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Children of the NLsY79:
a unique data resource

The survey provides a wealth of information on the education,
socioeconomic background, and cognitive, social, and emotional
development of children aged 14 and younger; and on the workforce
participation, education, marital, and fertility behaviors of young
adultsaged 15 or older; the data have been heavily used by
researchers across a wide range of disciplines

remarkable design aspect of the Na-
Ational Longitudinal Survey of Youth

1979 (NLSY79) istheavailahility of lon-
gitudinal data onall children borntowomenin
theoriginal NLSY79 sample. Theresulting data
from the Children of the NLSY79 provide are-
source that is unique in many respects. Per-
haps not surprisingly, these data have been
used by researchersacrossawiderangeof dis-
ciplines, including child development, demog-
raphy, economics, epidemiology, family stud-
ies, social policy, and sociology. Much of the
usefulness of these datastem from two key fac-
tors: they can be linked to the rich longitudi-
nal datafor the NLSY79 mothers, and the child
and young adult surveys are themselves lon-
gitudinal, covering a wide range of ages from
early childhood and adolescence through the
young adult years.

Sample design

As noted in other articles in this issue of the
Monthly Labor Review, the main respondents
inthe NLSY79 are a nationally representative
sample of individuals aged 1422 in 1979, with
surveys conducted annually through 1994 and
biennially since 1996. The child sample—con-
sisting of offspring aged 14 or younger—was
begunin 1986, whilethe young adult sasmple—

consisting of offspring aged 15 or older—was
begun in 1994, with both the child and young
adult samples fielded biennially since initial
datacollection.! Thesurvey instrumentsdiffer
substantially in the child and young adult sur-
veys, as reviewed below. Because of the longi-
tudinal design of the child and young adult
samples, offspring are interviewed initialy in
the child sample, and then in the young adult
sample asthey reach adolescence. Thus by de-
sign, sample sizes in the two samples will vary
from wave to wave, but as of the 2002 wave,
the child sampl e contained 11,340 children, and
the young adult sample contained 4,648 young
adults.

These datado not provide anationally rep-
resentative sample of children or young adults,
although they are appropriately regarded as
representative of the population of offspring
born to U.S. women who were aged 14-22 in
1979. Sample coverage of this latter popula-
tionisexcellent. However, the child andyoung
adult samples do not cover children of NLSY79
women who were concealed from the survey
(for example, children born to a NLSY79
woman but given up for adoption), children
who died before the initial 1986 children sur-
vey, or children inNLSY 79 householdswhowere
lost to the survey because they were not inter-
viewed. The numbers of children in the latter
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category far outweigh the numbers in the other two catego-
ries, but, by current survey standards, sample attrition is
modest. In the 2002 wave, for example, roughly 84 percent
of NLSY 79 women who had one or more births were success-
fully interviewed, compared with only 74 percent of women
who had no children.

Child assessment battery

A major interview component of the Children of the NLSY79
is the child assessment battery, which gauges the child's
socio-emotional and cognitive development from birth to age
14 and provides measures of the home environment that are
thought to be important for child development. The validity
andreliability for these child assessmentsare high, with these
measures available for roughly 90 percent of surveyed chil-
dren. (An exception is the Home Observation of the Envi-
ronment-Short Form (Home—sF) (see below) for infants under
age 3.) While these child assessment instruments were de-
signed to be administered in a face-to-face interview, they
are nevertheless close in quality to similar diagnostic instru-
mentsused intheclinical settings of child assessments. The
battery covers multiple domains of a child’'s developmental
trajectories, as well as the home environment for the child.

Home observation of the environment. The quality of a
child’s home environment is measured by theHome—sr.? This

instrument assesses the cognitive stimulation and emotional

support for children under the age of 15. Examples of ques-
tionsinclude, “How many children’s books does your child

have?’ and “If your child got so angry that he/she hit you,

what would you do?” with the specific questions adminis-
tered varying according to age suitability. These data have
been widely analyzed, with the instrument adopted by other
surveys (for example, the child assessment moduleinthe New
Immigrant Surveys).

