
Descriptive Statistics in SPSS
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 For simple description of interval or ratio variables 

(items measured on a scale) use the descriptives

command

 For more complex description of interval or ratio

variables use the explore command
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 For interval or ratio variables (i.e., “scales”), use the 

descriptives sub-command

 on the “Analyze > Descriptive Statistics” menu:
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 This opens a dialog box where you can select the 

variable that you want descriptive statistics on.

 Make sure that what you are selecting is actually an 

interval or ratio variable.

 Because all of the data are entered as numbers, SPSS 

will actually calculate descriptive statistics on any of 

these variables; but these results are only meaningful

for interval or ratio variables
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 As usual, select the variable(s)

that you are interested in from

the left-hand column, and move

them to the right-hand column.

 Use the “Options” button to select

the specific descriptive statistics that

you are interested in.

 Usually, good choices include the

mean, standard deviation, maximum,

and minimum.

 If you are concerned about the

impact of outliers on your data,

a measure of skewness may also be appropriate.
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 The output from this procedure looks like this:
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 This shows you the specific results for each variable 

that you entered into the analysis.

 It is possible to get a table that gives you basic 

descriptive statistics for many variables simultaneously, 

just by moving them all at once from the left-hand to 

the right-hand list in the main dialog box.
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 Finally, to get more complex descriptive results for an 

interval or ratio variable, use the explore command in 

the “Analyze/Descriptive Statistics” sub-menu.
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 The following dialog box will appear:
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 The variable that you are interested in goes into the 

“dependent” list.

 For now, we won’t use the other lists, but we will use 

the “plots” button to select additional options.
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 The “plots” dialog box lets you select options for 

graphical display of the data, including a stem-and-leaf 

plot like this:
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 Or a boxplot like this:

 The box plot is a

standardized way of

displaying the

distribution of data

based on the five 

number summary:

 Minimum

 First quartile

 Median

 Third quartile

 Maximum.
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 A histogram like this:
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 Or a plot to test whether the data are normally 

distributed, like this:

 This result is showing

a slight deviation from

normality, based on the

difference between

the actual data points

and the theoretical line

they should fit.
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 The “explore” command also gives you descriptive 

statistics for each variable, with more extensive results 

(median, interquartile range, etc.) than the 

“descriptives” command.
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 One additional feature of the “explore” command is the 

ability to get separate descriptive results for different 

sub-groups within your dataset.

 The way to do this is by grouping your data based on 

some additional variable, which is treated as a “factor” 

for breaking down the analyses.

 Go back to the main dialog box to add one of your 

nominal variables as a “factor” (the grouping variable 

always has to be nominal).
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 After you add this

factor, the results will

show you two separate

sets of statistics and

plots.
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