
Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



333

CHAPTER 15 FOCUS QUESTIONS

�� What are the levels of measurement?

�� What are the central concepts used in descriptive statistics?

�� What are the three measures of central tendency? Define mean, 
median, and mode.

�� What are the measures of dispersion?

�� How do we define standard deviation?

�� What is a bell-shaped curve?

�� What cautions should we keep in mind with statistics?

�� What do the statistics on media use reflect about America?

�� What was said about smartphones?

❖   ❖   ❖

15
A Primer on  

Descriptive Statistics

With Felianka Kaftandjieva
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334   PART IV  QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

Statisticians use mathematical methods to analyze, summarize, and 
interpret numerical data. The research methods discussed in this book—
content analysis, surveys, questionnaires, and experiments—yield these 
kinds of data. But numerical data do not mean very much until they 
have been analyzed and interpreted, using statistical methods.

The choice of statistical method of analysis depends on the data to 
be analyzed. Statisticians differentiate four kinds of data, depending on 
so-called levels of measurement.

 � LEVELS OF MEASUREMENT

Nominal level. Typical examples of data on this level are demographics 
such as sex, nationality, and marital status. For each analyzed object, 
the only thing we are able to determine is to which of a few categories 
it belongs. We can code these categories with numbers, but they are 
used only as signs without any mathematical meaning.

For example, we can code sex as 0 for females and 1 for males, but 
nothing will be changed if we use 0 for males and 1 for females. We can-
not use these numbers for any mathematical operation. We could equally 
well use such symbols as �)- for males and *§& for females. From the 
point of view of statistics, nominal data are the simplest kind because of 
the limited number of operations that can be applied to them.

Ordinal level. Data belong to this level when they can be ordered 
according to some criterion. Examples of such data are educational 
level or rank in the army. Based on this data, you can compare objects 
and say who has a high school diploma, 2-year college degree, 4-year 
college degree, or graduate degree or a higher rank in the military, but 
you cannot determine how big the difference is between levels. In other 
words, the only possible operation with data on the ordinal level is 
comparison (although any data transformation that maintains the 
order of the data can be applied). 

Interval level. Temperature is a typical example of an interval level 
of measurement. Not only can we compare two days (or two bodies), 
finding out which one is warmer, but we also can determine the mag-
nitude of the difference. The interval scales, however, have no naturally 
defined zero point. The zero points for Fahrenheit or Celsius scales are 
subjectively determined, and they can be changed if a new temperature 
scale is invented. Because of the lack of an intrinsically defined zero 
point with interval data, it is meaningless to make statements such as 
“Today is twice as warm as yesterday.”

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



Chapter 15  A Primer on Descriptive Statistics    335

Ratio level. Salaries, height, weight, and number of children (or 
wives) are data that belong to the ratio level of measurement, and all 
mathematical operations valid for real numbers can be applied to 
such data.

 � DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

There are two kinds of statistics—descriptive and inferential. This 
primer deals with descriptive statistics. Descriptive statistics refers to 
methods used to obtain, from raw data, information that characterizes 
or summarizes the whole set of data. That is, descriptive statistics 
allow us to make sense of the data more easily. (Inferential statistics 
allow us to generalize from the data collected to the general popula-
tions they were taken from.) The following are some of the most popu-
lar concepts from descriptive statistics.

Frequency Distribution

Statisticians are strange people. They tend to count everything—births 
and birds, deaths and debts, and so on. If we look at the beginning sen-
tence of this chapter from the point of view of a statistician, it would not 
look like a set of words but like a set of numbers such as the following:

 4        4        5        3        3         9          2          4

10        3        3        9        4       10          8          4

 7        3        3        2        3         9        11        12

In fact, this numerical set represents the length of the words (as a 
number of letters) used in the following sentence: “What gave Comte 
and his followers so much confidence was the discovery that statistics, 
invented much earlier but new in use, disclosed interesting regularities.” 

We are lucky that the sentence was not too long—only 24 words. 
(In statistical language, this can be written as N � 24, and statisticians 
would say that “the size of our sample is (equal to) 24.”) Fortunately, 
we did not decide to count the length of the words in the whole para-
graph. But even when we have only 24 words, the numbers cannot 
reveal too much because they are not organized. The organization of the 
data in a form that is comprehensive and easier for analysis and inter-
pretation is usually called data tabulation, and the data are presented as 
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336   PART IV  QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

either a frequency table or a chart. The frequency table for the length of 
the words in the first sentence is presented in Table 15.1. 

