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Tracking Repeatedly Measured Variables in the National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth: an Illustration Based on Volunteering during
Adolescence

By Bradley A. Corbett,’ and Michael A. Busseri?

Abstract

Researchers are able to examine changes in trends over time, through the examination of responses
to repeatedly-asked questions, among the same respondents, over several cycles of longitudinal data.
Working with these repeatedly-measured responses can often be challenging. This article examines
trends in youth’s volunteering activities, using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Children and Youth, to highlight several issues that researchers should consider when working with
repeated measures.

1. Introduction

Longitudinal analysis using the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY)
requires linking a respondent’s information across several survey cycles. This information, or
repeatedly measured variables, can be found in a number of possible data files produced by the
NLSCY.? For a researcher to create a new dataset comprised of repeated measures, the name of
the repeated measure, and the data file in which the repeated measure is located, must be known
for each cycle being used in the analysis. In this paper, we discuss several challenges with
creating a longitudinal dataset from the NLSCY using an example of self-reported volunteer
activities for adolescents aged 12 to 19.

Organized activities, such as volunteering and community service, can provide positive
developmental contexts (Mahoney et. al., 2006). The NLSCY provides an opportunity to
examine changes in population-based trends over time in the involvement of adolescents in
organized activities. To conduct this analysis, repeated measures for the same individual needs to
be tracked over time to determine if there are changes in their volunteering behaviour.

Information for the same individual can be identified in different NLSCY data files by
using the unique person identifier called “persruk’. The ‘persruk’ variable allows the researcher
to merge variables from multiple data files.

In addition to identifying data from the same individual over time, the researcher must
consider three additional issues. First, the researcher must identify which NLSCY cycles the
variables of interest were collected. Second, the researcher must evaluate the consistency of the
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wording of the questions and the response options across cycles. Third, the researcher must
identify the variable name used for the repeated measure in each cycle. The variable naming
convention in the NLSCY is formed in part by the location of the survey question and by the
survey instrument used to collect responses to the question. For some variables, tracking a
repeated measure across cycles for the same individual is relatively straight-forward because the
identical question is used in each cycle and only the first letter of the variable name changes
between cycles.* In other cases, the situation is more complex.

2. An example using volunteer activities for adolescents aged 12 to 15

Researchers who wish to include individuals from multiple age-levels within each cycle must
identify the variable name for the measure of interest for each age-level within each cycle. Even
if the same survey question is phrased identically across cycles, the same survey question can
have two different variable names within the same cycle. The difference in variable name
depends on the survey instrument used to collect responses. For example, a self-complete
questionnaire is the survey instrument used to collect information on volunteer activities for
adolescents aged 12 to 15. However, an interviewer-administered youth questionnaire is the
survey instrument used to collect the same information for adolescents aged 16 to 19.
Consequently, both survey instruments ask the identical question and collect the same
information but result in a different variable name.

The assessment of volunteer activities in the NLSCY are first collected at age 12 in Cycle
2, and continue through to age 19 in Cycle 5. Table 1 displays the eight volunteering measures
asked in the NLSCY. The first seven questions are scored dichotomously (yes/no) while the
eighth question assesses frequency of volunteering ranging from everyday to less than once a
month.

Table 1 National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth volunteering questions by survey cycle

Cycle
In the past 12 months have you helped without pay by ... 2 3 4 5
1. Doing activities at school Y Y Y .
2. Adopting a cause Y Y Y Y
3. Fund raising Y Y Y Y
4. Helping in your community Y Y Y Y
5. Helping neighbours or relatives Y Y Y Y
6. Doing another volunteer activity Y Y Y Y
7. | haven’t done any of these activities without pay Y Y Y! Y!
8. During the past 12 months, how often have you volunteered without pay? Y Y

Y question was included for all age-groups.
Y! question was included for some age-groups

.. not available for a specific reference period

4. For areview of the NLSCY variable naming conventions see the Cycle 5 User Guide, pp. 45-48.
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Five of the volunteering questions, questions 2 through 6, are asked of respondents aged
12 or older in Cycles 2 through 5. Responses to these five questions allow for the analysis of
within-person change in volunteering over time, as well as an estimation of population-level
trajectories in volunteer participation for adolescents. Two additional questions, 1 and 7, are
asked only for certain age groups in certain cycles. For example, question 1 was only asked of
respondents aged 12 and 13 in Cycles 2, 3, and 4.

