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The numbers in that column reflect the values on that variable for each participant. The 
next section makes explicit this distinction between a variable and the value on that variable.

Deciding on a Coding System

When you create a data file by hand, you are entering numbers; the numbers may have a 
preexisting meaning, like someone’s age (e.g., 19), or the number “3,” in the case of a sur-
vey item that is to be answered on a scale from 1 to 7. In other cases, you have to assign 
a number (that stands for its meaning) to each level (value) of a variable, like gender or 
class year. In other words, if the numerical values are not predetermined, you decide on 
the values you want to use to represent the levels of the variable. In differentiating one 
class year from another, we need to assign a separate numerical value to each class year. 
When assigning values, there are a few principles to keep in mind. First, use numbers 
that seem logical or make sense intuitively. Second, you want to assign consecutive values 
because this makes conducting analyses easier in SPSS.

  Try This Now

Using the two principles just stated (logic and consecutive sequence), 
if you had five class years of students to represent, what numbers 
would you select?

FIGURE 10.1  Blank Slate to Start SPSS


