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Click on the Variable View tab at the bottom of the Data Editor in SPSS and the contents of the window 

will change, to what is presented in Figure 3.11 (note the now gold-coloured tab at the bottom left). In 

the Variable View, each row represents a variable, and the columns represent features of that variable. 

In Figure 3.11 you can see these features running along the top of the window, things like ‘Name’, 

‘Type’, ‘Width’, etc. Many of these are relatively unimportant visual characteristics (e.g. how many 

decimal places are displayed), but the others are vital aspects of your data, and it is important to get 

them right at the beginning of the process. The key ones are:

Name: In this column you name the variable, and that name will appear at the top of the relevant 
column in the Data View. SPSS has rules about variable names, which may or may not change. 
However, I think it best to stick to the following conventions, which are guaranteed to work in all 
versions: variable names must be eight characters or fewer, and not contain blank spaces. 

Type: Here you tell SPSS what type of data you are using. The most common type is ‘numeric’ which 
is the default. This means you are using numbers. But you can also use ‘string’ for words and letters. 
There are other options which may be of use in specific circumstances, but so far in my 40 years (of life) 
I have never used them.

Label: Because in the old days you could only use eight characters in the variable names (a convention  
I still recommend today), SPSS allows you to give each variable a ‘label’, which can be longer and very 
descriptive. Because I am a lazy person, I never used to bother to do this, but I found out to my cost 
later that it is a very important habit to get into, especially if you work in teams. So, for the variable 
of ‘pints of beer consumed per month’ in our data set, we may be restricted to ‘pints’ in the variable 
name, but in the label we can be far more descriptive. SPSS can then use these labels in the analysis 
output, allowing you to see much more easily what you are doing, especially as time goes on.

Values: Here, we tell SPSS what the numbers in our variables represent (see below).

Missing: Here, you let SPSS know what number you have decided to use to represent missing data 
(see below).

Measure: This recalls Chapter 1, and it lets you tell SPSS what type of measure your variables are: 
nominal, ordinal or scale (which SPSS uses as a catch-all for interval and ratio). This is important 
because it restricts what you can do with the data, so make sure you get it right.
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