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end of the distribution, it is positively 
skewed. If there are few scores on the 
low end of the distribution, it is nega-
tively skewed.

Consideration 3: A variable’s scale 
of measurement

To calculate a mean, we need all scores 
in a dataset. That’s one critical reason 
why researchers tend to report the mean 
more than the other two measures of 
central tendency. To calculate a mean, 
data need to be measured with a scale 
measurement. Suppose, for instance, we 
had ordinal (rank-ordered) data. If we 
have data that are rankings, there is no 
way to calculate an interpretable mean. 
Likewise, with nominal (categorical) 
data, such as a person’s sex, the mean is 
an impossible statistic to calculate.

For scale data, it is not a crime to report all three measures of central tendency as Wendt (2013) did. Again, 
researchers tend to prefer the mean and often report it without mentioning a median or mode. In reading 
published research studies, this is generally not a problem. However, be careful when you read or hear news 
stories that report a “mean” or “average.” Always think about what these stories are telling you and whether 
outliers in the data may have skewed the results in the story being reported.

As we discussed in the two previous considerations, the median is a good alternative to the mean when we 
have outliers that may skew the picture of the data that the mean will paint for us. To calculate a median, we 
need scale data or ordinal data. In fact, for ordinal data, the median is typically the most preferred measure of 
central tendency. For example, suppose we look at the U.S. News & World Reports rankings of colleges and vari-
ous graduate programs of study. These data are, of course, ordinal. We learned in Chapter 2 that we cannot tell 
how much one ranked score differs from the next ranked score. If University A is ranked 23rd and University B 
is ranked 24th, how much better, according to this ranking system, is University A than University B? We have 
no idea. Therefore, calculating a mean is meaningless. We use the median for ordinal data because it gives us 
an idea, albeit an imperfect one, of an entity’s standing in relation to some standard.

What college or university do you attend? What is your class standing at your college? Data collected from 
these sorts of questions are all measured with a nominal measurement scale. When using a nominal scale of 
measurement, we have to report the mode for that variable. It would make no sense to report a mean or median. 
For instance, suppose we collected data on class standing (first-year, sophomore, junior, or senior). There is 
no practical way to calculate a mean or median on such data. However, we can calculate a mode simply by 
seeing how many students of each class participated in our research. If there were more sophomores than 
any other class standing, the mode would be sophomores. The mode is also a good choice to report when the 
data are bimodal or multimodal, especially in a large dataset.

Consideration 4: Open-ended response ranges

In many psychological studies, there are predetermined upper and lower limits on a response range. For 
instance, in question 2 in the previous Learning Check, scores on a midterm could fall only between 0% and 
100%. But what happens when there is no limit on scores in a distribution? For example, I like to complete 
customer satisfaction surveys not only because I get a chance to win stuff, but also because as a social scientist, 

Figure 4.4    A Negatively Skewed Distribution of Scores
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