In the first column of this table, all observed values are given in 
ascending order. The numbers in the second column show how many 
times a value was observed in the analyzed sample. This is called a 
frequency distribution, and we can conclude, based on it, that most of the 
words in this sentence are short (3–4 letters). Taking into consideration 
that the length of the words is closely connected with the readability of 
the text, we also can assume (even without reading the sentence!) that 
it is easily understandable.

Length of Words (in letters) Frequency (f )

 2  2

 3  7

 4  5

 5  1

 6  0

 7  1

 8  1

 9  3

10  2

11  1

12  1

Total 24

Table 15.1  Frequency Distribution of Length of Words in Example Sentence

It is also obvious that the words used differ very much in length. 
There are 2-letter words as well as 12-letter words. The frequencies also 
vary; as can be seen, there are no 6-letter words in the sentence, 
whereas there are seven 3-letter words.

The information in Table 15.1 can also be presented as a graph, as 
shown in Figure 15.1. From this chart, it is even easier than from a fre-
quency table to see that most of the words are located in the left part of 
the distribution.
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For small samples, as in this case, it is possible to have no examples 
for some of the categories (for example, 6-letter words). The more val-
ues there are in the data set, the bigger the probability of empty cells 
(with f � 0) in the frequency table. In such cases, it is better to group 
data in broader intervals with equal size. However, combining data 
leads to losing information on the one hand, and on the other hand, 
depending on the number of intervals used and their width, makes it 
possible to interpret the same information in different ways.

This can be easily demonstrated with the distributions, shown in 
Figure 15.2(a) and Figure 15.2(b). Both charts present a frequency dis-
tribution of the length of the words in the same sentence, but they look 
different. The first distribution has two peaks, whereas the second has 
only one—on the left side. The reason for these differences is that the 
distributions are based on different interval groupings—in the first 
case there are six intervals with a length of 2, while in the second case 
the intervals are fewer (four) but broader (with a length of 3).

That is why it is preferable, first, to prepare a frequency table (or a 
chart of frequency distribution) for raw (nongrouped) data and then, 
after their analysis, to proceed to grouping data into intervals if needed.

There are three main descriptive characteristics for each distribution:

 1. Location. Where on the axis is the distribution positioned?
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Figure 15.1 Frequency Distribution—Length of Words
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Figures 15.2(a) and 15.2(b)  Frequency Distribution of the Length of the 

Words in the Same Sentence
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 2. Dispersion. How broad is the distribution?

 3. Shape. What is the form (appearance, pattern) of the distribution?
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There are different statistical measures for each of these characteristics, 
each with its own advantages and disadvantages. The main reason for 
choosing a statistical measure, here, is the kind of data we have to analyze.

 � MEASURES OF CENTRAL TENDENCY

The statistics describing the location of the distribution are usually 
called measures of central tendency because they indicate the central 
point of distribution on the scale. There are three more commonly used 
statistics: mean, median, and mode.

The Mean

The mean (the arithmetic average) is the sum of all observed data values 
divided by the sample size. In the example of our sentence, all we have to 
do to get the mean is add all observed values and divide the sum by 24:

4 4 5 3 3 9 2 4 10 3 3 9 4 10 8

4 7 3 3 2 3 9 11 12

24

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � �

The result of these calculations is 5.625. In other words, the average 
length of the words in the analyzed sentence is between 5 and 6 letters. 
Of course, statisticians like symbols and formulas, so in their language 
it looks like the following:

X i

N

iX

N
� �
�

1 ,

where

X  is the symbol for the mean;

Xi is the symbol for each one of the observed values (that is why i 
can vary between 1 and N);

N is the size of the sample, 2; and

� is a symbol for the sum (Greek letter sigma).

One of the main disadvantages of the mean is that of all the measures 
of central tendency, it is most profoundly affected by extreme scores.
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340   PART IV  QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

For example, let’s imagine the following situation: A very bad sur-
geon had to do five surgeries in one day. Unfortunately, all the patients 
except one died, either during surgery or a few hours later. The lucky 
(or the most stubborn) patient not only survived but lived 45 years 
after the operation. So if we present the life expectency of all patients 
as the number of years they lived after the operation, we would have 
this: 0, 0, 0, 0, 45 or, on average, (0 � 0 � 0 � 0 � 45)/5 � 9 years, which 
is quite a good average result for any surgeon. The question, however, 
is, Would that surgeon be your first choice if you needed an operation? 
My answer is definite: No!