Table 2 provides a breakdown for the dichotomous volunteer activity variables by survey
cycle and age group. As can be seen, the same question can have a different variable name
within the same cycle depending on the respondent’s age. The names of the volunteering
variables for adolescents aged 15 and under are different from adolescents aged 16 and older. For
example, question 5 has the name (DATCBQ5E) in Cycle 4 for adolescents aged 12 to 15, but
has a different name (DACYD12D) for adolescents aged 16 and 17. This difference arises as
responses to the question being captured by two different survey instruments.

In addition to within-cycle differences in variable names, the variable naming convention
changes across cycles. For example, to track an individual response for item 2, the response of
adolescents aged 12 in Cycle 2 is provided in the variable BATCBQ5B. A response for the same
adolescents in Cycle 3, when they are age 14, is found in the variable CATCBQ5B. Note how
only the first letter of the variable name changes, indicating a change in the cycle. However, a
response by the same adolescents in Cycle 4, when they are age 16, is found in the variable
DACYD12A. This variable name deviates substantially from the previous two because of the
change in survey instrument, from the self-complete questionnaire to the interviewer-
administered youth questionnaire.

Another consideration is that the variables for different age groups can exist in different
data files. For example, in Cycle 5 the variable EATCBQ5B is located in the 10-to-19-year-old
data file (NLSCY_02_05 1019 _mas) for adolescents aged 12 to 15. However, responses for the
corresponding variable for adolescents aged 16 to 19, EACYD12A, are located in the Cycle 5
longitudinal file (NLSCY_02_C5 LONG_mas).
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Table 2 National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth Dichotomous Volunteering Variable Names by

Cycle, Age-Group, and Type of Volunteering

Cycle | Age-

group

Type of volunteering®

At school

Adopt cause

Fund-raising

Help in
community

Help
neighbours

Another
activity

None without
pay

2 12 to
13
years

BATCBQ5A

BATCBQ5B

BATCBQ5C

BATCBQS5D

BATCBQ5E

BATCBQ5F

BATCBQ5G

3 12 to
13
years

14 to
15
years

CATCBQ5A

CATCBQ5B

CATCBQ5B

CATCBQ5C

CATCBQ5C

CATCBQ5D

CATCBQ5D

CATCBQ5E

CATCBQ5E

CATCBQ5F

CATCBQ5F

CATCBQ5G

CATCBQ5G

4 12 to
13
years

14 to
15
years

16 to
17
years

DATCDQ5A

DATCBQ5B

DATCBQ5B

DACYD12A

DATCBQ5C

DATCBQ5C

DACYD12B

DATCBQ5D

DATCBQ5D

DACYD12C

DATCBQ5E

DATCBQ5E

DACYD12D

DATCBQ5F

DATCBQ5F

DACYDI12E

DATCBQ5G

DATCBQ5G

5 12 to
13
years

14 to
15
years

16 to
17
years

18to
19
years

EATCBQ5B

EATCBQ5B

EACYDI12A

EACYDI12A

EATCBQ5C

EATCBQ5C

EACYE12B

EACYE12B

EATCBQ5D

EATCBQ5D

EACYE12C

EACYE12C

EATCBQSE

EATCBQ5E

EACYDI12D

EACYD12D

EATCBQ5F

EATCBQ5F

EACYDI12E

EACYDI12E

EATCBQ5G

EATCBQ5G

1. The seven dichotomously-scored volunteering variables are shown. The eigth volunteering measure, a global frequency
rating, is not shown.

.. hot available for a specific reference period
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3. Conclusion

In summary, researchers wishing to examine within-person changes for the same variable over
time should take care to check under different variable names and in different data files if
responses appear to be systematically missing for specific age groups. Researchers are
encouraged to carefully review the NLSCY documentation and codebooks to ensure the question
and responses remain consistent across cycles for repeated measures. Some repeated measures
are only collected by certain survey instruments or in certain cycles. Moreover, repeatedly
measured variables may also exist under other variable names or in another data files.

In conclusion, we recommend that researchers, who are planning a longitudinal analysis
of repeatedly measured variables using the NLSCY, first determine the availability of the
variables of interest across survey cycles. In our own work, we found a chart similar to Table 2
was essential to tracking the volunteering variables across age groups and cycles. Indeed, not all
of the volunteering variables we planned to analyze were asked of each age group in each cycle.
By completing such a chart, researchers may gain vital information about the availability of key
variables for their analyses and the feasibility of the proposed study. Researchers are encouraged
to include a chart like Table 2 with their research proposal for data access through the Statistics
Canada Research Data Centres program.
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