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all the optional arguments; default settings often work well, but it’s great to be able to customize graphics to 
communicate the essential aspects of data most effectively.17

With variables measured at the interval level, we can measure dispersion more precisely than we can 
with nominal- or ordinal-level variables. The two most common measures of the dispersion of interval 
variables are variance and standard deviation. Both of these measures of dispersion express the typical 
amount of variation one observes in the values of a variable. The R functions used to calculate variance and 
standard deviation are fairly straightforward, as their names suggest, and both functions allow the user to 
define sampling weights.

wtd.var(gss$age, gss$wtss)                   # Measuring Variance

wtd.sd(nes$polknow_combined, nes$wt)         # Measuring Standard Deviation

[1] 298.5129

[1] 1.770014

A couple suggestions may help you avoid the feeling of information overload. First, when you generate 
descriptive statistics, you should focus on the most interesting, pertinent aspects of the variable. You don’t need 
to subject every variable to the complete battery of R functions. Second, when you develop an understanding 
of how to use functions, you won’t need to memorize many functions; you’ll be able to use any function you 
encounter by following examples and reading function documentation.

17 In reality, we’ve only scratched the surface of R’s capacity for graphically representing the distribution of variables. The  
wtd.hist function works well in many situations, but students are encouraged to try other plotting functions as they gain 
experience with R. The base function hist() is highly adaptable; the histogram() function in the lattice package quickly creates 
a pleasant-looking figure. Some methods of visualizing the distribution of interval-level data, like the densityplot() function  
in the lattice package, use smooth lines, rather than vertical bars, to represent relative frequencies. To find still more options, 
enter ??histogram and/or ??density in your R console.

Box 2.1 Additional Math Functions for Interval-Level Variables

Function Description

summary() returns basic descriptive statistics

range() identifies the minimum and maximum values (technically, the 
range is the difference between these extremes)

min() returns the minimum value of a variable

max() returns the maximum value of a variable

IQR() calculates the difference between first and third quartiles (the 
25% and 75% values)

boxplot() can generate a box and whiskers plot of values of one variable

In addition to the wtd.var() and wtd.sd() functions, you can use the following  
R functions to help describe the dispersion of interval variables:




