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3.4 Choosing an Appropriate Measure of Central Tendency
The measures of central tendency we have discussed—the mean, median, 
and mode—are used to summarize different types of data. The choice of 
which measure to select depends largely on the type of distribution and the 
scale of measurement of the data. In this section, we consider both factors to 
decide which measures of central tendency are most appropriate to describe 
a given set of data.

Using the Mean to Describe Data
The mean is typically used to describe data that are normally distributed 
and measures on an interval or ratio scale.

TABLE 3.8
 � The Sum of the Squared Differences of Scores From Their 

Mean

x (x − M)2

1 (1 − 5)2 = 16

2 (2 − 5)2 = 9

5 (5 − 5)2 = 0

7 (7 − 5)2 = 4

10 (10 − 5)2 = 25

Σx = 25 Σ(x − M)2 = 54

In this example, 54 is the smallest possible solution. Subtracting any other value than the mean will 
produce a larger solution.

1.	 Which of the following will decrease the value of the 
mean?
a.	 Delete a score below the mean
b.	 Add a score below the mean
c.	 Add a score exactly equal to the mean
d.	 None of the above

2.	 From the choices in Question 1, which will increase 
the value of the mean?

3.	 From the choices in Question 1, which will have no 
effect on the mean?

4.	 State the characteristic of the mean that indicates that 
the mean is the “zero point” for a distribution of scores.

5.	 Suppose that you sum the squared differences of 
scores from their mean. What is always true about the 
result you obtain?

LEARNING CHECK 5

Answers: 1. b; 2. a; 3. c; 4. The sum of the differences of scores from their mean is zero; 5. The result is the smallest possible positive 
solution. Substituting any constant (other than the mean) will produce a larger result.