This disadvantage of the mean usually manifests when the sample 
size is comparatively small (N � 30), but the mean sometimes leads to 
wrong conclusions even with bigger samples. Did you hear about the 
statistician who drowned in a lake averaging only 2 inches in depth? 
The main reason for this problem is that the mean takes into account all 
observed values, and they affect the final result to the same degree. The 
last warning concerning the mean is that it is a valid measure of central 
tendency only for interval and ratio data.

The Median

The median (Me) is the point in the distribution that divides it into two 
halves. The median can be used as a measure of central tendency for all 
kinds of data except nominal data. The easiest way to find the median 
for raw data is to order them from the lowest to the highest. If we do 
this for the words in our sentence, the result is as follows:

2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 4 4  | 4 4 5 7 8 9 9 9 10 10 11 12

Because of the even number of words in the analyzed sentence, the 
midpoint is between two values, and then the median is equal to the 
average of these two nearest values:

Me = = 44+4

2

In odd-numbered values, the median is equal to the value in the 
middle point of the ordered data.

Let’s edit the analyzed sentence, skipping the second much (per-
haps it is a bit too much to use much twice in the same sentence). The 
modified sentence is “What gave Comte and his followers so much 
confidence was the discovery that statistics, invented earlier but new in 
use, disclosed interesting regularities.”
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The change in the sentence leads to a change in the observed 
values—they are one fewer (N1 � 23), and the number of 4-letter 
words is also one fewer. The ordered values are as follows:

2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 4 4 4 4 5 7 8 9 9 9 10 10 11 12

The middle point in this case is on the 12th observed value, and it 
is again 4 (Me � 4). In other words, the two versions of the sentence 
(with two or with one much) have equal medians.

The median does not depend on the extreme values because it does 
not take them into account. For example, the median for length of life 
of patients of the inept surgeon is equal to zero (0, 0, 0, 0, 45), and it is 
a much better indicator of the central tendency than the mean, which 
equals 9 years. That is why, especially for small samples, median is a 
better measure of central tendency than mean.

The Mode

The third measure of the central tendency, the mode (Mo), can be 
applied to all kinds of data. The mode is the most frequently observed 
value in the frequency distribution. In the case of our initial sentence, 
the mode is 3 because more words consist of 3 letters (7 words do so) 
than have any other length. In statistical language, it appears this 
way: Mo � 3.

Each frequency distribution has only one mean and median, but 
some distributions have more than one mode. The mode does not take 
into account the whole picture of the distribution, and it is not a very 
stable estimator of the central tendency. That is why it is the least-used 
measure of central tendency—used mainly in cases when the other 
measures cannot be applied (nominal data). If we compare the three 
measures of the central tendency for our case, we notice that they differ 
considerably:

X � 5.625; Me � 4; Mo � 3

Someone can reasonably ask, “Then, what is the real central tendency?”
The answer is that all three are real, but they mean different things. 

Which of them to use depends on the following:

 � The level of measurement

 � The sample size
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In our case, the best estimator of the central tendency (the data are 
interval, but the sample size is small) is the median. Moreover, its 
meaning is very clear—half of the words are below, and the other half 
are above (50/50). In any case, when any measure of the central ten-
dency is reported, we have to be aware of its meaning before making 
any interpretations and conclusions.

Let me offer an example taken from Brant Houston’s Computer-
Assisted Reporting (1996), which discusses the salaries of baseball players:

Neill Borowski, head of computer-assisted reporting at The Philadelphia 
Inquirer . . . said that baseball fans were outraged by players’ salaries 
because they always heard the average salary was $1.2 million. But 
the median salary was $500,000 and the mode, or the most frequent 
salary, was $109,000. These numbers indicate that there are a few 
players making really, really big money. The middle value, the salary 
amount that half the salaries exceed and half the salaries fall below, 
was $500,000. If you asked all baseball players for a count of hands for 
each salary, the largest number (the mode, not a majority) of the hands 
would go up for $109,000. (Okay, it’s still a lot, but not as much as you 
thought. And it’s being made by people who have to make all their 
money in 10 years or less.) (p. 75)

These figures are probably low because the salaries of baseball 
players have skyrocketed in recent years, but his point is well made. 
Most baseball players don’t make the gigantic salaries that a relatively 
small and select group of ballplayers make.

 � MEASURES OF DISPERSION

The statistics describing how broad the interval is on the measurement 
scale covered by the frequency distribution are usually called measures 
of dispersion. There are many such measures, but we describe here only 
two of them—the easiest one (range) and the most frequently used one 
(statistical deviation).

