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However, we don’t want a numeric variable (i.e., numbers), we want to enter people’s names, so we 
need a string variable, so we have to change the variable type. Move into the column labelled 
using the arrow keys on the keyboard. The cell will now look like this . Click  to activate 
the Variable Type dialog box. By default, the numeric variable type is selected ( ) – see the top 
of Figure 4.9. To change the variable to a string variable, click  (bottom left of Figure 4.9). Next, 
if you need to enter text of more than 8 characters (the default width), then change this default value 
to a number reflecting the maximum number of characters that you will use for a given case of data. 
Click  to return to the variable view.

Next, because I want you to get into good habits, move to the cell in the  column and 
type a description of the variable, such as ‘Participant’s First Name’. Finally, we can specify the scale of 
measurement for the variable (see Section 1.6.2) by going to the column labelled Measure and 
selecting ,  or  from the drop-down list. In the case of a string variable, it 
represents a description of the case and provides no information about the order of cases, or the 
magnitude of one case compared to another. Therefore, select .

SPSS Tip 4.3
Naming variables 

‘Surely it’s a waste of my time to type in long names for my variables when I’ve 
already given them a short one?’ I hear you ask. I can understand why it 
would seem so, but as you go through university or your career accumulating 
data files, you will be grateful that you did. Imagine you had a variable called 
‘number of times I wanted to bang the desk with my face during Andy Field’s 
statistics lecture’; then you might have named the column in SPSS ‘nob’ 
(short for number of bangs). You thought you were smart coming up with 
such a succinct label. If you don’t add a more detailed label, SPSS uses this 
variable name in all the output from an analysis. Fast forward a few months 
when you need to look at your data and output again. You look at the 300 
columns all labelled things like ‘nob’, ‘pom’, ‘p’, ‘lad’, ‘sit’ and ‘ssoass’ and think 
to yourself, ‘What does "nob" stand for? Which of these variables relates to 
face-butting a desk? Imagine the chaos you could get into if you always used 
acronyms for the variable and had an outcome of ‘wait at news kiosk’ for a 
study about queuing. I deal with many data sets with variables called things 
like ‘sftg45c’, and if they don’t have proper variable labels, then I’m in all sorts 
of trouble. Get into a good habit and label your variables.




