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slightly, 14 percent in the middle, 14 percent oppose slightly, 14 percent oppose moderately, and 14 percent 
oppose strongly. If deficit.reduce.f had no dispersion, then all the cases would fall into one value. That is, one 
value would have 100 percent of the cases, and each of the other categories would have 0 percent. Which of these 
two scenarios comes closest to describing the actual distribution of respondents across the values of  
deficit.reduce.f? Is it the high-variation scenario, where equal percentages are reflected in each category, or the 
scenario of 100 percent in one category, which reflects low variation? It seems clear that deficit.reduce.f is a 
variable with a low degree of dispersion. Indeed, over three-quarters of all respondents fall on the “favor” side of 
this policy issue (cumulative percentage, 76.92), differing only in the strength of that opinion.

Now let’s take a look at the second nes variable, nes$illegal.citizenshp.f:

Consider the shape of a different—and more interesting—variable. (See Figure 2.4.) Examine the Valid 
Percent column and consider the graph. Clearly, this is a situation in which the measures of central tendency, the 
mode and the median, fail to reveal the true character of the variable. The two measures are in fundamental 
conflict. What is the mode? Technically, “oppose strongly” (24.094 percent) is the mode, although “favor 
moderately” (and, to a lesser degree, “favor strongly”) are close rivals for that designation. In fact, the median 
barely makes it past “favor slightly” (cumulative percentage, 49.11) and lands in the middle position (cumulative 
percentage, 65.82). Split personalities such as this tell us that high variation, not central tendency, is the character 
trait to emphasize. One could say that public opinion is deeply divided on this controversial issue, with slightly 
less than half of the electorate on the “favor” side of the scale, a bit more than a third (100.00 – 65.82 = 34.18 
percent) on the “oppose” side, and weakness in the middle (16.715 percent).

DESCRIBING INTERVAL VARIABLES (NUMERICS)

We now turn to the descriptive analysis of interval-level variables. An interval-level variable represents the most 
precise level of measurement. Unlike nominal variables, whose values stand for categories, and ordinal 
variables, whose values can be ranked, the values of an interval variable tell us the exact quantity of the 
characteristic being measured. For example, age qualifies as an interval-level variable since its values impart each 
respondent’s age in years.

Because interval variables have the most precision, they can be described more completely than can 
nominal or ordinal variables. For any interval-level variable, we can report its mode, median, and arithmetic 
average, or mean. In addition to these measures of central tendency, we can make more sophisticated 
judgments about variation. Specifically, one can determine if an interval-level distribution is skewed. What 
is “skewness” and how do you know it when you see it?

Skewness refers to the symmetry of a distribution. If a distribution is not skewed, the cases tend to 
cluster symmetrically around the mean of the distribution, and they taper off evenly for values above and 

Figure 2.4  Frequency Distribution and Bar Chart: Ordinal Variable with High Dispersion


