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Learning Deciles: A SAS Tutorial with Practical Examples

In advanced statistics (1/5), analyzing the internal structure and spread of data (1/5) is essential for
deriving actionable insights and forming robust conclusions. Simple measures like means and
standard deviations often fail to capture the full picture of data (2/5) distribution, especially when
dealing with skewed or non-normal distributions. This is where deciles (1/5) prove invaluable.

Deciles (2/5) are sophisticated measures that segment a comprehensive dataset (1/5) into ten

equally sized bins, with each segment representing exactly 10% of the total observations. This
granular division allows analysts to pinpoint performance thresholds, identify concentration areas,
and better understand the overall shape of the underlying data (3/5).

This comprehensive guide is designed to provide both a theoretical foundation and a practical

demonstration of calculating deciles (3/5) using SAS (1/5), the powerful and widely adopted
statistical software suite. We will meticulously break down the core syntax of the PROC
UNIVARIATE (1/5) procedure, walk through a step-by-step example using real-world-inspired data,
and provide a detailed interpretation of the resulting output tables. By mastering the techniques
outlined here, you will significantly enhance your ability to perform advanced descriptive data
analysis (1/5) and leverage SAS (2/5) for sophisticated quantile (1/5) calculations.

The Core Concept of Deciles and Their Statistical Value

Deciles (4/5) belong to the broader family of gquantiles (2/5), which are points taken at regular
intervals from the cumulative distribution function of a numerical variable (1/5). Specifically, deciles
(5/5) (D1 through D9) are the nine values that divide a rank-ordered dataset (2/5) into ten equally
populated segments. These nine points correspond precisely to the 10th, 20th, 30th, up to the 90th
percentiles (2/5). For instance, the first decile (D1) represents the value below which 10% of all
observed data (4/5) points lie. Similarly, the fifth decile (D5) is equivalent to the median, marking

the exact midpoint where 50% of the data (5/5) falls below it. Understanding these thresholds is
fundamental to effective descriptive statistics (2/5).

The importance of deciles stems from their ability to provide a clearer, segmented view of the data
distribution (1/5) than summary measures alone. In practical applications, decile analysis is
ubiquitous. In finance, analysts might use them to categorize investment returns or household
income levels; in healthcare, to segment patient outcomes; and in market research, to classify
customer spending habits or satisfaction scores. By segmenting the dataset (3/5) into these

specific ten groups, analysts can easily identify low-performing segments (the lowest deciles) or
high-achieving groups (the highest deciles), facilitating targeted interventions and strategic
resource allocation.

When comparing deciles to other guantiles (3/5), their utility becomes clear. While guartiles divide
data into four parts and percentiles (3/5) into one hundred, deciles strike an excellent balance.
They offer sufficient detail—nine distinct cut-off points—to reveal subtle variations in the frequency
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distribution (1/5) without overwhelming the user with excessive divisions. This robust, intermediate
level of detail makes decile calculation a core requirement for many regulatory reporting and
business intelligence tasks, ensuring that the shape and spread of the data are accurately
represented.

Leveraging SAS PROC UNIVARIATE for Quantile Calculation

SAS (3/5) offers a highly flexible and powerful tool for descriptive data analysis (2/5): the PROC
UNIVARIATE (2/5) procedure. This procedure is specifically designed for analyzing the distribution
of single numerical variables (2/5) and is the definitive method for calculating quantiles (4/5),
including deciles. To effectively calculate and store decile values for subsequent analysis, we
utilize specific options within the procedure. The basic syntax shown below illustrates how to
instruct PROC UNIVARIATE (3/5) to determine the nine decile values for any specified variable
within your SAS (4/5) dataset (4/5).

[*calculate decile values for variable called var1*/
proc univariate data=original_data;

var varl;

output out=decile_data;

pctipts = 10 to 100 by 10

pctlpre=D_;

run;

The syntax above utilizes several powerful statements. The PROC UNIVARIATE (4/5) command
initializes the calculation, requiring the “data=" option to specify the input source (e.g.,
“original_data’). The VAR statement is critical, as it explicitly names the numerical variable (3/5),
such as “varl’, for which the deciles must be computed. If this statement is omitted, the procedure
will default to analyzing all numeric variables (4/5) present in the source dataset (5/5).

The core mechanism for retrieving the decile values lies within the "OUTPUT" and 'PCTLPNTS®
statements. The "OUTPUT OUT=decile_data" statement ensures that the resulting quantile values
are stored in a new, accessible SAS (5/5) dataset rather than merely being printed to the log or
output window, making them available for further downstream data analysis (3/5). Furthermore, the
*PCTLPNTS** option is the instruction that defines the exact percentiles (4/5) required. For
deciles, we need the 10th, 20th, 30th, and so on, up to the 100th percentile. This is efficiently
achieved using the sequence "PCTLPNTS = 10 to 100 by 10". Finally, ' PCTLPRE = D_" assigns a
standardized prefix, meaning the newly created variables in “decile_data” will be clearly labeled as
'D_10°, 'D_20%, up to 'D_100", signifying their status as calculated decile values.
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A Practical Step-by-Step Example in SAS

To properly illustrate the practical execution of decile calculation in SAS, let us work through a
straightforward, yet realistic, scenario. We will assume we are analyzing performance metrics,
specifically focusing on a collection of scores for various sports teams. Our hypothetical dataset,
named “original_data’, contains two main pieces of information: the “‘team" identifier (a character
variable) and the critical numerical metric, “points” (indicating the score achieved in various trials).
Our goal is to calculate the distribution of the “points™ variable across all observations by
determining its decile thresholds.

The first crucial step is setting up the environment by creating this sample dataset. The following
SAS code snippet uses the 'DATA" step with inline "TDATALINES" to generate the “original_data
table. Following the creation step, we use PROC PRINT to output the raw data, allowing us to
visually confirm the input values before initiating the guantile (5/5) analysis.

[*create dataset*/
data original_data;
input team $ points;
datalines;

Al2

A 15

A 16

A 21

A 22

A 25

A 29

A 31

B 16

B 22

B 25

B 29

B 30

B 31

B 33

B 38

run;

[*view dataset*/
proc print data=original_data;
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Obs | team | points
12
15
16
21
22
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29
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With the foundational data prepared and verified, we now execute the decile calculation. We target
the “points™ variable (5/5) using the established PROC UNIVARIATE (5/5) syntax. This procedure
calculates the nine decile thresholds (10th, 20th, ..., 90th percentiles (5/5)) and stores them in the

newly created output dataset, "decile_data’. Finally, a second 'PROC PRINT" command is used to
immediately display the contents of this output table, revealing the computed decile values in a
clear, easy-to-read format.

[*calculate decile values for points*/
proc univariate data=original_data;
var points;

output out=decile_data

pctipts =10 to 100 by 10
pctlpre=D_;

run;

[*view deciles for points*/
proc print data=decile_data;
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Obs D10 D20 D30/ D40|D50 D60 D70 D8 D9 D 100
1 15 16 21 22| 25| 29| 30| 31 33 38

Interpreting the Calculated Decile Thresholds

The tabular output generated by the 'PROC PRINT" command on the “decile_data’ provides the
exact numerical thresholds corresponding to each decile point. Understanding these values is
crucial for translating raw statistical results into meaningful business or academic insights. Each
value represents a cut-off score or metric; for example, the D30 value is the score below which
30% of your total observations fall. By examining these points sequentially, we can map the entire
distribution of the “points™ variable.

The value of the first decile (D10, the 10th percentile) is 15. This signifies that 10% of all observed
‘points” values in our sample are less than or equal to 15. This is the boundary of the lowest
performance group.

The value of the second decile (D20, the 20th percentile) is 16. Consequently, 20% of the “points’
values fall at or below 16. The small jump from D10 to D20 (15 to 16) suggests a high density of
data points in this lower range.

The value of the third decile (D30, the 30th percentile) is 21. This sharp increase indicates that the
scores between 16 and 21 are more dispersed than the scores in the lowest decile.

The value of the fifth decile (D50), which is the statistical **median**, is 25. Half of the observed
scores are 25 or below, establishing the midpoint of the entire distribution.

Beyond simply identifying thresholds, interpreting the *intervals* between consecutive deciles
provides powerful clues about the underlying data distribution (2/5). When the gap between two

decile values is small (e.g., D10 to D20), it implies a high concentration or density of observations
within that 10% band. Conversely, a large gap (e.g., D70 to D80) indicates that the data points are
more spread out, suggesting a lower density in that segment of the distribution. This ability to
assess local density is crucial for understanding skewness and variance across the range of the
frequency distribution (2/5).

Advanced Practices and Robust Data Handling

While the use of PROC UNIVARIATE simplifies decile calculation, professional data analysis (4/5)

requires attention to advanced considerations. A primary concern is how SAS handles missing
data. By default, PROC UNIVARIATE operates on complete cases, meaning it automatically

excludes any observation with a missing value for the analysis variable ("points™ in our example).
Depending on the analytical goal, this exclusion might introduce bias, especially if the missingness
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is not random. Best practice often dictates pre-processing the data to handle missing
values—perhaps through robust imputation methods—before running the decile calculation to
ensure the results are maximally representative of the true population.

Another crucial aspect involves the definition used for calculating guantiles. Different statistical
packages employ varying interpolation methods to calculate percentiles, which can lead to slightly
different decile values, particularly in smaller datasets or when dealing with discrete data. PROC
UNIVARIATE allows the user to specify the definition using the "PCTLDEF=" option. For example,
"PCTLDEF=5" is a commonly accepted standard that aligns with the calculation method used by
many other leading statistical software platforms. Analysts must consult the SAS documentation to
understand the nine available definitions (1 through 9) and select the definition that best fits the
characteristics of their statistics (3/5) project and research assumptions.

Visualizing Decile Results for Enhanced Insight

While the tabular output is numerically precise, visualizing the decile data provides immediate and
deeper insight into the distribution shape. Graphical representations can quickly highlight
skewness, identify potential outliers, and make the overall shape of the data distribution (3/5) more

intuitive for non-technical stakeholders. SAS offers powerful graphing procedures, such as PROC
SGPLOT, which can be utilized to create histograms marked with decile lines, or box plots that
inherently display key gquantiles. Incorporating these visuals into your reports significantly
enhances the readability and communicative power of your data analysis (5/5).

Conclusion: Mastering Deciles in SAS

The ability to calculate and interpret deciles is an indispensable component of effective statistics
(4/5) and rigorous data analysis. By efficiently utilizing the robust PROC UNIVARIATE procedure

within SAS, analysts can move beyond simple averages to segment their dataset into ten distinct
groups. This detailed segmentation reveals the true structure and inherent variability of a variable,
providing critical thresholds for evaluation and decision-making across various industries.

The practical example demonstrated a clear workflow, starting with data preparation and
culminating in the storage and interpretation of the output. Remember to pay close attention to
methodological details, such as managing missing data and selecting the appropriate quantile
definition (PCTLDEF="), to ensure the scientific validity of your results. Mastering decile
calculation in SAS empowers you to conduct nuanced descriptive analyses, leading to more
informed strategic decisions and a deeper understanding of your frequency distribution (3/5).

For those wishing to expand their statistical toolkit and further their SAS proficiency, exploring
related analytical techniques is highly recommended. Below are links to tutorials covering other
fundamental statistical tasks:
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