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TRANSLATE INFORMATION IN NUMBERS: CODING YOUR DATA

After thinking carefully about your concept and how best to measure it, you can begin 
the process of actually doing so. We call the process of translating information in num-
bers coding. This involves four steps. First, you create a coding sheet on which to record 
the data. Second, as you collect the information, you actually record the data on the 
coding sheet. Third, you transfer the data from the coding sheet to a database in prepa-
ration for data analysis. Finally, you clean any mistakes you might have made in entering 
your data.

Create a Coding Sheet
After you have made the decision about how to measure the variable, you then need to 
actually measure it. This process is easier if you have a coding sheet on which you can 
enter the data while you collect it. Coding sheets can be elaborate. If you are collecting a 
lot of data about each case, you would want to have a separate coding sheet for each case. 
(Remember how in the 1880 census there was a different Hollerith card for each individ-
ual?) For now, though, we are only gathering information about one variable, so we can use 
a single coding sheet to collect information about all of the cases. Set up the coding sheet 
so that each case has its own line and each variable has its own column. The first column 
should identify the case; the second, the attribute you are measuring.

As you are collecting the data, it is helpful to have your coding sheet as structured as 
possible to minimize human error. You will need to write in the identity of each case by 
hand, but for the attribute, it is easier to have the possibilities already identified. That will 
mean that you just have to check off which value applies for each case. To do this, you will 
have to go through the very helpful process of identifying all of the possible categories an 
attribute can take.

BOX 2.1  Numbers in the News

In the fall of 2012, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) released two contradictory numbers. 
First, it said that the unemployment rate had increased from 7.8 percent in September to 7.9 per-
cent in October. Second, the BLS said that employers had hired an additional 171,000 workers. If 
employers were finally starting to hire new employees again, shouldn’t the unemployment rate 
have decreased? The answer to the puzzle is found in the measures. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
calculates the unemployment rate based on responses to a survey of households, whereas it bases 
job growth on a survey of businesses and government agencies. The two measures have two key 
differences. First, fewer households are surveyed than businesses, so the unemployment rate is less 
reliable than the estimate of job growth. Second, the estimate of job growth does not include 
numbers for farmers or self-employed workers, so the estimate of job growth has lower validity than 
the unemployment rate.16


