
Chapter 226

Find the median, numeric code 19, at the 50th percentile. Now note the way the negative skew (–.9200916) 
pulls the mean downward, off the median, to 18.0. According to our first tab run, 18.0 corresponds to a mean 
income of about $40,000, not the $50,000 to $59,999 conveyed by the median. You have to exercise judgment, 
but in this case the median would seem to be a more faithful measure of central tendency.5

BAR CHARTS FOR NOMINAL AND ORDINAL VARIABLES

Thus far you have learned to wring a fair amount of information out of a dry handful of numbers: the mode, 
median, mean, and skewness. Visual displays can add richness and nuance to these numerical descriptions of 
central tendency and variation. Two related types of graphs provide appropriate support for descriptive statistics. 

To visualize the central tendencies and distributions of nominal and ordinal variables, we can use bar charts. A 
bar chart displays each value of a variable and shows you the percentage of cases that fall into each category. Bar 
charts can also be used for interval variables that have a manageable number of values—generally thirty or fewer. 

Bar chart

Graphics

The default bar chart rendering shown in Figure 2-1 is kind of a mess. There are twelve tick marks along 
the x-axis, one for each category of zodiac. The ticks are labeled using zodiac’s value labels, from “Aries” 
(numeric code 1 on zodiac) to “Pisces” (code 12). Surely you noticed, however, that the variable labels, the 
names of the zodiac signs, overlap each other, making them difficult to read. The light bluish-gray background, 
which appears light gray when printed in black-and-white, is also a bit of an eyesore.  

5Many social science variables are skewed, so their median values rather than their means are often used to give a clearer picture of 
central tendency. One hears or reads reports, for example, of median family income or the median price of homes in an area.

Figure 2-1  Bar Chart, Basic Version




