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The output from these commands should coincide with what you learned from studying the cumulative 
percentages in the frequency distribution table: The median NES respondent strongly favors reducing the budget 
deficit and strongly disapproves of the job being done by Congress.

Does budget_deficit_x have a high or low degree of dispersion? If budget_deficit_x had a high level of 
variation, then the percentages of respondents holding each position would be about equal, much like the 
zodiac variable that you analyzed earlier. So roughly one-seventh, or 14 percent, would fall into each of 
the seven response categories. If budget_deficit_x had no dispersion, then all the cases would fall into one 
value. That is, one value would have 100 percent of the cases, and each of the other categories would have 
0 percent. Which of these two scenarios comes closest to describing the actual distribution of respondents 
across the values of budget_deficit_x? It seems clear that budget_deficit_x is a variable with a relatively low 
degree of dispersion. Indeed, over three-quarters of all respondents fall on the “favor” side of this policy issue 
(cumulative percentage, 77.72), differing only in the strength of that opinion.

Now let’s take a look at another NES variable, nes$presapp_war_x, an ordinal-level variable that encodes 
how NES respondents feel about President Barack Obama’s handling of the war in Afghanistan. Execute the 
following code to generate a frequency distribution table and a bar graph that describe public opinion. Consider 
the distribution of public opinion presented here. Examine the Valid Percent column and the bar graph.

freqC(nes$presapp_war_x, nes$wt)           # Example, Descriptive Statistics

                                           # Describing Ordinal Variables

Frequency Percent Valid Percent

1. Approve strongly 1792.5 30.299 31.73

2. Approve not strongly 1362.0 23.023 24.11

4. Disapprove not strongly 857.9 14.502 15.18

5. Disapprove strongly 1637.5 27.679 28.98

NA's 266.0 4.497

Total 5916.0 100.000 100.00

Figure 2.5  Public Support for President’s Handling of War in Afghanistan
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Do common measures of central tendency such as the mode and the median accurately convey public sentiment 
about the president’s handling of the war in Afghanistan? The two measures provide inconsistent impressions 
of public opinion. What is the mode? Technically, “approve strongly” (31.73 percent) is the mode, although 
“disapprove strongly” (at 28.98 percent) is a close rival for that designation (Figure 2.5). The median sentiment is 
“approve not strongly.” Split results like this tell us that high variation, not central tendency, is the character trait to 
emphasize. One could say that public opinion is deeply divided on this controversial issue, with slightly more than 
half of the electorate on the “approve” side of the scale and slightly less than half on the disapprove side.
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