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Consider the Valid Percent column more closely. What is the mode, the most common astrological sign? For 
nominal variables, the answer to this question is (almost) always an easy call: Simply find the value with the 
highest percentage of responses. Virgo is the mode. Does this variable have little dispersion or a lot of dispersion? 
Again study the Valid Percent column, and consider the constellation of bars in the accompanying bar chart. 
Apply the rule: A variable has no dispersion if the cases are concentrated in one value of the variable; there will 
be only one bar containing 100 percent of the cases. A variable has maximum dispersion if the cases are spread 
evenly across all values of the variable; thus, all the bars will be the same height. Do most of the cases 
concentrated in Virgo have only one or heavily populated bars? Or are there many cases in each value of zodiac, 
with many bars of roughly equal height? Since respondents are widely dispersed across the values of zodiac.f, we 
conclude that zodiac.f has a high level of dispersion.

As you can see, bar charts can be a useful interpretive tool. Even so, you may not always want freq to 
produce one. You can suppress the chart by including the additional argument, ‘plot=FALSE’, which may be 
abbreviated ‘plot=F’. For example:

When you elect to create a chart, it may need refinement. This is especially true for factor variables having a 
large number of categories (e.g., zodiac.f has twelve) with long value labels (several of zodiac.f ’s labels are quite 
long). For example, notice in Figure 2.1 that freq labeled only five of the twelve zodiac signs in the chart. Later in 
this chapter, and throughout the remainder of the book, you learn how to fine-tune R’s graphics, adding axis 
labels, titles, legends, line types, and so on. However, for our current purposes, a freq-tweaking workspace 
function, freqC, comes in handy for factors with seven or more labeled categories. Try this:

(Hint: In the script editor, copy your original freq command, paste it onto a new line, and edit ‘freq’ to read 
‘freqC’.) The frequency distribution reappears, accompanied by a bar chart in which all the values of zodiac.f are 
labeled. (See Figure 2.2.) Also, the vertical axis records valid percentages instead of frequencies.

DESCRIBING ORDINAL VARIABLES (ORDERED FACTORS)

Next, you will analyze and describe two ordinal-level variables, or ordered factors—one has little variation, and 
the other is more spread out. Both variables are in the nes dataset, which contains a wealth of survey data gauging 
individuals’ opinions on a variety of public policies. The nes variable, deficit.reduce.f, asks whether respondents 
favor reducing the federal deficit. The variable, illegal.citizenshp.f, asks whether respondents favor or oppose 

Figure 2.1  Frequency Distribution and Default Bar Chart: Nominal Variable

The Percent column includes 
missing values (NA’s). Focus on 
the Valid Percent column, which 
does not include missing values.


