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Learning to Calculate Descriptive Statistics for Variables in SPSS

The process of meaningful data analysis invariably begins with calculating descriptive statistics.

These foundational statistical measures are crucial for condensing large amounts of raw
information into manageable, informative summaries that reveal the core characteristics of the
variables within a dataset. By providing a clear snapshot of the data's distribution, central
tendency, and variability, descriptive statistics enable researchers to gain essential insight before
moving on to more complex inferential testing. This tutorial focuses on leveraging SPSS, a
powerful and widely utilized statistical software suite, to efficiently compute and interpret these
fundamental measures.

Descriptive analysis is generally organized around three core formats, each offering a distinct
perspective on the underlying data structure: Summary Statistics, Tabular Representations, and
Graphical Visualization. Understanding how these three forms complement one another is
essential for a comprehensive data overview.

The Three Pillars of Descriptive Analysis

When approaching any new dataset, analysts rely on a combination of numerical summaries,
detailed tables, and intuitive graphics to paint a complete picture of the variables. These three
forms of descriptive statistics work together to ensure no critical data features--such as outliers,

skewness, or homogeneity--are overlooked.

1. Summary Statistics: Quantifying Central Tendency and Dispersion - These are single,
concise numerical values that characterize the variable's distribution. The most common examples
include measures of central tendency, such as the mean (arithmetic average) and median (the
middle value), which define the typical score. Equally important are measures of dispersion, such
as the standard deviation and the range, which quantify how spread out the observations are from

the center. These values are the bedrock of initial data assessment.

2. Tables: Detailing Frequency Distributions - Tabular displays, most notably the frequency
distribution, offer a granular view of the data. Instead of providing a single summary number, these
tables quantify exactly how often each unique data value or value range occurs. Frequency tables
are indispensable tools for understanding the exact count and proportional breakdown
(percentage) of observations across categories or specific scores.

3. Graphs: Visualizing Shape and Spread - Visualizations provide an immediate, intuitive
understanding of the data's distribution characteristics. The histogram is a prime example,
graphically illustrating the shape, modality, and spread of continuous variables. These visual aids
are often the quickest way to identify patterns or anomalies that might be missed in numerical

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Descriptive_statistics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_set
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Descriptive_statistics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_deviation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frequency_distribution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frequency_distribution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Histogram
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=12750
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com

Learning to Calculate Descriptive Statistics for Variables in SPSS

summaries alone. This guide demonstrates how to generate all three types using SPSS.

Preparing the Data: Introducing the Sample Dataset

To provide a practical demonstration of generating descriptive statistics, we will utilize a small
sample dataset compiled from 20 students enrolled in an academic course. This dataset is
designed to reflect common variables encountered in educational or psychological research,
allowing us to practice calculating and interpreting the three primary forms of descriptive measures.

The dataset contains four distinct variables, each capturing different aspects of student
performance and preparation. Before commencing any analysis in SPSS, it is crucial to understand
the nature and measurement level of each variable:

Exam score: A continuous measure of student performance on a standardized test.

Hours spent studying: A measure of the self-reported effort expended prior to the examination.
Prep exams taken: A count variable indicating the number of preparatory assessments
completed.

Current grade in the class: The overall academic standing of the student before the final exam.

The visualization below displays the raw input data as it appears in the SPSS Data View. Our
objective is to calculate the summary measures, frequency tables, and graphical representations
for these four variables, thereby gaining a comprehensive numerical and visual understanding of
the student metrics before moving to advanced analyses.
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Calculating Summary Statistics: Central Tendency and Variability

The first step in numerical data summarization involves calculating measures of central tendency
(e.g., mean) and dispersion (e.g., standard deviation). In SPSS, these fundamental statistics are
most easily accessed through the "Descriptives” command. This command is optimized for quickly
generating statistics such as the mean, minimum, maximum, and standard deviation for multiple

variables simultaneously.

To begin, navigate through the main menu bar by clicking the Analyze tab, then selecting
Descriptive Statistics, and finally choosing the Descriptives option. This menu path launches the
primary dialog box used for computing these essential numerical summaries.

The image below illustrates the precise menu selection required within the SPSS interface to
initiate the calculation of these descriptive measures.

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SPSS
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_deviation
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=12750
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com

Learning to Calculate Descriptive Statistics for Variables in SPSS

File  Edit View Data Transform Analyze Graphs  Utilities  Extensions  Window  Help
3 — = » Al | r;‘
FEHE @ e o e 4 @
i R Descriptive Statistics L Erequencies... =
’1 6: Bayesian Statistics » [ Descriptives .
»
| & score | & hours [ Tables A, Explore.. -
’ 1 | 91 16 Compare Means »
@ Crosstabs...
2 93 6 General Linear Model » -
atio...
’ 3 J 72 3 Generalized Linear Models > _ -
4 87 L Mixed Models 8 E-PPlots..
| s ‘ 86 2 Corraiata y |Ea-aPios..
6 73 3|  Regression .
’ ! 7 &8 2 Loglinear »
8 87 5
Neural Networks >
9 78 2
| Classify »
10 99 5
’ 1 95 5 Dimension Reduction :
12| 76 3| Sae
i »
’ 13 84 4 Nonparametric Tests
14 96 3 Forecasting »
’ 15 76 3 Survival »
16 80 3 Multiple Response >
\ 17 83 4 Missing Value Analysis...
18 84 3 Multiple Imputation >
\ 19 73 4 Complex Samples >
20 74 4 | B3 simulation...
I Quality Control »
22 Spatial and Temporal Modeling...  »
\L Direct Marketing >
24
25

