
156  Chapter  9

SPECIAL ISSUES WHEN PLOTTING  
OBSERVATIONS WITH LIMITED UNIQUE VALUES

We conclude this chapter with a discussion of issues that arise when we work with variables that have a 
limited number of unique values. We often work with interval-level variables that have relatively few unique 
values. For example, if you ask someone how many days a week he or she talks about politics, the person’s 
answer will be an integer between 0 and 7. We also encounter this problem with feeling thermometer data. 
For example, when asked to rate their feelings about the middle class using any value between 0 and 100, over 
80% of NES respondents picked one of five responses (50, 60, 70, 85, or 100 degrees). A standard scatterplot 
does not do justice to the relationship between variables that have a limited number of unique values; the 
standard plot may make a significant relationship appear nonexistent. When this happens, it’s useful to 
represent the number of observations with the same values; the default plot may look too neat and obscure 
patterns in the data.

One solution to the problem of plotting observations with many tied values is “binning” observations 
together.12 This method counts the number of observations in a defined space, such as a square area on a grid 
superimposed on a scatterplot, and visually represents that count rather than the actual observations directly. 
As an example of this method, consider the relationship between the fedspend_scale and ft_dem variables 
in the nes dataset. The variable fedspend_scale is a count of the number of federal programs respondents 
want increased and it ranges from 0 to 16. The ft_dem variable measures respondents’ feelings about the 
Democratic Party on a scale from 0 to 100, but most respondents give values that end in 0 or 5. A “hexagonal 
scatterplot” produced using the svyplot function clearly communicates the direction and strength of the 
relationship. It also provides a good idea of the number and distribution of respondents at each value of the 
independent variable. 

# hexagonal scatterplot helps display observations with tied values

svyplot(fedspend_scale ~ ft_dem, design=nesD, style="hex",

        xlab="Rating of Democratic Party", ylab="Federal Spending Scale", 

        main="Support for Federal Spending\nby Rating of Democrats")

12 For an alternative method of binning observations, see the hexbin function in the hexbin package.

Figure 9.13  Hexagonal Scatterplot to Better Visualize Limited Unique Values
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