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3.2 Measures of Central Tendency
Although we use different symbols to represent the number of scores (x) in 
a sample (n) versus a population (N), the computation of central tendency is 
the same for samples and populations. Three measures of central tendency 
are introduced in this section: the mean, the median, and the mode.

The Mean
The most commonly reported measure of cen-
tral tendency is the mean. The mean, also called 
an arithmetic mean or average, is the sum of (∑) a 
set of scores (x) divided by the number of scores 
summed, in either a sample (n) or a population 
(N). The formulas for the population mean and 
the sample mean are as follows.

The population mean is the sum of N scores 
divided by N: 

µ= ∑ x
N

.

The sample mean is the sum of n scores divided 
by n:

M = .Σx
n

The symbol ∑ (sigma) means “sum of,” and the numbers or expression 
to the right of sigma are the items summed. In this formula, x represents 
each score (x) in a data set. The population mean is identified by the Greek 
letter mu, m (pronounced “mew”); the sample mean is identified by an ital-
icized M. You may sometimes see the sample mean identified with X  (read 
“x-bar”). Although both notations are acceptable, M is the more common 
notation used to represent a sample mean in published research and thus is 
the notation used in this book.

The mean is often referred to as the “balance point” in a distribution. 
The balance point is not always at the exact center of a distribution, as this 
analogy will demonstrate. Pick up a pen with a cap and remove the cap. 
Then place the pen sideways on your index finger until it is balanced and 
parallel with the floor. Once you have steadied the pen, your finger rep-
resents the “balance point” of the distribution of the weight of that pen. In 
the same way, the mean is the balance point of a distribution of data. Now, 
put the cap back on the pen and balance it again on your index finger. To 
balance the pen, you had to move your finger toward the side with the cap, 
right? Now your finger is not at the center of the pen but closer to the cap. 
In the same way, the mean is not necessarily the middle value; it is the value 
that balances an entire distribution of numbers. 

Remember that the computation of the mean does not change for samples 
and populations, just the notation used in the formula. To calculate the mean 
of a sample or a population, we do the same thing: We sum a set of scores and 

The mean, also called an 
arithmetic mean or average, 
is the sum of a set of scores in a 
distribution, divided by the total 
number of scores summed.

The mean for a set of scores in an 
entire population is referred to as 
a population mean; the mean for 
a sample (or subset of scores from 
a population) is referred to as a 
sample mean.

FYI
The mean is the “balance point” in a 

distribution.

FYI
The mean is the sum of (Σ) a set of 

scores (x) divided by the number of 

scores summed, in either a sample (n) 

or a population (N).
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