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A scatterplot is an indispensable tool in statistical visualization, designed to graphically display the

relationship, or correlation, between two numerical variables. By plotting paired data points on a

Cartesian coordinate system, a scatterplot allows researchers to quickly ascertain several critical

aspects of the relationship. Specifically, it helps us visualize both the direction (whether the

relationship is positive, negative, or non-existent) and the strength (how tightly clustered the points

are, indicating weak, moderate, or strong correlation) of the association between the two measured

variables.

The ability to accurately visualize data is the first step toward robust statistical analysis. This

comprehensive tutorial explains the precise methodology for creating and interpreting various

types of scatterplots using SPSS Statistics, a powerful software package widely used in the social

sciences, health, and business fields. We will progress from creating a basic plot to integrating

advanced features, such as regression lines and grouping variables.

How to Prepare Data and Create Scatterplots in SPSS

Before launching into the visualization process, it is essential to ensure your dataset is properly

structured within SPSS. A scatterplot requires two continuous variables: one for the horizontal X-

axis (the predictor or independent variable) and one for the vertical Y-axis (the response or

dependent variable). For demonstration purposes, we will use a common pedagogical example:

examining the relationship between the amount of time students spend studying and the resulting

exam scores they achieve.

Suppose we have the following sample dataset that meticulously records the hours studied and the

corresponding exam score received for 15 distinct students. Examining this raw data table can

provide preliminary insights, but the true nature of the relationship only becomes evident through

graphical representation.
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Our objective is to generate a visual representation--a scatterplot--to visualize the potential linear

relationship between hours studied and exam score received. This visualization will serve as

foundational evidence before any formal inferential statistical tests are conducted.

Creating a Basic Scatterplot Using the Chart Builder

The most flexible and recommended method for generating complex visualizations in SPSS is

through the Chart Builder tool. This interface provides drag-and-drop functionality, making the

process intuitive while maintaining high levels of control over the output aesthetics and statistical

elements.

To initiate the creation of a basic scatterplot, begin by navigating to the main menu bar. Click on

the Graphs tab, and subsequently select Chart Builder. This action will open a new dialogue

window where the visualization design process takes place.
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Within the Chart Builder window, locate the Choose from: list situated at the bottom. Click on the

Scatter/Dot option. A series of scatterplot templates will appear. Drag the first option, labeled

Simple Scatter, directly into the large editing window at the top center of the dialogue box. Once

the template is placed, you must define the axes by dragging the appropriate variables from the list

on the left. Drag the variable hours into the X-Axis drop zone (the horizontal axis, representing the

independent variable) and the variable score into the Y-Axis drop zone (the vertical axis,

representing the dependent variable).
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After confirming the assignment of both variables to their respective axes, click OK. SPSS will

generate the output, and the resulting scatterplot will appear in the SPSS Viewer window, allowing

for immediate visual interpretation of the relationship between study time and performance.
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Customizing the Appearance: Adjusting Axes and Scale

While the initial output provides the necessary data points, the default axis scaling chosen by

SPSS may sometimes obscure or misrepresent the data, particularly when the minimum value is

far from zero. By default, SPSS selects a minimum point for the Y-axis based purely on the

smallest observed value within your dataset. In the example above, the smallest exam score is 68,

leading SPSS to set the Y-axis minimum slightly below this value, perhaps at 65.

For educational or comparative purposes, especially when working with measurements that

logically start at zero (like a percentage score or a count), it is often statistically prudent and

visually clearer to set the axis minimum to 0. This adjustment prevents potential visual distortion

and ensures that the magnitude of the differences is accurately perceived by the audience. To

modify the axis scale, return to the Chart Builder or double-click the generated chart to enter the

Chart Editor.

Within the Chart Builder interface, look to the Element Properties box. Click on Y-Axis1 (Point1).

Locate the Minimum value setting. Change this default value to 0. This simple adjustment forces

the plot to display the full range of potential scores, providing a more honest representation of the

data variability.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IBM_SPSS_Statistics
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=12983
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


Learn How to Create and Interpret Scatterplots Using SPSS 7

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

Once this essential modification is completed and you click OK, a new, refined scatterplot will be

rendered in the Output Viewer. Notice the substantial difference in the visual interpretation when

the Y-axis minimum value is correctly set to zero, offering a clearer context for the relationship

between the study hours and the resulting examination performance.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scatter_plot
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=12983
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


Learn How to Create and Interpret Scatterplots Using SPSS 8

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

Enhancing Analysis: Adding a Regression Line (Line of Best Fit)

A basic scatterplot demonstrates the pattern of the data, but to quantify and formally describe the

linear relationship, we often overlay a regression line, also known as the line of best fit. This line

mathematically minimizes the distance to all data points and represents the average relationship

between the predictor and response variables. Adding a regression line is crucial if the goal is to

predict future outcomes or formally test the linearity of the correlation.

