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MEANS TESTING

Thus far in this book, we have been discussing descriptive univariate statistics. We call 
them descriptive statistics because we are dealing with measurements of all of the 
cases in a population. We call them univariate statistics because we are simply describ-
ing the distribution of a single variable across that population. Our understanding of 
how that distribution ought to look if it is randomly distributed allows us to begin to 
identify subpopulations that are not randomly distributed. If a group has a distribution 
that is substantially different from the population, then we can conclude that the dif-
ference is probably not the result of chance. Or, that some characteristic of the group 
has led its members to have different attributes of the original variable. This allows us 
to begin to ask the “why” questions that are at the heart of political science research. 
We no longer need to limit our research to describing how a characteristic varies across 
a population. We can now ask: Why is there variation in this characteristic? In this 
chapter, we will focus on means testing. This is a technique that compares the distribu-
tion of an attribute for a population with the distribution for a subsample. In this com-
parison, we ask the question: What is the probability of observing a difference simply 
due to chance?

Compare Populations with Samples
Remember that with means testing, we are comparing the distribution of a variable for an 
entire population with the distribution of the same variable for a subset of cases. When we 
see that the mean for the subset is different from that for the population, we wonder 
whether something distinguishes that group from the population in such a way as to cause 
that difference. Many political scientists have noticed that African countries are different 
from the rest of the world on a wide range of economic, social, and political characteristics. 
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Figure 6.1 Normal Curve: One-Tailed