Once the dialog box appears, the user must transfer all four variables (Exam score, Hours spent

studying, Prep exams taken, and Current grade) into the Variable(s) list. While the default settings

compute the most common statistics, clicking the Options button allows for further customization,

enabling the selection of advanced statistics like skewness and kurtosis, which describe the

shape of the distribution. After configuring the desired options, click Continue, and then execute

the command by clicking OK.
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The resulting output viewer displays a clean summary table detailing the selected descriptive
statistics for each variable. This output provides an immediate numerical foundation for interpreting
the dataset's characteristics, allowing researchers to quickly assess the central location and
variability across all measures:

Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum  Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
score 20 68 99 82.75 8.985
hours 20 1 16 3.90 3.093
prep_exams 20 0 4 2k 1.118
current_grade 20 70 95 B7.15 6.515
Valid N (listwise) 20

Key information derived from this table includes:
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N: The total number of valid cases included in the analysis. Here, 20 observations (students) were
analyzed.

Minimum and Maximum: These values establish the bounds of the data. For the Exam score, the
lowest value is 68 and the highest is 99.

Mean: The arithmetic average, representing the calculated center of the distribution. The average
exam score is 82.75.

Std. Deviation: The measure of average dispersion around the mean. A standard deviation of

8.985 for exam scores indicates the typical distance a score falls from the mean.

This numerical output is crucial for identifying the data's range, assessing the typical score, and
evaluating the degree of data scatter. High standard deviation values suggest high heterogeneity,
while low values indicate a more clustered, homogeneous sample.

Generating Detailed Frequency Distributions using Tables

While summary statistics offer quick measurements of location and spread, they do not reveal the
precise count for every unigue value present in the data. To gain this itemized perspective, we turn
to the frequency distribution table. This tool is particularly insightful for examining discrete variables

or continuous variables where specific value occurrences are relevant.

To generate these detailed tables in SPSS, the procedure differs slightly from calculating
descriptives. Navigate back to the menu: select the Analyze tab, choose Descriptive Statistics,
and then select the Frequencies option. This dedicated command is designed to tabulate counts
and percentages for all values found within the selected variables.

The image below illustrates the specific menu command for initiating the Frequencies procedure,
distinguishing it from the previously used Descriptives command.
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In the subsequent Frequencies dialog window, transfer the variables you wish to analyze into the
Variable(s) box. Unlike the Descriptives command, the Frequencies procedure automatically
computes counts, percentages, and cumulative percentages for every unique value by default.
Ensure the "Display frequency tables" box is checked, and then click OK to produce the detailed
output tables.
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Upon execution, SPSS generates a separate frequency table for each variable. Examining the

table for the variable hours spent studying provides a clear example of how these outputs should
be interpreted:

hours

Cumulative

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Percent
Valid 1 1 5.0 5.0 5.0
2 4 20.0 200 250
3 7 35.0 350 60.0
4 4 20.0 200 80.0
5 2 10.0 10.0 90.0
6 1 5.0 5.0 95.0
16 1 5.0 50 100.0

Total 20 100.0 100.0

Interpretation of the columns provides a comprehensive view of the distribution:

The first column lists the unique values (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 16 hours).

The Frequency column shows the raw count; for example, 4 students reported studying 2 hours.
The Percent column shows the proportion of the total sample corresponding to that value (e.g.,
20% of students studied 2 hours).

The Cumulative Percent column aggregates percentages sequentially. We can conclude, for
instance, that 60% of all students studied 3 hours or less, providing quick insight into population
quartiles or thresholds.
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Visualizing Distribution Shape with Histograms

The final, and often most intuitive, step in descriptive analysis is the visualization of the data's
distribution. Graphs offer an immediate assessment of shape, symmetry, and the presence of
potential outliers that might distort numerical summaries. For continuous data like the exam scores,
the histogram is the ideal visualization tool, providing a graphical depiction of the frequency
distribution.

To construct a histogram in SPSS, we utilize the charting tools. Navigate to the main menu and
click the Graphs tab, followed by the Chart Builder option. The Chart Builder is a highly flexible
environment that allows users to drag-and-drop elements to create customized statistical graphics.

Within the Chart Builder window, locate and select Histogram from the gallery in the lower-left
panel. Drag the simple histogram icon into the main canvas area. Next, drag the variable of
interest--in this case, Exam score--onto the X-axis drop zone. Once the variable is placed, click
OK to generate the output chart.
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The resulting output displays a clear histogram illustrating the distribution of the score variable.
This visual tool immediately clarifies the data's central tendency and spread by grouping scores
into bins and showing the height of each frequency bin.
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Simple Histogram of score

Mean = 82.75
Std. %ev. =8.985

Frequency

score

Analysis of this histogram confirms and enhances the numerical summary. Visually, we can
confirm that the range of exam scores falls approximately between 65 and 100. More critically, the
visualization demonstrates that the majority of student performance scores cluster tightly between
70 and 90, suggesting a generally high level of performance with a slight negative skew (a longer
tail toward the lower scores). Generating histograms for all variables ensures a complete visual
inspection, safeguarding against misinterpretation based on nhumerical summaries alone.
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