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We are studying the feasibility of using historical records as a source of data on early life socioeconomic status (SES) of decedents. We included 452 decedents from the Forsyth, NC field center of the Atherosclerosis Risk in Communities Study. Death certificate and social security application (SS-5) data were available for 99% and 96% of the decedents, respectively. We abstracted the information on parents’ names, decedent’s name, race, gender, date and place of birth. We used this information to attempt linkage to each decedent’s birth certificate and declassified 1930 census record to obtain information on parental education, occupation and home ownership during his/her early childhood. We have done a preliminary search of the 1930 census records for 116 decedents born between 1923 and 1928. Matches were obtained for 75% of decedents. There was correspondence between the death record/SS-5 data and the census record on parents’ names, decedent name, age, race, gender and state of birth of the decedent on almost all records. On those without complete correspondence, information was not missing on more than one of the match variables. SES information was virtually complete on all records. Information on home ownership, occupational status and literacy of parents was missing only on one record. All recorded occupations were codable into US census categories. Our findings suggest death certificates and SS-5 records contain data that is sufficient for successful linkage to census records. Furthermore, historical census records are a source of early life SES data that at least for the 1930 census, is virtually complete and easily accessible.

