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Mean: arithmetic average of a dataset.

Recall from Chapter 1 the difference between parameters and statistics. Parameters are numbers based on the 
population characteristics; statistics are numbers derived from a sample that was drawn from a population. We are 
currently discussing statistics, but starting in Chapter 6, we need to incorporate certain parameters into our discus-
sion. In this case, we need to distinguish some symbols you will see in psychological research (which almost always 
involves statistics) and how they correspond to certain parameters.

In psychological research, you will see a mean reported as an italicized capital M. Sometimes the mean will 
be reported as x. These are sample statistics. However, when we begin to incorporate population parameters 
into our discussions, the symbol for the population mean is the Greek letter µ (pronounced mew). We will reiter-
ate this distinction when the time comes, but as you will soon be seeing symbols for the mean in psychological 
research, I wanted to make sure you know what you are reading.

Median

The median is the “middle” number in a dataset. It is the number that divides a dataset in half so that 50% of 
the scores are greater than that number and 50% of the scores are less than that number. The median is often 
reported in research when the mean does not do a good job of describing a dataset. This occurs when the scores 
in the dataset tend to be toward the high end or toward the low end of the distribution of scores. In such cases, 
a few “extreme” scores would distort the mean because the mean uses all data points in its calculation. We will 
discuss a real-life example of such a situation in the next section of this chapter.

Median: middle score in a dataset that divides the dataset in half so that an equal number of scores fall above and below 
that score.

For now, to calculate a median, let’s return to the small dataset we used to calculate the mean:

6, 5, 4, 6, 7, 8, 3, 5, 9, 2

To determine the median, we need to arrange the scores in a dataset from lowest to highest. We then find 
the score that divides the distribution of scores in half. Here are the scores arranged in order from lowest to 
highest:

2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9

We now need to find the score that divides the dataset in half so that 50% of the scores are greater than that 
number and 50% of the scores are less than that number. With an odd number of scores (and a small dataset), 
this is easy to do. However, when we have an even number of scores as we do here, there is not a readily avail-
able score that divides the dataset in half. In this case, we take the two middle scores and find the mean of these 
two numbers. These two numbers are highlighted here:

2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9

The mean of 5 and 6 is 5.5. Thus, our median is 5.5.


