
Descriptives and Frequencies
These are early analyses used to describe your entire sample. “Descriptives” gives you
means and standard deviations of continuous data. “Frequencies” gives you percentages
of categorical data. You’ll use these values to create your Table 1.



Example of a Table 1:



Another example of a Table 1:



Last example of a Table 1:



Table 1 is a characterization of your sample.
You’ll describe the whole sample (descriptives and frequencies) and subsamples (t-tests
and chi-square analyses). There is no p-value associated with descriptives or frequencies
since no comparison is being made. It’s just the averages in the sample. Whole sample.
Not the population (i.e., everyone), but the sample (the group of people you analyzed,
who were sampled from the population). Whenever there’s a p-value, that means you’re
making inferences about the larger population (i.e., “inferential statistics”). Reporting
basic characterizations of your sample (descriptives and frequencies) isn’t inferring
anything about the larger population. It’s just describing the sample you tested.



See the menu bar?  

All analyses start in the Analyze tab.



In the “Descriptive Statistics” category, 
the “Descriptives” option gives you 
means, minimums, maximums, and 
standard deviations.



This box will appear.
Every variable in your 
database is in the left 
column. Move all of the 
continuous (i.e., “scale”) 
variables of interest to the 
right column; don’t move 
any categorical variables.  
The mean of bodyweight 
or age (continuous) makes 
sense. The mean of gender
(categorical) doesn’t. 



Scale variables have an 
icon that looks like a 
little ruler.

Drag over any variable
you want values for.

If you hit OK, it’ll give
you those basic values
(min, max, mean, SD).



If you want additional data 
(variance, skewness, kurtosis),
select Options.  This box appears.

Select any additional outputs.

Then click Continue, then OK.



The basic outputs look like this:

If you selected additional data options, 
those will be reported, too.



This is where the means and 
standard deviations go in a 
Table 1 (in the column that 
describes your entire sample).

Report data as mean plus or 
minus the standard deviation.



Done with Descriptives.  

Next: Frequencies.

That’s how you get your 
percentages.  And this is
where you put them in
your Table 1:



Frequencies give you whole-sample 
percentages.  What percentage of your 
subjects are male?  What percentage of 
your subjects are employed?  Or some 
race.  Or belong to some political party.  
What percentage of your subjects are 
over the age of 65?  What percentage 
have killed a bird with a circular saw?
Percentages.  That’s what “Frequencies” 
gives you.

Here’s where to run it in the menu:



Drag categorical variables of 
interest from the left box (all of 
your variables) to the right box 
(the ones you’ll be getting data 
on).  

If percentages are all you need,
select OK.  If additional data are 
needed, select the “Statistics” 
option.



In the Statistics box, there are 
other measurements of central 
tendency (median and mode) 
that can be reported.

If you want those, select them, 
click Continue, then click OK.



Outputs for basic frequencies:

“Percent” and “Valid Percent” 
are the same number if there 
are no missing values.

If there are missing values (e.g., 
a subject didn’t have their sex 
or ethnicity coded), then “Valid 
Percent” will be a higher number, 
as it eliminates that subject from 
the calculation.



It doesn’t have to be dichotomous 
variables.  Frequencies can be 
generated for any number of 
categories (e.g., political party, 
year in school, astrological sign).

Or they can be generated for 
continuous data, although that 
output will be huge (but that’s 
how you get medians and modes).



When you have your relevant 
percentages, add them to Table 1. 
That completes the left column 
(the column that describes the 
entire sample… not the whole 
population, but the whole sample).

The rest of the table is for 
comparison statistics, as in: 
are subsamples different 
from each other?



Imagine you’re estimating the average number of
fingers on a human hand. The median number of
fingers is a way to estimate central tendency in the
presence of extreme numbers. Someone who has no
fingers (presumably no arms) would reduce the
mean in a sample of 10 people, but not the median.
Likewise, if someone had lots of additional fingers –
for example: if Count Rugen had fifty more fingers
growing out of his pelvis – the mean would be
affected, but the median wouldn’t. The median gives
you an idea of what the average would be without
outliers.

Although percentages and means are typically what get reported to characterize central tendency, 
median (middle value) and mode (most common value) are occasionally appropriate measurements.



The Puget Sound region of Washington has >150 different zip codes.  What is the 
average household net worth of different Puget Sound zip codes?

When you compare the mean value of 98039
(Medina) to 98110 (Bainbridge Island), Medina
is higher. However, if the median value is used
in the place of the mean, the average net worth
of Medina households is decreased by about
$45 million. How?

Although percentages and means are typically what get reported to characterize central tendency, 
median (middle value) and mode (most common value) are occasionally appropriate measurements.



If a parent is trying to estimate the risk she’s subjecting her child to by signing him up for football,
she might want to know the average number of times per game that someone is carried off of the field
in a stretcher. In a 10-game season, last year’s per-game stretcher data were: 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 1, 1, 2, 6.
The median and mode both = 0. But “on average, 0 athletes are carried off of the field in a stretcher”
is misleading since the actual number of stretcher episodes is 10 in a 10-game season.

Telling a parent 0 will communicate
a very different message from “once
per game on average; it could be
your kid… you never know.”

Although percentages and means are typically what get reported to characterize central tendency, 
median (middle value) and mode (most common value) are occasionally appropriate measurements.

Select your measurement of central tendency (usually mean,
occasionally medium, seldom mode) by its appropriateness
to the research question.



Final, final example of a Table 1:


