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As shown in Figure 11.6, to convert this table to an R-friendly format, we would select the data, copy it 
to the clipboard, and paste it into Excel. Once in Excel, check the first row which should contain the variable 
names. Verify that the variable names are properly aligned and have acceptable variable names. You may 
want to shorten variable names and eliminate white spaces. Also, make sure numbers in your spreadsheet are 
rendered as numeric values, rather than text; if large numbers have separating commas, you’ll want to remove 
the separating commas at this stage. Finally, save the dataset as a .csv file in the working directory and use  
csv.get to import it into R.

PDF Format or Hand-Coded Data

By now it is clear that, unless you luck into SPSS or Stata data, an Excel-to-.csv conversion is your 
best bet. So, when your data are in paper-and-pencil form (a stack of completed questionnaires, for 
example), you would code the data into Excel, convert to .csv, and then import into R. Similarly, if you 
find interesting data in hard copy or PDF format, you can code the data into Excel and follow the steps 
described above. We close this section with a few pointers for direct-coding data, using an especially 
unfriendly PDF file to illustrate.

Figure 11.7 displays a partial web page from the Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) website, which 
reports ratings of the 2011 Senate.

Figure 11.7  Sample Data in PDF Format

The ADA is a liberal group that uses a series of key votes to rate members of congress, awarding a plus 
sign (+) for a liberal vote and a minus sign (−) for a conservative vote. In 2011, the ADA monitored 20 key 
votes, denoted by the numbers 1 through 20 on the web page. Elsewhere on the ADA site, we find that the first 
key vote involved repeal of an important health care provision. Because the ADA opposed repeal, any senator 
who voted for the legislation is coded as “−”, and those opposed are coded “+”. To the right of the page, we 
find ADA’s overall liberalism score for 2011, under the heading “LQ,” which stands for “Liberal Quotient.” 
ADA arrives at the Liberal Quotient by determining the percentage of votes on which the senator supported 
ADA’s position. Scores can range from 0% (most conservative) to 100% (most liberal). How would you take the 
information from this site and put it into Excel?

Here, in raw form, is the fourth data line, for Senator Murkowski of Alaska:

Murkowski (R) - - - - - + - + + - + - - - + - + - + + 40%




