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The median absolute deviation (MAD) is a fundamental statistical measure that offers a robust

and reliable alternative to the traditional standard deviation for quantifying the variability or

dispersion within a dataset. Unlike the standard deviation, which relies heavily on the mean--a

metric highly sensitive to extreme values--the MAD centers its calculation on the median. This

reliance on the median makes MAD significantly less susceptible to the distorting influence of

extreme values or outliers, a characteristic that is invaluable when analyzing non-normally

distributed data or data sets potentially contaminated by errors.

The core objective of calculating the MAD is to gain a precise understanding of how tightly or

loosely the data points are clustered around their central tendency. A low MAD value signals high

consistency, meaning the observations are tightly concentrated near the median. Conversely, a

high MAD indicates greater variability and wider spread. Due to its inherent robustness, the MAD is

widely utilized across various critical fields, including quality control, financial modeling, and

especially in exploratory data analysis where the purity and distribution of the raw data cannot be

absolutely guaranteed.

Mathematically, the calculation of the median absolute deviation requires a methodical, three-step

sequential process. This sequence involves first determining the central median of the data, then

calculating the absolute difference (or residuals) between each observation and that median, and

finally, finding the median of those resulting residuals. The formal mathematical definition

governing this computation is concisely expressed as follows:

MAD = median(|xi - xm|)

Understanding the components within this formula is essential for successful implementation in

spreadsheet applications like Microsoft Excel. These elements define the necessary steps for any

statistical software:

xi: Represents the ith individual observation or value found within the statistical sample or overall

dataset.

xm: Denotes the median value of the entire dataset, which serves as the robust measure of

central tendency used as the baseline.

|xi - xm|: Calculates the absolute difference between each individual value and the overall median,

ensuring that all deviations are measured as positive magnitudes.

The following detailed, step-by-step tutorial demonstrates the exact methodology required to

compute the median absolute deviation for a sample set of raw data using Microsoft Excel,

highlighting the specific functions necessary for each phase of the computation.

Preparation: Understanding MAD vs. Standard Deviation
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To fully appreciate the statistical utility and value of the median absolute deviation, it is critical to

compare and contrast it with the more widely known metric of spread: the Standard Deviation

(SD). SD calculates the average variability within a dataset by measuring the spread relative to the

mean. While SD is highly effective and efficient when dealing with data that closely follows a

normal distribution, its reliance on the mean makes it acutely vulnerable to outliers. A single, highly

extreme value can disproportionately inflate the calculated SD, leading to a misrepresentation of

the true variability experienced by the vast majority of the data points.

MAD, conversely, uses the median as its reference point for central tendency. The median

possesses intrinsic resilience; its value typically remains stable even if a small fraction of extreme

values is introduced or altered. Consequently, MAD delivers a far more reliable and stable

measure of spread, particularly for underlying distributions that are heavy-tailed, skewed, or known

to be contaminated by unavoidable measurement errors. Statisticians often favor MAD in scenarios

where data quality is questionable, or when the analysis requires a measure of dispersion that

deliberately resists the powerful influence of exceptional data points.

The robustness of MAD is not accidental; it stems from a dual application of the median function.

We are not merely identifying the middle point of the initial dataset (the central tendency), but we

are subsequently finding the middle point of the resulting deviations themselves. This two-layer

application of the median function ensures a compounding resistance to distortion, guaranteeing

that the final MAD result accurately reflects the typical distance between the observations and the

distribution's center without being skewed by extremes.

Step 1: Enter and Organize the Data in Excel

The foundational step for any statistical analysis conducted within a spreadsheet environment is

the accurate and logical input of the raw observations. For optimal clarity and streamlined

calculation, it is strongly recommended that you dedicate a specific column--such as Column A--

exclusively to the original data values. Ensure that each unique data point is entered into its own

cell, typically beginning at A2, leaving the first row for descriptive labels.

For the purpose of this tutorial, we will utilize a small, illustrative sample dataset comprising ten

numerical values. Maintaining good organizational practices is crucial; therefore, proper labeling of

columns (e.g., "Original Data," "Median Value," "Absolute Difference," and "MAD") is highly

advisable to ensure transparency and prevent errors as the calculations proceed. Precision during

this initial data entry phase is paramount, as errors introduced here will inevitably propagate

throughout the entire subsequent calculation chain.

Below is the initial configuration of our sample data within the Excel sheet, prepared for the

upcoming computational steps. The sample values have been entered into Column A, ready for

processing:
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Although Microsoft Excel's built-in statistical functions are robust enough to perform calculations on

unsorted data, some analysts prefer to sort the dataset visually. However, sorting the data is not a

strict requirement for achieving computational accuracy when using the dedicated MEDIAN

function, as it handles unsorted ranges efficiently.

Step 2: Calculate the Median of the Dataset (xm)

The second critical phase involves precisely determining the central point of the dataset, which is

the median (xm). Excel simplifies this process through its powerful, dedicated built-in function,

MEDIAN(). This function automatically identifies the exact middle value of a dataset or, in the case

of an even number of observations, calculates the average of the two central values.

