
142    The Research Experience

location, library resources, or a host of other possibilities. Notice that one category is not 
more important or “higher” than another. These responses could be put into separate 
categories, and a frequency count could be made for each category. Some categories could 
also be combined; for example, a category could be created for “academics” into which 
we might put professors, courses, career advising, and library resources. There might be 
another category for quality of student life, which might include the other aspects (social 
life, food, housing, sports, and location). Again, there is no inherent ordering of these 
categories; they are equally valued.

In terms of statistics, categorical data are often analyzed in terms of frequencies (i.e., 
counts of the number of responses in each category) and their corresponding percent-
ages. Beyond frequency analyses, chi-square analyses can be used with categorical data. 
Chi-square analyses involve dimensions that are nominal (categorical). Often analyses 
involve a 2 × 2 chi-square (meaning two categories for each dimension), but chi-square 
analyses are not restricted to just two categories on each dimension. For example, you 
might ask whether first year students differ from fourth year students in the number of 
mentions of social life, sports, and courses as sources of satisfaction (see Table 5.1). In 
this table, one dimension had three categories and the other dimension had two catego-
ries (3 × 2). Imagine that you had 500 first year students and 500 fourth year students 
provide answers to that original open-ended question about what people liked about 
their institution.

The responses do not need to add up to 500 because participants could mention 
as many items as they wished and not everyone would mention these particular items. 
Chi-square analyses are about proportionality, not about the absolute numbers. As you 
look at these numbers, you can see that there seem to be different proportionalities, 
especially for courses (fourth year students mention this more often than do first year 
students) and sports (again, fourth year students mention this more often than do first 
year students). First year students list social life more often than do fourth year students, 
but the proportional difference is not as great as in the other categories. If you do the chi-
square analysis on these data, there is a significant chi-square χ2 (2, N = 1,764) = 282.92,  
p < .001, reflecting the fact that the proportions across categories differ. There are online 

TABLE 5.1	 ■ 	� Comparison of First- and Fourth-Year College Students’ 
Satisfaction With Social Life, Sports, and Courses

Social Life Sports Courses

First Year 436 105   76

Fourth Year 336 389 422

Chi-square: 
nonparametric 
statistical 
procedure with 
nominal data 
to determine 
whether the 
distributions of 
two dimensions 
differ.

Open-ended 
responses: 
qualitative 
approach that 
allows the 
respondent 
to answer in 
any way he or 
she wishes 
to a research 
question.

Closed-ended 
response: 
approach in 
which the 
respondent 
selects his or 
her response 
to a research 
question from a 
set of provided 
options.


