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The mean rate of violent crime for these nine U.S. cities, then, is 1,910.7 violent crimes per 100,000 population. 
When calculating the mean, we do not have to first rank-order the scores. The mean takes every score into account, so 
it does not matter if we add 3,571 first, in the middle, or last.

Computing the mean requires adding up the values of the cases, so it makes sense to compute a mean only if the 
values of the cases can be treated as actual quantities—that is, if they reflect an interval or ratio level of measurement, 
or if they are ordinal and we assume that ordinal measures can be treated as intervals. It would make no sense, how-
ever, to calculate the mean for the variable racial or ethnic status. Imagine a group of four people in which there were 
two Caucasians, one African American, and one Hispanic. To calculate the mean you would need to solve the equa-
tion (Caucasian + Caucasian + African American + Hispanic)/4 = ? Even if you decide that Caucasian = 1, African 
American = 2, and Hispanic = 3 for data entry purposes, it still does not make sense to add these numbers, because 
they do not represent real numerical quantities. In other words, just because you code Caucasian as “1” and African 
American as “2,” that does not mean that African Americans possess twice the race or ethnicity that Caucasians 
possess. To see how numerically silly this is, note that we could just as easily have coded African Americans as “1” and 
Caucasians as “2.” Now, with one arbitrary flip of our coding scheme, Caucasians have twice as much race or ethnic-
ity as African Americans. Thus, both the median and the mean are not appropriate measures of central tendency for 
variables measured at the nominal level.

Median or Mean?

Both the median and the mean are used to summarize the central tendency of quantitative variables, but their 
suitability for a particular application must be carefully assessed.

The key issues to be considered in this assessment are the variable’s level of measurement, the shape of its 
distribution, and the purpose of the statistical summary. Consideration of these issues will sometimes result  
in a decision to use both the median and the mean and will sometimes result in neither measure being seen as 

Value Frequency (f) Percentage (%) Cumulative Percentage

35 1 0.1

37 1 0.1

40 4 0.3

42 1 0.1

50 1 0.1

60 1 0.1

61 1 0.1

65 1 0.1

70 1 0.1

75 1 0.1

80 1 0.1

Total 1,272 100.0