To compute the median for the data stored in Column A, select an appropriate empty cell (for

example, C2) and input the following formula. Ensure you adjust the data range (A2:A11 in this

instance) to accurately encompass all your raw observations:

=MEDIAN(A2:A11)

It is highly beneficial for the subsequent calculation steps to copy this single median value down an

auxiliary column (Column B, in this example). This process ensures that the fixed median value
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aligns horizontally with every individual data point in the original dataset. This setup is

indispensable for the subtraction operation in Step 3, guaranteeing that every observation (xi) is

consistently compared against the single, fixed median value (xm).

Upon successful execution of the formula, the result obtained for the median of our sample dataset

is clearly displayed in the spreadsheet, serving as the robust center point:

For this specific numerical example, the calculated median (xm) is exactly 16. This fixed value will

now act as the definitive baseline against which every individual data point's deviation will be

measured.

Step 3: Calculate the Absolute Difference (Residuals)

The third crucial step involves calculating the absolute deviation, or residual, for every observation

in the dataset. This calculation represents the core of the MAD methodology, quantifying the raw

distance between each data point (xi) and the median (xm) established in the previous step.

Because deviation must inherently be measured as a positive magnitude--regardless of whether

the original value was above or below the center--we must utilize the absolute value function.
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In Excel, the appropriate function for enforcing this positive distance measurement is ABS(). We

will use a new column (Column D in our example) to systematically store these residual values. For

the first data point located in cell A2, assuming the fixed median is stored in C2, the formula

entered into cell D2 must be structured as follows: =ABS(A2 - $C$2). The use of absolute cell

referencing (the dollar signs, $C$2) is absolutely critical here. This ensures that when the formula

is copied down the column, the reference to the median remains fixed, while the reference to the

individual data point (A2) dynamically updates for each row.

After entering the formula correctly into the first cell (D2), the process of calculating the absolute

difference for the entire dataset can be efficiently completed using Excel's auto-fill feature. Simply

click on cell D2, position the cursor over the bottom right corner until the small black cross (the fill

handle) appears, and then double-click or drag this handle down. This action quickly populates the

column with the absolute deviations for all observations, creating the temporary dataset of

residuals:

This newly generated column of absolute differences now represents the set of residuals--the raw

distances from the center. The final step of the MAD calculation requires finding the median of this

temporary dataset.
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Step 4: Calculate the Median Absolute Deviation (MAD)

The final stage in computing the Median Absolute Deviation involves applying the median function

for a second time, this time targeting the newly created column of absolute differences (the

residuals). This second calculation of the median yields the definitive MAD value. This result

represents the typical distance of any point in the dataset from the center, measured in a manner

that intrinsically minimizes the influence of extreme outliers.

To finalize the calculation, select a designated output cell (e.g., F2) and utilize the MEDIAN()

function once more. Crucially, the function must reference the range containing the absolute

deviations (Column D, from D2 to D11 in our ongoing example). The comprehensive formula is

structured as follows:

=MEDIAN(D2:D11)

Executing this calculation provides the single, robust statistical measure of dispersion for the

original dataset, successfully completing the derivation of the MAD.
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Upon executing the formula, the median absolute deviation for this specific dataset is found to be

exactly 8. This result signifies that the "typical" or median distance of any data point from the

center of the distribution is 8 units.

Interpretation and Significance of the MAD Result

The resulting MAD value, 8 in our example, offers immediate and powerful insight into the

homogeneity and spread of the data. A lower MAD value indicates greater data consistency and

observations that are tightly grouped around the center. Conversely, a higher MAD suggests

significant variability. The primary statistical advantage of using MAD as the measure of spread,

over a potentially inflated standard deviation, lies in its stability and reliability, especially when the

presence of contamination or extreme values is suspected.

In practical data screening and quality control, the MAD is frequently utilized for the definitive

detection of extreme outliers. A widely accepted heuristic rule suggests that any data point

deviating by more than a certain multiple (commonly 3 or 4.5) of the calculated MAD should be

flagged as an extreme anomaly, requiring careful inspection or potential exclusion. Because the

MAD itself is insensitive to these exceptional points, it provides a stable and trustworthy

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Median_absolute_deviation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_deviation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outlier
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=10397
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


Calculate Median Absolute Deviation in Excel 9

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

benchmark against which all observations can be reliably compared.

It is important for analysts to recognize that the MAD is not directly comparable to the standard

deviation if the data is assumed to be normally distributed, unless a specific scaling factor is

applied. For data that perfectly approximates a normal distribution, the theoretical relationship

linking the two metrics is defined as SD ≈ 1.4826 × MAD. This critical scaling factor allows the

MAD to function as a consistent estimator of the population standard deviation, even in situations

where the data exhibits mild deviations from perfect normality.

Advanced Applications and Resources

For data professionals seeking to delve deeper into the domain of robust statistics or to further

automate these calculations within Excel, specialized statistical software, or programming

environments, exploring advanced resources is highly recommended. A solid understanding of the

theoretical underpinnings of robust measures significantly enhances an analyst's capacity to select

the most appropriate statistical tool for complex data analysis tasks, thereby ensuring that final

results are resilient against typical data quality issues.

The straightforward calculation methodology demonstrated here forms the fundamental

groundwork for several more advanced robust statistical methods. These include various types of

robust regression analysis, sophisticated anomaly detection algorithms, and time-series

forecasting models designed to handle noisy data. Mastery of the MAD calculation is therefore an

essential skill for data scientists, statisticians, and analysts who rely on spreadsheet applications

like Excel for preliminary and intermediate data processing.
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