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USING SPSS TO ANSWER A QUESTION WITH AVERAGES

Although being able to do the math is important to understanding what the statistics mean, 
in the real world, you will have a statistical package like SPSS available to do the math for 
you. If you were just learning how to use SPSS and not learning the math, it would be 
tempting to report all the measures of central tendency, forgetting what they mean. Now 
that you’ve learned how to do the math, though, it will be more natural to remember the 
assumptions that each of the calculations made about the data. Although the mean is the 
most common measure of central tendency we use, it makes two assumptions. First, it 
assumes that the data have an interval level of measurement. Second, it assumes that there 
are no outliers skewing the mean. If there is an outlier, you would want to use the median 
as the measure of central tendency. Also, if the variable has an ordinal level of measure-
ment, you would want to report the median. Finally, the mode is the only measure of 
central tendency you can use if you have a nominal level of measurement.

To use SPSS to find the measures of central tendency, you will simply add one step to 
the process you went through to get a frequency table in the prior chapter. This process is 
summarized in Box 3.2. Open your data—either by importing an Excel file, or by double-
clicking on a previously created SPSS.sav file. Open the frequency command window 
under “Analyze,” “Descriptive Statistics.” One of the options in this window is “Statistics.” 
If you click on that option, you will see a new window with many statistics you can request. 
On the right, you’ll see a group of options under the heading “Central Tendency.” Select 
“Mean,” “Median,” and “Mode.” Click on “Continue” to bring yourself back into the fre-
quency window and then click on “OK” to get your tables. In the output window, you’ll see 
two boxes: one with the statistics and one with the frequency. If your variable is interval 
level, you’ll notice two goofy things. First, there will probably be a footnote on the mode 
indicating that there are multiple modes so it is showing the smallest. This is because with 
truly interval-level data, there usually aren’t very many cases with precisely the same value. 
If this is the case, the mode might not mean very much, although in the next chapter, we’ll 
see one way that we can make it more meaningful. Second, you’ll notice that the frequency 

BOX 3.1  Numbers in the News

Although the OPEC oil embargo of the 1970s raised the temporary specter of the economic effects 
stemming from U.S. dependency on foreign oil, the attacks of September 11, 2001, raised these 
stakes. Because of fears of Middle East–based terrorism, dependency on foreign oil began to be seri-
ously discussed as a national security issue. In the ensuing years, the United States and Canada have 
increased oil production, leaving both nations less dependent on Middle Eastern oil producers. The 
International Energy Agency tracks two key variables—oil production and oil consumption—in order 
to determine how dependent different countries are on Middle Eastern oil. In May 2013, it issued a 
report suggesting that because developing countries in Asia are more dependent on Middle Eastern 
oil, the power dynamic in the world has changed. The numbers are worth watching because they 
could have both geopolitical and economic consequences.6