Socio-emotional development. Dataon child temperament
are obtained from mothers for children under age 3 and from
interviewers for children between ages 3 and 6. This tem-
perament scale is intended to measure the child’s activity
level, affective attributes, attachment styles, compliance, so-
ciability, and more generally, how achild usualy acts. It was
adapted from Rothbart’ s Infant Behavior Questionnaire and
Kagan's compliance scale.* The Behavior Problem Index
(BP1), completed by mothers with children from age 4 to age
14, has been widely used to gauge problem behaviorsin chil-
dren> Researchershavetypically distinguished between two
major BpI subscales; “externalizing behaviors” measuring
behaviors such as aggression, over-activity, and conflictual
relations with peers; and “internalizing behaviors’ measur-
ing frustration and negative affect toward oneself. Although
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many other studies (usually small-scale studies) have col-
lected Bri data, a unique aspect of the datafrom the Children
of the NLSY79 survey isitslongitudinal nature, witheri mea-
suresrepeated every 2 years since 1986. Thus, for some chil-
dren, BriI is measured at as many as six longitudinal data
points.

Cognitive development. Themajor instrumentsevaluating
the cognitive development for the NLSY 79 children are three
subscales of the Peabody Individual Achievement Tests
(riaT)—Mathematics, Reading Recognition, and Reading
Comprehension—for children between ages 5 to 14 and the
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test — Revised (ppvT—R) for chil-
dren. The Memory for Digit Span subscale of the widely
known Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children — Revised
(wisc—R) is also included. These assessments of cognitive
ability are administered in all waves since 1986. Thus, asin
the case of BpI, repeated measures of cognitive ability are
availablefor individual children, which have proven of great
value to the research community. Less widely used mea-
sures of cognitive ability in these datainclude “body parts
recognition” (for children between ages 1 to 3 years; in the
1986 and 1988 waves), “memory for locations’ (for children
between 8 months and 4 years of age; in the 1986 and 1988
waves), and the short-term memory of auditory stimuli
subscale from the McCarthy Scales of Children’s Abilities
(for children between ages 3 and 7 years; in the 1986 to 1994
waves). Taken together, these multiple-repeated measures
provide a comprehensive developmental portrait of early
cognitive ahility.

Education, health, neighborhoods

Educational experiences are al so assessed longitudinally, in-
cluding the child's participation in the Head Start program,
grade retention, number of the child’ sfriendsthat the parent
knows (aclassic measure of “social capital” %), attendancein
advanced classes, school activities, and basic school infor-
mation. Researchers may request permission to view dataon
school characteristics, which were gathered in a 1995/1996
school survey, and on neighborhood characteristics, which
are available from geocode information. These items, taken
collectively, provide an unusually comprehensive portrait of
the child’'s early formal schooling experiences in ways that
exceed the educational dataavailablefor the original NLSY 79
respondents.”

Various health-related questions include detailed perina-
tal conditions (for example, mother’s smoking and drug use
during pregnancy, her access to prenatal care, and child's
birth weight), hospitalization history, general health condi-
tions, specific illnesses, height, and weight. Many of these
variables are available longitudinally.



Young adult data

Y et another extremely important design decision in the off-
spring data is that the young adult survey instrument—ad-
ministered when offspring are aged 15 or older—in many
ways mirrors the survey instrument given to their NLSY79
mothers. Theyoung adult ages are similar toNLSY 79 mothers
when they were first surveyed, and the period marks when
adolescentsand young adults begin transiti oning from school
towork. Thus, behavioral domains cover the continuing edu-
cational experiences of offspring, but also their employment
histories, income, and program participation. Health-related
behavioral itemsinclude detailed batteries on substance use
(cigarette, alcohol, marijuana, and other drugs/substance), but
also items related to both general and specific mental and
physical health conditions. Demographic dataincludeinfor-
mation on exposureto sex education, pregnancy, and detailed
fertility and marital histories. Since 1994, a series of ques-
tions on computer use has been available, reflecting the
survey’ s continuing sensitivity to various sources of social
change.®

Advantages of the Children of the NLSY79

Several design elements of the Children of the NLSY 79 make
these data unique. For example, offspring dataare available
in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (psip), which is also
anationally representativelongitudinal survey of respondents
in the United States. However, the psip child supplement
consists of only two waves of data to-date; hence, the psip
parent/child data consists of along panel of datafor parents
but only ashort panel for children. By contrast, the National
Survey of Families and Households (nsrH), another national
probability survey, contains longitudinal data on both par-
ents and offspring, but limits data on offspring to a single
focal child within a specific age range. In addition, the nsFH
contains only three waves of data, with interviews occurring
5 or more years apart. By contrast, the nLsy child and young
adult surveys are administered biennially, containall children
born to a given mother, and provide along panel of closely-
spaced longitudinal datafor both mothers and offspring.

