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Using the Median to Describe Data
The median is typically used to describe data distributions that are skewed 
and measures on an ordinal scale.

Describing Skewed Distributions

Some data can have outliers that skew (or distort) a data set. A skewed 
distribution occurs whenever a data set includes a score or group of scores 
that fall substantially above (positively skewed) or substantially below (neg-
atively skewed) most other scores in a distribution. Figure 3.3 illustrates how 
a skewed distribution shifts the value of the mean. In a normal distribution, 
the mean and mode are equal (they are both at the center of the distribution). 
Notice in Figure 3.3 that the value of the mean in a skewed distribution is 
pulled toward the skewed data points. In a positively skewed distribution, 
the mean is greater than the mode; in a negatively skewed distribution, the 
mean is less than the mode. The location of the median is actually unpredict-
able, and can fall on any side of the mode, depending on how the scores are 
distributed (Ottenbacher, 1993; Sinacore, Chang, & Falconer, 1992).

Outliers distort the value of the mean, making it a less meaningful mea-
sure for describing all data in a distribution. The value of the median, on 
the other hand, is not influenced by the value of outliers. For this reason, 
the median is more representative of all data in a skewed distribution and is 
therefore the most appropriate measure of central tendency to describe these 
types of distributions.

FIGURE 3.3
 � The Position of the Mean and Mode for Positively Skewed 

and Negatively Skewed Distributions, Relative to the 
Normal Distribution

The mean,
median, and
mode are the

same value in a
normal distribution.

The mean is
shifted to the right

in a positively 
skewed distribution.

The mean is
shifted to the left

in a negatively
skewed distribution.

Notice that in each distribution shown here, the mode does not change, but the mean is pulled in the 
direction of the tail of a skewed distribution.

A skewed distribution  is 
a distribution of scores that 
includes outliers or scores that fall 
substantially above or below most 
other scores in a data set.

A positively skewed 
distribution  is a distribution 
of scores in which outliers are 
substantially larger (toward the 
right tail in a graph) than most 
other scores.

A negatively skewed 
distribution  is a distribution 
of scores in which outliers are 
substantially smaller (toward the 
left tail in a graph) than most other 
scores.


