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2.7 SPSS in Focus: Frequency Distributions for 
Categorical Data 
SPSS can be used to summarize categorical data that are ungrouped. We can 
use SPSS to create a frequency distribution for the following hypothetical 
example: A group of health practitioners wants to classify children in public 
schools as being lean, healthy, overweight, or obese; this type of classification 
is common (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013; Privitera, 
2008). To do this, the researchers calculated the body mass index (BMI) 
score of 100 children. Based on the BMI scores, they classified 15 children 
as lean, 30 as healthy, 35 as overweight, and 20 as obese.

1.	 Click on the Variable View tab and enter categories in the Name 
column. In the second row, enter frequencies in the Name column. 
We will enter whole numbers, so go to the Decimals column and 
reduce the value to 0 for both rows.

2.	 We must code the data for the categorical variable. Click on the 
Values column and click on the small gray box with three dots. In 
the dialog box, enter 1 in the value cell and lean in the label cell, and 
then click Add. Repeat these steps by entering 2 for healthy, 3 for 
overweight, and 4 for obese, and then select OK. Now each level for 
the categorical variable is coded.

3.	 Click on the Data View tab and enter 1, 2, 3, and 4 in the categories 
column. In the frequencies column, enter 15, 30, 35, and 20 next to 
the corresponding numeric code.

4.	 Go to Data then Weight cases . . . to open up a dialog box. Select 
Weight cases by and move frequencies into the Frequency Variable: 
box. Now each frequency is matched to each level of the variable.

FIGURE 2.5  SPSS Output Display


