
90    Part I:  Introduction and Descriptive Statistics

Describing Nominal Scale Data

The mode is used to describe nominal data that identify something or some-
one, nothing more. Because a nominal scale value is not a quantity, it does 
not make sense to use the mean or median to describe these data. The mode 
is used instead. For example, the mean or median season of birth for patients 
with schizophrenia is not very meaningful or sensible. But describing these 
nominal data with the mode is meaningful by saying, for example, that most 
patients with schizophrenia are born in winter months. Anytime you see 
phrases such as most often, typical, or common, the mode is being used to 
describe these data. Table 3.9 summarizes when it is appropriate to use each 
measure of central tendency.

FYI
The mode is typically used to  

describe modal distributions and 

nominal scale data.

TABLE 3.9
 � A Summary for When It Is Appropriate to Use Each Measure 

of Central Tendency to Describe Data

Measure of Central 
Tendency Shape of Distribution Measurement Scale

Mean Normal Interval, ratio

Median Skewed Ordinal

Mode Modal Nominal

1.	 The mean is a preferred descriptive statistic:
a.	 For describing normal distributions
b.	 For summarizing interval scale measures
c.	 For summarizing ratio scale measures
d.	 All of the above

2.	 True or false: When the mean is greater than the 
mode, the distribution is negatively skewed.

3.	 True or false: The mean is a preferred measure for 
describing skewed distributions.

4.	 Which type of modal distribution would not be 
described using the mode?
a.	 Unimodal
b.	 Bimodal
c.	 Multimodal
d.	 Nonmodal
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Answers: 1. d; 2. False. When the mean is less than the mode, the distribution is negatively skewed; 
 3. False. The median is the preferred measure; 4. d.

Gulledge, Stahmann, and Wilson (2004) used the mean, the median, and the mode to describe several types of nonsexual 
romantic physical affection among dating and married students at Brigham Young University (BYU). They defined nonsexual 
romantic physical affection as “any touch intended to arouse feelings of love in the giver or the recipient” (Gulledge et al., 2004,  
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