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DESCRIBING NOMINAL VARIABLES

Nominal-level variables simply differentiate the unit of analysis into different groups or categories. One value  
of a nominal-level variable is no more or less than another value, they are just different values. In the  
R environment, nominal-level variables are classified as unordered factors.

In this section, you will obtain a frequency distribution for a nominal-level variable, zodiac, which records 
GSS respondents’ astrological signs. The variable, zodiac, is in the GSS dataset, which requires a weight variable, 
wtss. Recall R’s rule: To R, zodiac is gss$zodiac, and wtss is gss$wtss. To obtain a frequency distribution table 
and bar chart of zodiac, enter:

freq(gss$zodiac, gss$wtss)         # Describing a Nominal-Level Variable

 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent

ARIES 145.78 7.381 7.649

TAURUS 171.59 8.688 9.003

GEMINI 161.40 8.172 8.469

CANCER 147.73 7.480 7.751

LEO 190.35 9.638 9.988

VIRGO 158.58 8.029 8.321

LIBRA 183.37 9.285 9.621

SCORPIO 145.12 7.348 7.614

SAGITTARIUS 145.36 7.360 7.627

CAPRICORN 140.29 7.104 7.361

AQUARIUS 173.52 8.786 9.104

PISCES 142.78 7.229 7.492

NA's 69.14 3.501

Total 1975.00 100.000 100.000

Figure 2.1  Distribution of Zodiac Signs in the GSS Dataset

ARIES GEMINI LEO LIBRA CAPRICORN

15
0

10
0

50
0

R produces a frequency distribution table in the console window and a bar chart in the graphics window. If you 
want to generate descriptive statistics for a nominal-level variable without weighting observations (for instance, if 
you are analyzing a variable in the states or world datasets), simply omit the second argument in the function above.

The value labels for each astrological sign appear in the left-most column of the frequency distribution table, with 
Aries occupying the top row of numbers and Pisces the bottom row. There are three columns of numbers: Frequency, 
Percent, and Valid Percent. The Frequency column tells us the number of respondents—more accurately, the number 
of respondents weighted by the sampling weight—having each zodiac sign. Percent is the percentage of respondents in 
each category of the variable, counting missing cases (NA’s). Valid Percent is the column to focus on. So, for example, 
ignoring NA’s, about 172 respondents (171.59), or 9.003 percent of the sample, have Taurus as their astrological sign.
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