As noted earlier, the major limitation of the NLSY79 data
hasto do with how the sampleis generated. The sample can-
not be regarded as anationally representative sample of any
cross-sectional population of children in the United States,
but is representative of the population of children whose
mothers were born between 1958 and 1965. Because chil-
dren are added as they are born, the initial data in the child
sample overrepresented children born to the youngest moth-
ers, who tended to be from disadvantaged socioeconomic
backgrounds. Childrenintheinitial rounds of datawere ob-
served to do worse than other children of similar ages on a

variety of indicators for cognitive, physical, and socio-emo-
tional developments. These disadvantages are likely due to
their disadvantaged social and economic circumstances.
However, with time, more children have been added to the
child sample as the NLSY79 women have completed their
childbearing; hence, what was problematic in the early his-
tory of the child sample has become much less so asthejoint
mother-child age distribution has “normalized.” Similar is-
suesholdfor theyoung adult data. Theresearch community
has been sensitiveto theseissues, and avariety of modeling
strategies can be employed to deal with them.®

Retrospectand prospect

Although the majority of published refereed research papers
have been in journals specializing in the areas of the family
and child development, studies using these data have also
appeared in fields such as demography, economics, epidemi-
ology, and sociology. (Seetable1.) Theuse of these databy
researchersin child psychology, pediatrics, and psychiatry is
particularly noteworthy because, traditionally, these fields
have not relied on analyses of national probability samples,
but have rather focused heavily on smaller experimental and
clinical samples.

The topics examined with these data are very diverse.
Published studies to-date have examined the consequences
on children’s well-being and cognitive and socio-emotional
development of factors such as maternal employment, pov-

‘ IE ][R Articles using data from the Children of the nLsy79
published in academic journals
Number
Journalname Rank of
articles
Journal of Marriage and the Family ................ 1 31
Child Development ..........c.cocovviiiiiiiiiiiniennnns 2 13
Journal of Human Resources ...............c........ 3 12
Demography ..........covveviiiiiiiiiiii e, 4 10
PediatriCs .....c..ovvuiiiiiiii 5 9
Social FOrces .......oovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiceee 5 9
Developmental Psychology .............ccooeevvnnnen. 7 8
Journal of Family ISSUES .........cccovvvveiiiiieins 7 8
Perspectives on Sexual & Reproductive Health
(previously, Family Planning Perspectives) .... 9 7
American Sociological Review ....................... 10 6
American Journal of Public Health ................. 11 4
Intelligence .......cooveviiiiiiiii 11 4
Journal of Health and Social Behavior 11 4
Archives of Pediatric & Adolescent Medicine ... 14 3
Journal of Economic Literature ...................... 14 3
Journal of Family and Economic Issues .......... 14 3
Journal of Health Economics ..................c..... 14 3
Note: Journals that have only published less than three papers are not
included, but they include such flagship journals as American Journal of
Sociology, Journal of Political Economy, American Economic Review,
American Educational Research Journal, and Population and Development
Review.
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erty and program participation (for example, the Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (tanF) program and the Spe-
cial Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants,
and Children (wic)), parenting practices, and parental mari-
tal history. Similarly, pediatric researchers have used these
datato estimate the association of child obesity and televi-
sion viewing and how parents deal with children during
meal times1©

Use of the young adult sample hasincreased over time as
offspring have aged into this sample. A bibliography main-
tained by the nLslists45 journal articles, book chapters, the-
sesand dissertations, conference papers, and working papers
that have used the young adult data.** Asnoted above, early
waves of the young adult data heavily overrepresented off-
spring bornto very young mothers, but sel ection of offspring
on mother’ sage hasbecomefar | ess problematic as offspring
bornto older mothers have aged into the young adult sample.
As a consequence, research uses of the young adult data
should continue to gain momentum as more waves of data
become available and as parent/offspring characteristics be-
come less skewed.

Notes

Researchers can employ advanced statistical techniques
exploiting unique design elementsinthesedata. For example,
researchers have often noted that siblings are more likely to
resemble one another on a variety of behavioral outcomes
than are two otherwise similar but unrelated individual s cho-
sen randomly from the same population. Such resemblance,
itisargued, may reflect characteristics of siblings—how they
were raised, characteristics of their parents and home envi-
ronment, and genetic influences—that are not captured by the
rich array of variables available in data such as the NLSY79.
To deal with thisissue, researchers have increasingly used a
variety of statistical modeling techniques (for example, fixed
effect models) that rely on the availability of sibling datato
purge out the influence of hypothesized unobserved factors.
Aninnovative elaboration of thisideainvolves comparisons
of siblings, cousins, and unrelated individuals, aresearch de-
signthat ispossiblewith the offspring data because both sib-
lings and cousins can be identified. A similar idearelies on
the identification of half-siblings, both among the original
NLSY 79 respondentsand in the offspring data, which hasbeen
used to examine certain models of genetic similarity. ]

* Members of the Center for Human Resource Research (cHrr) and, in
particular, Frank Mott played acrucial rolein developing and designing the
child and young adult surveys. Because plansto collect dataon offspring
were not part of the original NLsy79 datadesign, external funding sources
wererequired to collect thesedata. Asaconsequence, the availability of
offspring datawere dependent on the foresight of Frank Mott, whoin the
early 1980s spearheaded efforts by staff atcrrr and nis to secure external
support for collecting data.on the Children of theNLsy79. Itisalsoimportant
torecognizethat at thetime of initial datacollection, many of the substan-
tiveissues, aswell as statistical and methodological techniques appropriate
for these data, werein their infancy. In these and othersways, those who
envisioned these datain the early 1980s werewell ahead of their time.

2 nome—sr is a modification of the Home inventory, see Bettye M.
Caldwell and Robert H. Bradley, Home Obser vation for Measurement of
the Environment(LittleRock, AR, University of Arkansas, Center for Child
Development and Education, 1984).

3 For further information about the New Immigrant Survey, seehttp://
nis.princeton.edu.

4 At thetime of thefirst child survey in 1986, there was no existing
temperament scal e appropriate for usein asurvey setting. Asaresult, the
temperament scal e developed and fielded by n.sinvestigatorslacked a
national norm. Subsequent work has established the psychometric and
measurement properties of thisscale. See Frank L. Mott, PaulaC. Baker,
David E. Ball, Canada K. Keck, and Steven M. Lenhart, Thencsy Children
1992: Description and Evaluation (Columbus, OH, Ohio State Univer-
sity, Center for Human Resource Research, 1995).

> The er was developed by Nicholas Zill and James L. Peterson, Be-

havior Problems Index (Washington, DC, Child Trends Inc., 1986) by
adapting primarily the Achenbach Behavior Problems Checklist. See Tho-
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mas M. Achenbach and C. S. Edelbrock, Manual for the Child Behavior
Checklist and Revised Child Behavior Profile (Burlington, VT, Univer-
sity of Vermont, Department of Psychology, 1983).

& See James S. Coleman, “Social Capital in the Creation of Human
Capital,” American Journal of Sociology 94, (The University of Chicago
Press, 1988), pp.S95-S120.

" See Kenneth |. Wolpin, “Education data in the NLsy79: apremiere
research tool,” Monthly Labor Review, February 2005, 15-20.

8 Data on substance use, health conditions, sex education, and com-
puter use are also availablein the child sample. Thefact that similar items
arepresent in both the child and young adult surveys permitsinvestigators
to compare and combine datafrom the two samplesto assess, for example,
issues of reliability and stability/changein these variables.

®SeeMark R. Rosenzweig and Kenneth I. Wolpin, “Are There Increas-
ing Returnsto the Intergenerational Production of Human Capital ? M ater-
nal Schooling and Child Intellectual Achievement,” Journal of Human
Resources 29 (The University of Wisconsin Press, 1994), pp. 670-93.

' SeeLauraK. Certain and Robert S. Kahn, “Prevalence, Correlates,
and Trajectories of Television Viewing Among Infantsand Toddlers,” Pe-
diatrics 109 (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2002), pp.634—42; Myles
S. Faith, Stanley Heshka, Kathleen L. Keller, Bettylou Sherry, Patty E.
Matz, Angelo Pietrobelli, and David B. Allison, “Maternal-Child Feeding
Patterns and Child Body Weight: Findings from a Population-Based
Sample,” Archivesof Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine 157 (American
Medical Association, 2003), pp.926-32.

* A searchable online bibliography of all sourcesthat have used thencs
dataison the Internet athttp://www.nlsbibliography.org.



