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Figure 2-3  Bar Chart (nominal variable)

lot of dispersion? Again study the Valid Percent column and the bar chart. Apply the following rule: A variable 
has no dispersion if the cases are concentrated in one value of the variable; a variable has maximum dispersion if 
the cases are spread evenly across all values of the variable. Are most of the cases concentrated in Leo, or are there 
many cases in each value of zodiac? Because respondents are spread out—all astrological signs are about equally 
represented—you would conclude that zodiac has a high level of dispersion.

DESCRIBING ORDINAL VARIABLES

Next, you will analyze and describe two ordinal-level variables, one of which has little variation and the other of 
which is more spread out. Along the top menu bar of the Viewer, click Analyze  Descriptive Statistics  
Frequencies. SPSS remembers the preceding analysis, so zodiac is still in the Variable(s) list. Click zodiac back 
into the left-hand list. Scroll through the list until you find these variables: helppoor and helpsick. Each of these 
is a 5-point ordinal scale. Helppoor asks respondents to place themselves on a scale between 1 (“The government 
should take action to help poor people”) and 5 (“People should help themselves”). Helpsick, using a similar 
5-point scale, asks respondents about government responsibility or individual responsibility for medical care. 
Click helppoor and helpsick into the Variable(s) list. SPSS retained your earlier settings for Charts, so 
accompanying bar charts will appear in the Viewer. Click OK.

SPSS runs the analysis for each variable and produces two frequency distributions, one for helppoor and one 
for helpsick, followed by two bar charts of the same information. First, focus on helppoor. Scroll back and forth 
between the frequency distribution (Figure 2-4) and the bar chart (Figure 2-5). Because helppoor is an ordinal 
variable, you can report both its mode and its median. Its mode, clearly enough, is the response “Agree with 
both,” which contains 44.6 percent of the cases. What about the median? This is where the Cumulative Percent 
column of the frequency distribution comes into play. The median for any ordinal (or interval) variable is the 


