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C H A P T E R  4

Making Sense of Data
Measures of Central Tendency  

and Variability

After reading this chapter, you will be able to

Calculate the three measures of central tendency and the three measures of variability

Interpret the information conveyed by each measure of central tendency and variability

Report the three measures of central tendency and variability in APA style

Identify considerations when selecting a measure of central tendency

Describe why variability is an essential part of research

Generate the three measures of central tendency and variability using SPSS

Interpret SPSS output with respect to the three measures of central tendency and variability

In the previous chapter, we discussed ways to organize and help us make sense of large quantities of data. 
Indeed, this is the essence of descriptive statistics. In this chapter, we will continue to add to our collection of 
descriptive statistical tools. Whereas the previous chapter emphasized tabular and graphical displays of data, 
this chapter and the next one will emphasize quantitative summaries of data. In this chapter, we will learn about 
what are called measures of central tendency and measures of variability. Much like an artist needs paint to paint 
a picture, a researcher needs measures of central tendency and variability to describe a dataset concisely.

In this chapter, we will begin by introducing the three measures of central tendency, how to calculate each one, 
and how they are reported in research studies. Next, we will discuss four considerations in choosing a measure 
of central tendency to describe a dataset. We will then discuss how to use the software program Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) to generate these measures and interpret the output that SPSS gives us. 
After completing our discussion of the measures of central tendency, we will turn to three measures of vari-
ability. We will begin this discussion by explaining what is meant by “variability” and why it is an essential part 
of any research study. After learning how to calculate and interpret each measure of variability, we will use SPSS 
to generate them and interpret the corresponding output.


