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We said that the median is a “better” measure of central ten-
dency when the mean does not do a good job of describing its 
dataset. Let’s add an 11th score to our dataset to illustrate this point:

2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9, 45

With this additional score of 45, our mean becomes 100 / 11 = 9.09.
What is our median? It is now 6 (the first 6 in the distribution). 

Which measure of central tendency does a better job of describing the 
dataset? The mean of 9.09 is misleading as only one score is greater 
than 9.09. When there are a few extreme scores, called outliers, the 
median is preferred to the mean as a measure of central tendency 
because the median is less affected by these extreme scores.

Outlier: score that is extremely high or extremely low compared with 
most other scores in a dataset.

Mode

The mode is the most frequently occurring score in a dataset. If 
you are looking at a frequency distribution graph, the mode will be 
the highest point on such a graph. When we have nominal data, 
the mode is the only measure of central tendency that can be used. 
It does not make sense to calculate a mean for a variable such as 
respondent’s sex or religious affiliation. We don’t see the mode 
reported often in research studies. There are two reasons why this 
is the case. First, the mean and median tend to do a better job of 
describing large sets of data because they both use all scores in 
their calculations. Second, although the mode is used with nomi-

nal data, as we discussed in Chapter 2, researchers generally prefer data quantified with a scale measurement 
because there are more statistical tools that can be used with such data, which we will see later on in this class.

Mode: most frequently occurring score in a dataset.

In our dataset, what is the mode? Realize that this is a bit of a trick question:

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

The scores of 5 and 6 both occur most frequently (each occurs two times). Thus, the mode is 5 and 6. In this case, 
we have a bimodal distribution, meaning that there are two modes. A dataset with one mode is called a unimodal 
distribution, and a dataset with three or more modes is called a multimodal distribution.

Be aware that the mode is the score(s) that occurs most frequently, not the frequency of that score(s). If 
you said the mode was 2, that is indeed how often the most frequently occurring scores of 5 and 6 occurred, 
but it is not the mode.

Table 4.2 contains a summary of the three measures of central tendency.
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