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Introduction to the NLSY 97
• NLSY97 is one of the five cohort studies conducted by the U.S. 

Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics.

• NLSY97 initially was designed to document how the youths transit 
from school to work and into adulthood.

• The Subject Areas of NLSY97 now include:

Labor market behavior Relationships with parents

Educational experiences Contact with absent parents

Training Marital and fertility histories

Participation in government 
assistance programs

Dating

Expectations Sexual activity

Criminal behavior Onset of puberty

Alcohol and drug use Time use
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Introduction to the NLSY 97 (Continued)
• NLSY 97 is a cohort survey whose target cohort is youths who were 

12 to 16 years old as of December 31, 1996.

• NLSY97 was conducted annually between 1997 and 2012 and  
biennially afterwards. Currently, sixteen rounds of data were 
available for public use through NLS Investigator website. Not every 
subject topic was examined in every round of NLSY97.

• NLSY97 used a multi-stage stratified sampling method to select 
eligible households. Blacks and Hispanic were over-sampled. At the 
first phase, 96,512 households were selected from 1,748 sample 
segments embedded within 147 primary sampling units (PSUs). At 
the second phase, screening interviews were used to identify 9,907 
households with eligible youths, and 8,984 of them participated in 
the 1997 survey.

• The NLSY97 data were mainly collected using Computer-Assisted 
Personal Interview(CAPI). Audio Computer-Assisted Self-Interview 
(ACASI), and questionnaires, 
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Advantages and Challenges of Using NLSY97
Advantages:
 A variety of subject areas covered in NLSY97.
 A clearer temporal order of variables.
 Individual heterogeneity is better controlled.
 A better understanding of how youths transited into adulthood and 

what may influence such a transition. 
 Many roster variables have been created for research use.
 Provide custom weight variables

Challenges:
 Generalizability problem (Findings are cohort-specific.)
 Changes to designs and questionnaire of NLSY97 over time
 The original raw data are too large to be directly downloaded and 

analyzed. Thus, researchers need to learn how to use NLS 
Investigator website to download they data they need. 

 The availability of 16 rounds of data creates the problems of linking 
and constructing variables across rounds of surveys. 

 Different analytic strategies are needed if more than two rounds of 
data are used.
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How to Use NLS Investigator Website
• NLSY97 main webpage 

(https://www.nlsinfo.org/content/cohorts/nlsy97)

• NLSY97 User’s Guide (Rounds 1-13)
• https://www.nlsinfo.org/site/nlsy97/nlsdocs/nlsy97/mainto
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How to Use NLS Investigator Website
• NLS Investigator
https://www.nlsinfo.org/investigator/pages/login.jsp
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How to Use NLS Investigator Website

Obtaining NLSY 97 data: 

Step 1. Register with the website
Sept 2. Browse or search variables
Step 3. Select the variables you want
Step 4. Download the data
Sept 5. Run the corresponding SAS, SPSS, or Stata command codes 
to create the data file for your analyses
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How to Link Data from Different Rounds together
• Linking data from different rounds is necessary to describe how 

individuals remain the same or change over time.

• Use NLSY97 for two types of linking:
o The first type is to link the characteristics of a respondent over time. For 

example, researchers may want to understand how the respondent’s marital 
status, educational attainment, or employment status changed over time. 

o The second type is to link the characteristics of people related with respondents 
over time. For example, researchers may want to understand the gender and 
education attainment of all spouses that an respondent have had. 

o The second type of linking is more difficult than the first type of linking.

• NLSY website provides sample SAS codes for these two types of 
linking.  
o https://www.nlsinfo.org/content/getting-started/intro-to-the-nls/tutorials/tutorial-

linking-roster-items-across-rounds

o https://www.nlsinfo.org/content/getting-started/intro-to-the-
nls/tutorials/tutorial-matching-cohabiting-partners-their
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How to Link Data from Different Rounds Together

Respondents 1 2 3 4 5 6

Bob
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married

Jim
never 

married 
never 

married 
never 

married 
never 

married 
married 
to Sue

divorced

Kim
never 

married
never 

married
married 
to Terry

married married married

Matt
never 

married
married 
to Pam

divored
married 
to Ann

divored
married 
to Jesey

Rounds
Table 2. Example of Different Spouses at Rounds of NLSY 97

Respondents 1 2 3 4 5 6

Bob
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married
never 

married

Jim
never 

married 
never 

married 
never 

married 
never 

married 
married divorced

Kim
never 

married
never 

married
married married married married

Matt
never 

married
married divored married divored married

Rounds
Table 1. Example of Linking Marital Status across Rounds in NLSY 97

10



The complexities involved:
• The marital history roster indicates whether a respondent has a 
spouse or partner at a time, which allows for identifying when a 
respondent was married or cohabiting. However, this roster provides 
the position, rather than the unique identification number (i.e. the ID 
variable) of the spouses or partners.

• Researchers need to use the position that the spouse or partner hold 
at the round of survey to find the unique ID assigned to the spouse or 
partner at the time.

• NLSY97 stores the information of spouses/partners in three different 
files: the marriage and cohabitation section, the household roster, and 
the non-resident roster. These files differ in how to extract the 
information about spouses/partners.

• The members in the marriage and cohabitation section, the 
household roster, and the non-resident roster change over time and 
require different ways of merging with other files.

How to Link Data from Different Rounds 
Together
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Five steps of conducting the second type of linking:
• Determine when a respondent had his/her first partner and what 
position the partner holds in the partner roster at that time. This will be 
the master data file.

• Construct separate data files from the marriage and cohabitation 
section, the household roster, and the non-resident roster.

• Merge the master data file with the data from the marriage and 
cohabitation section using the partner position at that time.

• Merge the master data file with the data from the household roster 
using the partner ID.

• Merge the master data file with the non-resident roster using the 
partner ID.

How to Link Data from Different Rounds Together
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How to Use Weight Variables
• NLSY97 weight variables can be customized, depending on how many 

rounds of surveys are used and whether the focus is on respondents 
participating in all or any of these rounds.

• The custom weight variables were created by adjusting for differences 
in base weight, nonresponse to the screener, different response rates to 
the screener, different cross-sectional weights for Black and Hispanic 
respondents, nonresponse to the main interview.

• NLSY97 custom weight variable is a post-stratification person weight 
variable.

• NLSY97 custom weight variables can be downloaded from the website:
https://www.nlsinfo.org/content/cohorts/nlsy97/using-and-understanding-the-

data/sample-weights-design-effects
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Conclusions
• NLSY97 provided an excellent opportunity to examine how the youth 

transited into the adulthood. With measures of various subject areas, 
NLSY may shed light on why some youths made the transition while 
some did not.

• You need to decide your analytic models first before linking and 
constructing variables.

• Given the size and complexity of NLSY97, please remember that it will 
take lots of time  to link or construct variables using NLSY97. 

• Both SAS and Stata can link and construct the variables of interest. If 
you like to work with data in the wide format, you can use SAS. If you 
like to work with data in the long format, you can use Stata.

• If you have any questions about using the NLSY97 data. Please feel 
free to contact Hsueh-Sheng Wu at 372-3119 or wuh@bgsu.edu
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