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Introduction to SPSS

 � Watch a screencast of the guided examples in this chapter. 
edge.sagepub.com/pollock

S uppose you were hired by a telephone-polling firm to interview a large number of respondents. Your job is 
to find out and record three characteristics of each person you interview: age, educational attainment, and 

ideological leanings. The natural human tendency would be to record these attributes in words. For example, 
you might describe a respondent this way: “The respondent is 22 years old, has a college degree, and is 
ideologically moderate.” This would be a good thumbnail description, easily interpreted by another person. To 
SPSS, though, it would make no sense at all. Whereas people excel at recognizing and manipulating words, 
SPSS excels at recognizing and manipulating numbers. This is why researchers devise a coding system, a set of 
numeric identifiers for the different values of a variable. For one of the above variables, age, a coding scheme 
would be straightforward: Simply record the respondent’s age in number of years, 22. In recording 
information about education and ideology, however, a different set of rules is needed. For example, the 
General Social Survey (GSS) applies these codes for education (named educ_4 in the dataset) and ideology 
(polviews):

Variable (GSS2012 
variable name) Response Code

Education (educ_4) Less than high school 1

High school 2

Some college 3

College degree or higher 4

Ideological views 
(polviews)

Extremely liberal 1

Liberal 2

Slightly liberal 3

Moderate 4

Slightly conservative 5

Conservative 6

Extremely conservative 7


