is not perfectly random.  Going from the sample to the population therefore requires weighting.  Sometimes you will use the household weight, sometimes the person weight (listed under the person-record technical variables).  Both exist for every year.
Go back to the variable page and under the person record click on “technical” and then click on the variable “pernum.” Now you will see a description of the variable itself and a reiteration of its availability.  You’ll see that the combination of year-datanum-serial (or serialp, if you go straight from the person variables)-pernum will give you a unique identifier for the person.  This could be important if you extract a sample and then realize you’d like more information.  Instead of re-constructing the entire sample, you can simply pull off the data you want plus the unique ID information, then merge the new info into your original dataset.  (You won’t have to do that for this assignment!)
Go back to the variable page and under the person record click on “race, ethnicity…”   Go to the variable “race” and click on “codes.”   First you will see the general 1-digit codes:  1 for white, 2 for black, and so forth.  Go to the top of the page and click on “detailed” to discover that a 3-digit code also exists for some years – this code tells you, for example, which tribe a Native American identifies or whether the person reports two races. 
You can look at any variable on the variable page for availability, then click on the variable name or on “codes” for the variable to obtain detailed information about the variable itself. 
FAMILIARIZING YOURSELF WITH EXTRACTED DATA FILES AND DATA MANIPULATION 

I have created a set of SPSS data files from the ipums data for the years 1940, 1970, and 2000.  As you will see, these data sets have several variables on them.  Some of them pertain to the family, others to the individual.  I selected only household heads for these files -- you should think carefully about whether this selection matters in your analysis for this assignment and for your final paper.   
Your first task is to acquaint yourself with topcoding and missing values.  In particular, check the IPUMS website to see how the variable “incwage” is coded.  When you are analyzing this variable, you will want to handle the missing values carefully – for example, you could create another data set that has only non-missing income values.  Or you could filter out the missing cases.  You will also want to be aware of topcoded values as you conduct your analysis.  
1. Comment on your findings about topcoding and missing values for any relevant variables.  In particular, indicate where topcoding or missing values might create issues in analyzing racial differences.
Let’s check the “race” variable.  Using the drop-down menu, go to “Analyze-Descriptive Statistics – Frequencies” and move the “race” variable into the column to be analyzed.   Click “OK” and take a look at the results.  Now go back and weight the data set by the family weight (the weighting command appears under the dropdown for “Data”) and look at the results.  
2. What do you find?  In particular, what do these data tell you about the racial composition of the US at different points in time?  Do the weights make a difference to your answer?  
Now filter out non-black, non-white cases, as you will be analyzing only black-white differentials.  Work with the filtered data from now on.
3. Given what you discovered about racial composition in the US at different points in time, comment briefly on the completeness of an analysis of only black-white differentials.
SIMPLE DATA ANALYSIS

Your task is to explore racial (black-white) differences in wages both within and across the census years of 1940, 1970, and 2000.  
4. Start by ascertaining mean and median wage income by race for each of the census years and represent that information in a clear, concise way.   Do this both with and without household weights.   Comment upon your findings.


Next, take a look at the available data (with the eventual goal of explaining both cross-sectional and longitudinal differences in wage income for whites and blacks). 
5. Find mean values, median values, and frequencies for relevant variables and represent them clearly.   (You may also use any other data analysis that you think relevant.)  Please use these representations to answer the following questions:  What sorts of differences between blacks and whites do you observe at different points in time?  What racial patterns do you observe over time?  How might these patterns connect to racial differences in income?  Be as specific as possible in your answers. 
