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communism, or socialism. What would be the modal response, or the economic system preferred by most 
people? Capitalism. Would there be a great deal of dispersion, with large numbers of people choosing the 
alternatives, communism or socialism? Probably not.

In other instances, however, you may find that one value of a variable has a more tenuous grasp on the label 
typical. And the variable may exhibit more dispersion, with the cases spread out more evenly across the variable’s 
other values. For example, suppose a large sample of voting-age adults were asked, in the weeks preceding a 
presidential election, how interested they are in the campaign: very interested, somewhat interested, or not very 
interested. Among your own acquaintances you probably know a number of people who fit into each category. 
So even if one category, such as “somewhat interested,” is the median, many people will likely be found at the 
extremes of “very interested” and “not very interested.” In this instance, the amount of dispersion in a variable—
its degree of spread—is essential to understanding and describing it.

These and other points are best understood by working through some guided examples. For the next several 
analyses, you will use GSS2012. Open the dataset by double-clicking the GSS2012 icon. (If you are using SPSS 
Student Version, open GSS2012_Student_A.) In the Data Editor, click Edit  Options and then click on the 
General tab. Just as you did with NES2012 in Chapter 1, make sure that the radio buttons in the Variable Lists 
area are set for Display names and Alphabetical. (If these options are already set, click Cancel. If they are not set, 
select them, click Apply, and then click OK. Now you are ready to go.)

DESCRIBING NOMINAL VARIABLES

First, you will obtain a frequency distribution and bar chart for a nominal-level variable, zodiac, which records 
respondents’ astrological signs. Click Analyze  Descriptive Statistics  Frequencies. Scroll down to the bottom 

Make sure “Display frequency tables” is checked.
When analyzing interval-level variables with many
values, however, you may want to uncheck the box.

3. In Chart Type
select Bar charts.
In Chart Values
select Percentages.

2. Click Charts to
open the Frequencies:
Charts window.

1. Click zodiac into
the Variable(s) panel.

Figure 2-1  Obtaining Frequencies and a Bar Chart (nominal variable)


