
Making Controlled Comparisons 101

MEAN COMPARISON ANALYSIS WITH A CONTROL VARIABLE

Mean comparison analysis is used when the dependent variable is interval level and the independent 
variable and the control variable are nominal or ordinal level. In most ways, the procedure for using 
Compare Means with layers to obtain controlled comparisons is similar to that for using Crosstabs. 
However, the two procedures differ in one important way. We will work through two guided  
examples using NES2012. The first example shows an interesting pattern of interaction. The second 
example gives you a chance to identify a set of additive relationships. Open NES2012 and let’s begin  
the first guided example.

Example of an Interaction Relationship
It has become an article of faith that women are more strongly attracted to the Democratic Party than are men. 
Indeed, on NES2012’s Democratic Party feeling thermometer (ft_dem), women’s ratings are five “degrees” 
warmer than men’s: 54 degrees versus 49 degrees. We might wonder, however, whether this gap is the same for 
married and unmarried people. Plausibly, shared beliefs and values (perhaps including party affiliation) are of 
key importance to couples who marry. And evidence suggests that married couples become politically more 
similar over time.4 Let’s investigate the relationship between Democratic ratings and gender, controlling for 
marital status.

As you know, NES2012 contains a number of feeling thermometer variables, which record respondents’ 
ratings of different political groups and personalities on a scale from 0 (cold or negative) to 100 (warm or 
positive). One of these variables, ft_dem, which gauges feelings toward the Democratic Party, will be the 
dependent variable in the current example. The independent variable is gender. For the control variable we will 
use married, which you created in Chapter 3. We will use Analyze → Compare Means → Means to produce mean 
values of ft_dem for each value of gender, controlling for married.

Click Analyze → Compare Means → Means. Find ft_dem in the variable list and click it into the Dependent 
List box. Now we want SPSS to proceed as follows. First, we want it to separate respondents into two groups, 
unmarried and married, on the basis of the control variable, married. Second, we want SPSS to calculate mean 
values of ft_dem for each category of the independent variable, gender. SPSS handles mean comparisons by first 
separating cases on the variable named in the first Layer box. It then calculates means of the dependent variable 
for variables named in subsequent Layer boxes. For this reason, it is best to put the control variable in the first 
layer and to put the independent variable in the second layer. Because married is the control variable, locate 
married in the variable list and click it into the Layer 1 of 1 box (Figure 5-9). Click Next. The next Layer box, 
labeled “Layer 2 of 2,” opens. The independent variable, gender, goes in this box. Click gender into the Layer 2 
of 2 box (Figure 5-10). One last thing: Click Options. In Cell Statistics, click Standard Deviation back into the 
left-hand Statistics box, and then click Continue. You are ready to go. Click OK. The following control table 
appears in the Viewer:


