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Figure 2-6  Bar Chart (ordinal variable with high dispersion)

category below which 50 percent of the cases lie. Is the first category, “Govt action,” the median? No, this code 
contains fewer than half of the cases. How about the next higher category? No, again. The Cumulative Percent 
column still has not reached 50 percent. The median occurs in the “Agree with both” category (cumulative 
percentage, 71.4).

Now consider the question of whether helppoor has a high degree of dispersion or a low degree of 
dispersion. If helppoor had a high level of variation, then the percentages of respondents in each response 
category would be roughly equal, much like the zodiac variable that you analyzed earlier. So, roughly one-fifth of 
the cases would fall into each of the five response categories: 20 percent in “Govt,” 20 percent in response 
category “2,” 20 percent in “Agree with both,” 20 percent in response category “4,” and 20 percent in “Help 
selves.” If helppoor 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 helppoor? The equal-
percentages-in-each-category, high variation scenario? Or the 100-percent-in-one-category, low variation 
scenario? It seems clear that helppoor is a variable with a relatively low degree of dispersion. “Agree with both,” 
with 44.6 percent of the cases, contains nearly three times as many cases as its nearest rival (“Govt”), and more 
than three times as many cases as any of the other response categories.

Now contrast helppoor’s distribution with the distribution of helpsick (Figure 2-6). Interestingly, helpsick 
has the same mode as helppoor (“Agree with both,” with 31.4 percent of the cases), and the same median (again, 
“Agree with both,” where the cumulative percentage exceeds 50.0). Yet, with helppoor it seemed reasonable to 
say that “Agree with both” was the typical response. Would it be reasonable to say that “Agree with both” is 
helppoor’s typical response? No, it would not. Notice that, unlike helppoor, respondents’ values on helpsick are 
more spread out, with sizable numbers of cases falling in the first value (“Govt,” with 28.4 percent), making it a 
close rival to “Agree with both” for the distinction of being the modal opinion on this issue. Clearly, the public is 
more divided—more widely dispersed—on the question of medical assistance than on the question of assistance 
to the poor. 


