Creating Something from Nothing 

Working with synthetic files
This exercise involves comparing the documentation for the public use file of the CCHS Cycle 1.1 with the corresponding documentation for the CCHS 1.1 synthetic file.  We will use the set of variables from an existing study to examine differences between the public use version and the synthetic file representing the master file.  This exercise also demonstrates the difficult in replicating published research without access to the original data source, which in this example was the CCHS 1.1 master file.  The question for you to keep in mind throughout this exercise is:  Is it possible to replicate this research with the public use file?

The research results that we will use are found in an article by Jennifer Ali and published in a supplement of Health Reports, volume 13, 2003.  This same article will be used in the computing exercise on Tuesday afternoon when we work with the public use file of the CCHS to summarize the differences between the percentage of females and males suffering an episode of depression within the 12 months preceding the survey for Cycle 1.1.  For today’s exercise, we’ll just focus on the variables used by Ali in her analysis of the mental health of Canadians.

1. Two files are available at http://datalib.library.ualberta.ca/accoleds/workshops/ containing data dictionaries for the public use and synthetic files for CCHS 1.1.  Click on the links to Synthetic file: data dictionary and Public use file: data dictionary.  Both should open in Acrobat Reader.  If you have problems with this, ask you instructor for help.
2. Next, retrieve a copy of Jennifer Ali’s article using the link from the above ACCOLEDS website: Mental health of Canada’s immigrants.  This link takes you to the STC website where you can download the article. You may need to right-click on the PDF-link and download the file to your D: drive before being able to open the file.

Once you have a copy of the article open, scroll to page 8 where you will find Table A in the Appendix.  Thirteen variables are outlined in this table.  Record the short descriptive title of each of these variables in the table on the next page.  

Notice that this table’s title refers to selected characteristics of Canada’s household population aged 15 to 75 in 2000-2001 by immigration status.  Tomorrow we will discuss further the importance of both the age range specified and immigration status.  Identifying subpopulations within a survey is a typical exercise when performing secondary data analysis.  For someone trying to replication a secondary analysis, one of the first major tasks is trying to find the same subset of cases.  We’ll hear more about this tomorrow, however.

	Short Variable Description
	Does this appear to be a categorical variable? (Y/N)
	How many categories?

	1.
	
	

	2.
	
	

	3.
	
	

	4.
	
	

	5.
	
	

	6.
	
	

	7.
	
	

	8.
	
	

	9.
	
	

	10.
	
	

	11.
	
	

	12.
	
	

	13.
	
	


In this list of variables, indicate if each variable -- as it is presented in Table A of the Appendix -- appears to contain categorical or continuous data.  For example, the first variable in Table A is Depression.  She reports it as consisting of two categories: (a) no depression and (b) depression.

The author of this article did a great job describing the variables in her analysis.  Scroll to the next page and you’ll find more details about each of the above thirteen variables.  This will prove to be particularly helpful when we begin our search for these variables in the data documentation.  First, let’s see if we can glean further insight into her collection of variables from the definitions on page 9.

Depression is this analysis is based on a measure representing the probability of a diagnosis of an episode of depression.

A. What probability level does the author use in this study to classify a respondent as having experienced an episode of depression?

B. Similarly, what probability level does the author use in this study to classify a respondent as having experienced an episode of alcohol dependence?

Her identification of immigrants and Canadian-born appear to be based on place of birth and citizenship at the time of birth.  This suggests that there might be multiple variables involved in determining this or the possibility of a derived variable constructed to deal specifically with this issue.

C. In the definition for length of residence, does is sound as though this is a variable with the exact number of years or one that consists of categories of years as indicated on page 8?

Region of birth seems quite straightforward, as does marital status.  

D. How is household income constructed?  Is it simply the total of incomes in the household?  If not, how is it derived?

Nothing unusual appears in the variables representing the education or the sex of the respondent.  Age, however, has an interesting twist.

E. Does the author use continuous or categorical age in her analysis?  

What extra term (i.e., variable) did she enter in her model using age?

Neither employment status nor language of conversation appears difficult to identify, although the focus on language appears in Table A to be competency in one of the two official languages of Canada.

F. What special treatment did the author employ with the variable measuring a sense of belonging?

3. You can now minimize the window displaying this article and turn to the data documentation for the public use and synthetic files.  From Acrobat Reader’s menu, select Window / Tile / Horizontally.  This will allow you to move between both documents easily to compare the variables in each version of the metadata.

a.  Begin in the integrated Master file data dictionary by clicking the cursor in its window.  Ctrl-F will open the search tool.  Begin with depression and find the variable most likely used by Ms. Ali.  It will not necessarily be the first item that you find in the document.  Remember, she is using a variable with probabilities assigned as values.  When you locate this variable, record in the table below the variable name, the question from which it was created or if it was derived, the codes associated with the variable, and the codes for missing data.

b.  Switch to the window with the public use data dictionary and repeat the search.  Record the information that you find about this variable on the table on the next page.

Integrated Master File’s Data Dictionary

	Content
	Variable Name
	Question # or Derived
	Type of Codes
	Missing Values Identified

	Depression
	
	
	
	

	Length of Residence 
	
	
	
	

	Age
	
	
	
	

	Region of birth
	
	
	
	

	Marital status
	
	
	
	


continued on the next page

Integrated Master File’s Data Dictionary (cont.)

	Content
	Variable Name
	Question # or Derived
	Type of Codes
	Missing Values Identified

	Household income
	
	
	
	

	Sense of belonging
	
	
	
	


Public Use File’s Data Dictionary

	Content
	Variable Name
	Question # or Derived
	Type of Codes
	Missing Values Identified

	Depression
	
	
	
	

	Length of Residence 
	
	
	
	

	Age
	
	
	
	

	Region of birth
	
	
	
	

	Marital status
	
	
	
	

	Household income
	
	
	
	

	Sense of belonging
	
	
	
	


c.  Complete these two tables for the remaining six variables.

You can see that one could not completely replicate the findings in Ms. Ali’s study using the public use file for the CCHS 1.1.  For one thing, region of birth is not even available in the public use file.  Age and years of residence in Canada have been categorized in the public use file.  An approximation of her study is possible, but not a strict replication.

If you could get approval, however, one could replicate her analysis using remote job submission or through an approved project, an analysis could be done in a Research Data Centre (although, a straight replication project would probably not receive the peer approval needed to work in an RDC).




Chuck Humphrey
6
December 2003


