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You can use the frequency distribution table and bar graph to identify the mode and median ages of GSS 
respondents, or use the wtd.mode and wtd.median functions introduced above.11 (The modal age is 55 and 
median age is 45.)

Before we make further observations about the central tendency and dispersion of this variable, we will 
apply a different function, describe, to generate a bumper crop of information about this numeric variable. The 
generic syntax for the describe function is as follows:

describe(x, weights=optional.weight)

If you wish to include a weight variable, the argument, ‘weights=’, needs to be typed out.12 To describe the 
age of GSS respondents, we would type:

describe(gss$age, weights=gss$wtss)    # Example, Descriptive Statistics

                                       # Describing Interval Variables

gss$age

n missing unique Info Mean
1969.9 5.1 72 1 46.1

.05 .10 .25 .50 .75
21.0 23.0 32.0 45.0 58.0

.90 .95
71.0 77.0

lowest: 18 19 20 21 22, highest: 85 86 87 88 89

The median is the 50th
percentile, labeled ".50."

The top row of describe’s output tells us the weighted numbers of valid cases and missing cases (1969.9 
and 5.1, respectively), the number of unique values (72), and the mean age (46.1 years). Next, describe reports 
a series of percentiles. For example, the label, “.05,” and its associated value of age, “21.0,” tells us that 5 percent 
(.05) of the individuals in the survey are 21 years old or younger. The 50th percentile, labeled “.50”, is the median 
age, 45.00. Half of the GSS respondents are younger than 45 and half are older than 45. Finally, the output of the 
describe function reports the five lowest and highest ages found in the GSS dataset.

To simply calculate an interval variable’s mean value, without consulting all the summary information produced 
by the describe function, you can use the wtd.mean function. This function will yield the same mean value, but it is 
sometimes useful for a function to generate a result rather than extracting it from console output.

wtd.mean(gss$age, weights=gss$wtss)    # Describing Interval Variables

[1] 46.10235

11 The frequency distribution table and bar graph produced from this sample code may represent the distribution in too much 
detail. It may be more useful to describe the relative distribution of different age groups in the GSS survey rather than break 
down each individual age. In Chapter 3, we’ll discuss some techniques to create age groupings.
12 To supply weights to the describe function, we need to use keyword matching. We cannot rely on positional matching 
because “weights” is not the second argument to this function as defined by the Hmisc package.

Figure 2.6  Ages of GSS Respondents
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