To incorporate this statistical element, return once more to the Chart Builder. Ensure the Simple

Scatter plot is still selected and the appropriate variables are assigned to the axes. In the Element

Properties panel, you will find options for adding statistical lines. Locate and check the box labeled

Total under the Fit Line section. Ensure the type of fit line chosen is Linear, as this is the standard

for interpreting straight-line relationships.

Selecting the Total fit line instructs SPSS to calculate and draw a single line that best fits all points

in the dataset, effectively demonstrating the estimated slope and intercept of the relationship.
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Upon clicking OK, the output will display the scatterplot augmented with the line of best fit. This

visual addition instantly confirms the direction of the relationship (in this case, positive--as hours

studied increase, scores tend to increase). Furthermore, SPSS automatically includes a key

statistical measure on the plot when a fit line is requested: the R2 value.
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The R2 value, or Coefficient of Determination, appears in the top right corner of the plot. This

critical statistic represents the percentage of the total variation in the response variable (exam

score) that can be statistically explained by the predictor variable (hours studied) using the linear

regression line model. In this specific example, an R2 value of 66.2% signifies that approximately

66.2% of the variation observed in the students' exam scores can be accounted for or explained by

the number of hours they dedicated to studying. The remaining variation is likely attributable to

other factors not included in the model (e.g., prior knowledge, test anxiety, or natural ability).

Visualizing Categorical Data: Generating Grouped Scatterplots

Often, researchers need to assess if the relationship between two continuous variables differs

based on a third, non-numerical classification. This requires the introduction of a categorical

variable (a variable that assigns observations into distinct groups or categories). For instance, let

us suppose our original dataset is expanded to include the gender of each student:
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In this enhanced scenario, we can create a powerful visual comparison: a scatterplot of hours

studied versus exam score, where the data points are explicitly grouped by gender. This allows

for instantaneous visual inspection of whether the correlation appears stronger, weaker, or different

in direction for males compared to females.

To generate this grouped plot, open the Chart Builder again. Instead of selecting the Simple

Scatter template, locate and choose the Grouped Scatter chart type. As before, assign the

continuous variables: hours to the X-axis and score to the Y-axis. The crucial step for grouping is

defining the categorical variable that will determine the point colors. Drag the gender variable into

the drop zone labeled Set color. This action tells SPSS to use different colors or symbols for each

level of the categorical variable.
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Clicking OK will produce the grouped scatterplot. This visualization is significantly more informative

as it separates the data into visually distinct clusters, making it easier to identify subgroup trends or

potential outliers.
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In the resulting plot, the distinct color coding facilitates interpretation: the red circles represent the

observations corresponding to males, while the blue circles represent those for females. By

visually inspecting the spread and location of these two groups, one can hypothesize whether the

relationship between studying and scoring is consistent across genders, or if it warrants further

investigation using techniques such as interaction terms in a multiple regression line model.

Interpretation and Advanced Considerations

The successful creation of a scatterplot is only the first phase; the true statistical value lies in its

accurate interpretation. When analyzing any scatterplot, three fundamental characteristics must be

assessed:

Form: Is the relationship linear (can be summarized by a straight line) or non-linear (curved,

exponential, etc.)? Most statistical analyses, particularly those involving correlation coefficients and

linear regression, assume a linear form. If the points show a distinct curve, a transformation of the

data or a non-linear model might be required.

Direction: What is the slope of the relationship? A positive direction means as the X-variable

increases, the Y-variable also tends to increase (e.g., hours studied vs. score). A negative

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regression_analysis
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direction means as the X-variable increases, the Y-variable tends to decrease (e.g., hours spent

exercising vs. resting heart rate). A lack of pattern suggests zero correlation.

Strength: How closely do the data points cluster around the line of best fit? Strong relationships

have points tightly packed together, indicating that the predictor variable is highly effective at

explaining the variance in the response variable. Weak relationships have points widely dispersed,

suggesting that the predictor variable contributes minimally to explaining the variability. This

strength is formally quantified by the correlation coefficient (r) or the squared value, the R2 value.

Furthermore, attention must be paid to outliers--data points that deviate significantly from the

general pattern of the data. Outliers can heavily influence the calculation of the regression line and

the resulting R2 statistic, potentially leading to inaccurate conclusions about the overall population

relationship. Grouped scatterplots, as demonstrated, are also vital for detecting Simpson's

paradox, where a trend observed in different groups vanishes or reverses when the groups are

combined. Mastering these visualization techniques in SPSS provides a robust foundation for all

subsequent bivariate and multivariate statistical modeling.
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