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There is no real rationale behind this analysis other than I thought it was interesting.5 
The distribution for SMOKE is provided in Table 4.5.

Define the Reference Group

The first step when you have multiple groups like our smoking variable is to decide 
what group is the reference group—the group with which others will be compared. This 
is essentially a planned comparison (like you would do in ANOVA), meaning there 
are k − 1 degrees of freedom (df) for comparisons. In our case, with four groups, we 
can make three independent comparisons and no more.6 What makes the most sense? 
That depends on your research question. When studying race, for example, I often use 
Caucasian individuals as the comparison group because they are often the majority and 
traditionally represent the societal status quo. If I am comparing the effects of several 
interventions, I might choose the traditional or more standard condition as the compari-
son group. Hardy (1993) suggested that the reference group

a.	S hould make sense, being a control group, for example, or a group that repre-
sents some sort of standard reference, routine, or dominant group;

b.	S hould be coherent and well defined, not an “other group” or heterogeneous 
catch-all group (e.g., “multiracial” or “other race” in the context of a race group, 
or “not married” in the context of an analysis of marital status); and

c.	S hould not have a small sample size compared with the other groups.

5	 As with all analyses from public use data we present in this book, these results are purposefully not adjusted 
for sampling and so forth because the goal of the book is not to study a particular phenomenon, but rather 
to present real data in real analyses.

6	 When talking about this issue, people always ask me if it is legitimate to rerun the analysis with a different 
coding scheme to fully explore the data. My response is that it is not legitimate to do that: if you take our 
example and perform four comparisons on this variable and then recode and perform four more, you are 
essentially performing eight comparisons with only 4 df. Furthermore, I don’t think it is necessary if you 
are thoughtful in matching the coding scheme to the questions you want to ask. Other coding schemes 
(discussed below) will allow different questions to be asked.

Table 4.5  Distribution of the Smoking Status Variable

SMOKE

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

0 (Nonsmoker) 1,206 49.2 49.2 49.2

1 (Former smoker) 818 33.3 33.3 82.5

2 (Occasional smoker) 92 3.8 3.8 86.3

3 (Daily smoker) 337 13.7 13.7 100.0

Total 2,453 100.0 100.0




