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Many people start using R as a direct
replacement for a tool they’re already
using. Maybe you’re tired of paying
thousands of dollars for SPSS. Maybe
you’re looking for something that can
take you beyond the capabilities of Excel.
In any case, most people want something
that does what they already do, but
cheaper and better.
Here’s the amazing thing about R: it does
everything you already do. And it’s free.
And its pace of development puts it on
the cutting edge of analysis and
visualization.

Here’s the thing you may not realize
about R: it doesn’t just do what you
already do — it does far more. Yes, it can
do all of the analysis you do in SPSS. And
yes, it can do the same visualizations
you do in Excel. But R is far more than
just a replacement for these tools.
When I started learning R, I just wanted
to stop using Excel. What I didn’t realize
was all of the ways that learning R would
transform how I do my work. Here are a
few of my favorite ways that R is not like
any tool you’re currently using — it’s
much, much more.
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RMARKDOWN
RMarkdown is the tool that you never knew
you needed, but once you learn it, you’ll
wonder how you ever lived without it.
The basic idea behind RMarkdown is that
your data importing, cleaning, analysis,
and visualization all happens in one
document, alongside your narrative text.
When you’re ready, you export (also known
as “knitting”) your RMarkdown document
to other formats (Word documents, for
example) that you can then share with
others.
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SMALL MULTIPLES
Small multiples are one of the data viz
tricks that experienced information
designers LOVE. They’re effective because
they take a cluttered chart and break it into
pieces.
With R, you create a plot and then simply
add one line of code to make as many
small multiples as you want. Want to make
10 small multiples? One line of code. Want
to make 1000 small multiples? Also one
line of code.
It’s things like this that make the
inevitable early struggles when learning R
worth the effort in the long term.
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NEW GRAPH POSSIBILITIES
If you can think of a graph type, you can
make it in R (the ggplot package to be
precise). In fact, many of the unique graphs
you see are quite likely made in R. ggplot
has many different graph types built in, but
if you want to go beyond them, it’s easy to
do so.
The power of graphing in R comes from the
various packages that are developed to
make unique graphs. Ridgeline plots, make
it easy to visualize distributions over time
or space, are one such type of graph.
They’re a snap to make in R using the
ggridges package. And they’re just one
example of the way that R can expand your
data visualization capabilities
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MAPS
When most people think of mapping, they
think of GIS software. In recent years, R has
become capable of doing a lot of what
ArcGIS, QGIS, and similar pieces of software
do. Using R, you can use R to build
sophisticated and elegant maps that look
as good or better than those made with GIS
software.
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ACCESS CENSUS DATA
If you do any kind of demographic analysis
in the United States, you likely work with
Census data.
Before using R, my workflow was this: go to
the Census website, find the data I needed,
download it, and then start working with it.
Since I started working with R, my workflow
has completely changed. I now use the
tidycensus package to directly interface
with the Census, bringing data directly
from their servers into R. It eliminates one
step, making my workflow much faster.
And, I can rerun my R code in the future to
get updated data as it is released.
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QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
R is often thought of as a tool for analyzing
quantitative data. Did you know that you
can also use R to analyze text data?
The tidytext package allows you to analyze
qualitative data, looking for common words
and phrases or automatically categorizing
it into various sentiments (e.g.
positive/negative, joy/anger/sadness).
Another approach comes from a group of R
users who are creating a “lightweight
package to do qualitative coding.” Still in
development, QCoder will allow you to code
sections of text for analysis. QCoder
promises to provide a replacement for
NVivo, Atlas.TI, and other expensive
qualitative data analysis software.
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READY TO LEARN R?
R for the Rest of Us can help you get
started. Whether you prefer online courses,
custom training for your organization, or
public workshops, learning R will be the
best investment you’ve ever made.
You don’t need a PhD in statistics or years
of coding experience to learn R. Anyone can
learn the most powerful tool for data
analysis and visualization.
Visit rfortherestofus.com or email me at
david@rfortherestofus.com to learn more.
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