
DESCRIBING YOUR DATA 105

Of course, the median is 9, but the mean is much larger, 35.2. Thus in such cases the median provides a 

better measure of central location than the mean.

The Mode

The mode is slightly different in nature. It can be defined as the value which occurs with the highest 

frequency, and it is particularly useful when we are dealing with data about characteristics and qualities. 

To illustrate this, I will return to the movie data already mentioned, represented in Table 4.9.

Table 4.9  Movie preference data redux

Movie preference Frequency

Romantic Comedy 19

Musical 23

Existentialist Meditation 22

Action Blockbuster 17

Science Fiction 17

You can see the mode is ‘musicals’, since that type of movie was preferred by the most people. It 

should also help you to understand why the mode is useful to qualitative data. It makes no sense in 

this type of case to take the mean or the median, since there is no real order to the numbers in the 

table. What does it matter that the median is ‘romantic comedy’, or the mean is somewhere between 

‘romantic comedy’ and ‘existentialist meditations’? What do those values represent? There is no par-

ticular order to the different categories, they are just labels – remember, they are nominal measures, 

from Chapter 1.

think it over 4.14

Thinking back to when we looked at skewness, sketch three graphs: one positively skewed, one negatively 

skewed and the last one symmetrical about the centre. Now draw vertical lines where you think the mean, 

mode and median are on each of your sketches.

You have just read three statistical reports which quote values for the mean, mode and median. You 

only have these values to go by. The first report shows them to have the same value. In the second the 

mean has a greater value than the median and in the third the median is greater than the mean. Decide 

which data set is positively skewed, which one is negatively skewed and which one is symmetric about 

the centre.

What would a graph look like where the mean = median but there is no mode?

Percentiles

Percentiles are a slightly different concept to the previous measures of location and basically provide 

information about how the data is spread over the range. In this sense they are similar to the ‘measures 

of spread’ talked about in the next section. However, they are classed as measures of location because one 

percentile by itself gives an indication of the location of an individual data point. They are most useful 

for data sets that do not contain lots of repeated values.
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