
52  Chapter  3

If we now apply the freq() function to gss$age5, R will generate a frequency distribution table as well as a bar 
plot, but with rather odd value labels. What does the label “[18, 31)” mean? In R esoterica, the square left-hand 
bracket means “interval includes the next value,” and the right parenthesis means “interval excludes the preceding 
value.” While technically precise, these labels may be more confusing than enlightening.

Now is a perfect time to use the levels function to supply useful labels for factor values and the as.ordered 
function to appropriately classify our new ordinal variable. When cut2 collapses a numeric, it produces an 
unordered factor, the lowest factor class. We can use the as.ordered function to upgrade the status of a true 
ordinal variable. This bit of fine-tuning allows us to generate clear and informative results.

# label the new variable’s level and set class to ordered factor

levels(gss$age5) = c("18-30", "31-40", "41-50", "51-60", "61-")

gss$age5 = as.ordered(gss$age5)

freq(gss$age5, gss$wtss)          # clearer labels, cumulative percent column

gss$age5

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cum Percent

18-30 448.476 22.7077 22.77 22.77

31-40 367.215 18.5932 18.64 41.41

41-50 367.279 18.5964 18.64 60.05

51-60 347.087 17.5740 17.62 77.67

61- 439.799 22.2683 22.33 100.00

NA’s 5.144 0.2604

Total 1975.001 100.0000 100.00

In the next example, we’ll use the cut2 function to divide a numeric variable into equal-sized groups. 
Rather than specifying the cut points, as we did with the gss$age5 example, we’ll specify the number of 
equal-sized categories we want to create. To do this, we’ll set the optional groups argument, “g”, to the 
number of equal-sized groups we want to create from a numeric variable. For example, if we wanted to 
compare countries of the world based on varying urban densities, we could divide observations in the world 
dataset into five categories.

# Collapse variable into equal sized categories

# “g” argument is number of categories to create

world$pop_urban.5cat = cut2(world$pop_urban, g=5)

Figure 3.1  Ages of GSS Respondents, Five Categories
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In the preceding examples, we collapsed numeric variables into ordinal categories. What if the original 
variable is already an ordered factor but has more levels than we want? In other words, we want to collapse 
some of the categories of an ordinal variable. There are at least a couple of ways to do this.

If the number of categories of the original variable isn’t very large, you can simply redefine the levels, using 
the same label for the categories you want to join together. You want to create a new variable when you do this 




