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The R programming language is a powerful tool for statistical computing, but like any language, it

occasionally issues warnings that can confuse developers. One of the most frequently encountered

messages, particularly when dealing with dynamic data aggregation or filtering, is the following

notice:

Warning message:

In min(data) : no non-missing arguments to min; returning Inf

This warning is a strong indicator of an operational issue where a calculation function, such as

min() or max(), has been called on an empty set of data. Specifically, this message appears

whenever you attempt to find the minimum or maximum value of a vector that currently holds a

length of zero, meaning there are no numerical elements present to evaluate. While it is crucial to

recognize that this is only a warning message and will not immediately halt the execution of your

script, it often points to unexpected behavior in the data pipeline that should be addressed for

robust code quality.

Understanding the "no non-missing arguments" Warning

To fully grasp this warning, we must consider how the min() function operates within R. Functions

designed to find extrema (minimums or maximums) require at least one valid, non-missing

numerical input against which to compare. When the input vector is empty--perhaps due to

aggressive filtering or initialization without assignment--the function cannot fulfill its primary

objective. Since the function must return a numerical value to maintain program flow, R defaults to

returning Inf, which stands for positive infinity, alongside the explanatory warning message.

The return value of Inf is technically correct in a mathematical sense, as the minimum value of an

empty set is considered positive infinity, and the maximum value is considered negative infinity (-

Inf). However, relying on this default return value can lead to logical errors later in the code if

subsequent calculations depend on a finite minimum value. Therefore, while R is accommodating

by continuing execution, relying on this default behavior is generally considered poor programming

practice, necessitating a cleaner, more controlled solution.

Why This Warning Occurs in R

This situation most commonly arises when handling dynamic datasets where subsets are created

based on conditional logic. For instance, if you are looping through data frames and applying filters

that occasionally result in a zero-length vector, the subsequent call to min() on that empty subset

will trigger the warning. A typical scenario involves subsetting data where no observations meet the

specified criteria, resulting in an empty vector or an empty data frame column being passed to the

aggregate function.
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The core issue is a mismatch between the expected input and the actual input; the programmer

expects valid numbers, but the function receives nothing. Addressing this problem effectively

means implementing a mechanism to check the input length *before* calling min() or max(), or

proactively instructing R to suppress the notification when an empty input is anticipated and the

Inf return value is harmless to downstream processes. The choice between suppression and

explicit conditional logic depends heavily on the context and the overall robustness required of the

analysis script.

Method 1: Applying the suppressWarnings() Function

The simplest and quickest way to eliminate the displayed warning message is to wrap the function

call within the suppressWarnings() utility. This approach is ideal when you are confident that the

input vector may occasionally be empty and the resulting Inf value is acceptable within your

analytical framework, or if you simply wish to keep the console output clean during batch

processing.

Let us consider a practical example where we define a vector with a length of zero and attempt to

find its minimum value, observing the initial warning:

#define vector with no values

data <- numeric(0)

#attempt to find min value of vector

min(data)

Inf

Warning message:

In min(data) : no non-missing arguments to min; returning Inf

Notice that we successfully receive the warning message indicating the lack of valid arguments. To

achieve the same numerical result (Inf) without cluttering the output with the warning message,

we simply utilize the suppressWarnings() wrapper:

#define vector with no values

data <- numeric(0)

#find minimum value of vector, suppressing warnings

suppressWarnings(min(data))

Inf

https://www.rdocumentation.org/packages/base/versions/3.6.2/topics/min
https://www.rdocumentation.org/packages/base/versions/3.6.2/topics/suppressWarnings
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https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=7898
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


Understanding and Resolving the “No Non-Missing Arguments to Min” Warning in R 4

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

The minimum value is correctly calculated to be Inf, but crucially, the console output remains

clean, as the warning message has been suppressed. While this method is convenient, it should

be used judiciously, as suppressing warnings can hide underlying issues if the empty vector was

not an anticipated outcome.

Method 2: Defining a Robust Custom Function

A more robust and often preferred method for handling potential zero-length inputs is to define a

custom function that incorporates explicit control flow. By writing a function that checks the length

of the input vector before attempting the minimum or maximum calculation, we prevent the core

function call from ever encountering an empty set, thereby avoiding the warning entirely while

maintaining explicit control over the returned value.

This custom function relies on a simple if/else structure. If the length of the input vector x is

greater than zero, the standard min() function is called. If the length is zero, the function

immediately returns Inf (or -Inf if calculating the maximum), without ever triggering the built-in R

warning mechanism. This method enhances code readability and ensures that the behavior for

edge cases is fully defined and documented.

Here is the implementation of such a custom function, followed by its application to an empty

vector:

#define vector with no values

data <- numeric(0)

#define custom function to calculate min safely

custom_min <- function(x) {if (length(x)>0) min(x) else Inf}

#use custom function to calculate min

custom_min(data)

Inf

As demonstrated, the function successfully returns Inf, confirming the mathematically expected

result for an empty set, but achieves this without generating any warning message from R. This

technique is highly recommended for building reusable, robust code components that are less

prone to unexpected runtime notifications.

Choosing the Right Solution for Your Codebase

Deciding between suppressing the warning (Method 1) and implementing custom control logic

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vector_(mathematics_and_physics)
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(Method 2) depends entirely on the specific application and the required level of code safety. Both

methods effectively solve the immediate problem of the warning message, but they carry different

implications for long-term maintenance and debugging:

Suppression (Method 1): This is the fastest approach. It is best used for quick scripts, throwaway

code, or when dealing with legacy functions where modifying the core logic is difficult. However, it

trades clarity for speed, as it masks the underlying condition that the function received an empty

input.

Custom Function (Method 2): This is the most robust and professional approach. It clearly

defines the intended behavior for zero-length inputs. It is highly recommended for packages,

production code, or any complex analytical script where maintainability and explicit error handling

are prioritized. This method ensures that the code base is explicitly aware of the empty vector

scenario.

If the potential presence of an empty vector is a common and expected occurrence in your data

processing pipeline, defining a custom function provides a superior and more readable solution,

allowing other developers (or your future self) to immediately understand how edge cases are

handled.

Additional Resources

Understanding and resolving warnings is a critical skill for any R user. The following tutorials

explain how to troubleshoot other common errors and warnings encountered during data

manipulation and analysis:

How to Fix in R: longer object length is not a multiple of shorter object length

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vector_(mathematics_and_physics)
https://www./r-longer-object-length-is-not-a-multiple-of-shorter-object-length/
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=7898
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com

