
Preface

The Stata Technical Bulletin was started in 1991 as a journal by and for users of the
statistical software Stata. As a Stata enthusiast, I subscribed from issue 1, started
contributing in 1994, and became an associate editor in 1998. In 2001, a decision was
made to transform the Bulletin into the Stata Journal, and I became one of the editors.
The initial meeting setting up the journal was a working breakfast in a Boston hotel,
otherwise made memorable by my being offered cottage cheese as an alternative to
yogurt with my cereal. Among many other details, two suggestions followed in quick
succession: that there should be a column in the Journal and that I should write it. I
remain gratefully aware of the compliment implied.

I settled on a title, Speaking Stata, to match both the privilege of sounding off on
my own Stata-linked preoccupations and prejudices and the purpose of explaining the
use of Stata’s language in a way that grew from, but went beyond, the excellent Stata
documentation. As a columnist, I claim no more than certain interests and points of
view; I take comfort in the simple thought that others are free to write on quite different
topics and from quite different perspectives.

This book collects those columns published between 2004 and 2013 with a major
theme of statistical graphics. My strong interest in graphics has grown steadily out of
my education and experience as an academic geographer and a long-standing fascination
with geometry and spatial patterns. Despite greatly renewed attention given to graphics
over the last few decades within statistical science, I think it remains true that they are
generally undervalued within several disciplines, but this is not the place to argue that
view in any detail. The columns also include coverage of several little-known and even
some apparently new ways of graphing data. A keen personal interest in the history of
ideas, which surfaces in several columns, underlines the extent to which good ideas are
persistently reinvented, so one can never be sure.

I have received strong and consistent counsel not to attempt any serious rewriting.
The columns were certainly written one at a time and are intended to be read, mostly,
one at a time. Unlike Dickens, Dumas, or Dostoyevsky, I have not been writing a novel
in serial installments. Nevertheless, my own interests should give some coherence to the
collection.

Learning statistics software, like learning statistics itself, can be a series of small
struggles until enlightenment dawns and you wonder why on earth the idea appeared
difficult in the first place. While writing these columns, I have tried to be clear rather
than clever because I know from my own experience that several ideas in Stata, although
beautifully simple when considered in the right way, are far from transparent at first
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sight. Similarly, some repetitions remain in the hope that they provide reinforcement
or serve the purposes of those with neither time nor inclination to read every column.

However, what is here is a little more than a straight reprinting. References to the
Stata manuals have been updated. A few misprints have been corrected. (“Misprint”
is British for “typo”.) Notes following this Preface identify software changes since
the columns were first produced. In any case, readers interested in identifying the most
recent versions of any user-written programs should first use search, all within Stata.

Any writer accumulates many debts that cannot all be discharged or even acknowl-
edged. William (Bill) Gould is the person who conceived of Stata and set up the
company that maintains and develops it. StataCorp is a company that aspires to excel-
lence in everything. As I discovered long ago, it is grateful even to be told of all bugs
and misfeatures, down to misprints in its manuals. I remain perpetually aware that I
follow in Bill’s footsteps and stand on his shoulders.

I have also received much patient and detailed support from many other people
at StataCorp. Vince Wiggins has borne the brunt of most of my specific graphics
questions over the last decade, alerted me to some subtle tricks, and made encouraging
noises throughout. Pat Branton, Lisa Gilmore, and their past and present colleagues
have accommodated most of the quirks and dilatory submissions of an author with
some strong prejudices about the English (N.B. not American) language and writing
generally. Many in the Stata user community have asked good questions and provided
most of the answers through encounters at users’ meetings, postings on Statalist, and
publications in the Stata Technical Bulletin and the Stata Journal. My fellow Editor
Joe Newton has proved a master of the timely quiet word of approbation. Various
specific acknowledgments are recorded in individual columns, but they form a sadly
incomplete list. Although it is, as always, invidious to single out a few names, those
who know anything of their work would want to echo further special thanks to Kit
Baum, Marcello Pagano, and Patrick Royston for their long-standing endeavors for the
Stata user community.

At Durham University, several geographical colleagues have kept me honest by pro-
viding a series of statistical challenges within a fascinating variety of datasets. Ian Evans
in particular has also been an appreciative Stata user for many years. The division of
labor in our collaborations that he did most of the more challenging science and I did
most of the more challenging Stata programming has proved mutually congenial. It has
been a special pleasure to remain in collaboration with my own PhD supervisor for over
40 years.

Most personally, I dedicate this book to my wife, Irene, in recognition of all the
encouragement and support she has provided over our time together.

Nicholas J. Cox
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Note: What follows is a complete list of my publications on Stata that are mostly
graphical. As of this writing, all material published more than three years ago is
freely available at http://www.stata-journal.com in the case of the Stata Journal and at
http://www.stata.com/bookstore/individual-stata-technical-bulletin-issues/ in the case
of the Stata Technical Bulletin. Graphical tips by me have been collected within Cox
and Newton (2014).

SSG indicates reprinting in this book, and 119 indicates reprinting in Cox and Newton
(2014).
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