Range

The range (R), as a statistical concept, can be used for all kinds of data 
except nominal. It is equal to the difference between the maximum and 
the minimum observed values. That is why it cannot be applied to 
nominal data: They cannot be ordered, and consequently, the minimum 
and maximum values do not exist.
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In the case of our initial sentence, the minimum value is 2 and the 
maximum value is 12, so the range is equal to 10 (R � 12 – 2 � 10). This 
statistic is easily calculated, and its meaning is very clear—the range is 
the distance between the two endpoints of the frequency distribution. 
The range, however, depends very much on the extreme values, and 
this is the main reason why the range is not used often as a measure of 
the dispersion.

Standard Deviation

The standard deviation (SD or s) is a measure of variability indicating 
the degree to which all observed values deviate from the mean. The 
mathematical formula used for calculation of the standard deviation is 
given here:

SD
i 1

N (X X)

N 1
i

2

� �
�

�

�
,

where

SD is the symbol for the standard deviation;

X  is the symbol for the mean;

Xi is the symbol for each one of the observed values (that is why i 
can vary between 1 and N);

N is the size of the sample; and

� is a symbol for the sum (Greek letter sigma).

It is obvious that the calculation of the standard deviation is much 
more complicated than the calculation of the range. Moreover, the 
standard deviation can be used only for interval and ratio data.

Despite these disadvantages, the standard deviation is the most 
frequently used statistic as a measure of dispersion because it takes into 
account all observed values and because the dispersion is expressed in 
the same units as the observed values.

 � THE NORMAL OR BELL-SHAPED CURVE

In most cases, when the sample size is big enough (N 	 100), the three 
measures of the central tendency are the same and are exactly in the 
middle of the frequency distribution. This kind of distribution is so 
often met that it is called “normal.” Its graphical presentation looks like 
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a bell (see Figure 15.3), and it is called the “normal curve” or “bell-
shaped curve.” It can be seen from this graph that if the distribution is 
normal, most of the cases are concentrated around the center of the 
distribution, and only a small number are distributed at the ends.

The normal distribution is also symmetrical. If we draw a vertical line 
through the middle point (mean-median-mode), the distribution will be 
split into two identical parts. Most of the characteristics (physical, chemi-
cal, biological, psychological, sociological) of the subjects or objects in a 
sample are approximately normally distributed. For example, beauty, 
intelligence, money, children, and lovers have normal distribution, and 
most of us are somewhere in the middle:

 � Neither too beautiful nor very ugly

 � Neither a genius nor a fool

 � Neither very rich nor starving

At the same time, only a small percentage of people (and usually 
their names are well-known) are really beautiful or geniuses or billion-
aires. Fortunately, people at the opposite end of the scales of beauty, 
intelligence, or money are also few in number; most people are in the 

Figure 15.3 Normal Distribution
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Figure 15.4 Frequency Distribution for US Educational Levels

1 3 5

N = 1503
Mean = 12.88
Median = 12
Mode = 12

7 9 11 13 15 17 19

middle. In other words, the chance of ending up in the middle (in every-
thing) is greater than the chance of being on the top. You might conclude 
that it isn’t fair. And you will be correct. It is not fair, but it is “normal.”

For example, let’s have a look at the results of the 1991 US General 
Social Survey about educational levels shown in Figure 15.4. In this 
graph, raw data are grouped into 2-year intervals, and as can be seen, 
the distribution is close to the bell shape, but it is slightly asymmetrical, 
and its peak is a little higher than the top of the theoretical normal 
distribution. The two measures of the central tendency are identical 
(the mode and the median), at 12 years of education, and the mean is a 
little higher, at 12.88 years. Statisticians might be a bit disappointed 
with the fact that the distribution is not ideally bell shaped, but educa-
tors would be happy with this asymmetry because it shows there are 
more people with a higher educational level than people with only a 
primary education. It is not “normal,” but it is a hopeful sign.

The normal distribution is well studied from a theoretical point of 
view, and all its characteristics are well-known. For example, if the 
frequency distribution is approximately normal, we can conclude 
immediately that about 68% of the observed values fall into the interval 
X � 1 SD; X � 1 SD and 95% of the observed values fall into the interval 
X � 2 SD; X � 2 SD, as shown in Figure 15.5.

A lot of statistical tests and inferential statistics are based on the 
assumption of normally distributed data, but they may be applied only 
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Figure 15.5 Normal Distribution
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Arthur: Statistics are very important. Perhaps you’ve 
heard the expression “There are lies, damned 
lies, and statistics.”

Grand Inquisitor: I’ve always felt that statistics can be used any 
way you want to use them.

Arthur: There’s another saying, “Figures don’t lie, but 
liars figure.”

Grand Inquisitor: Why do people love statistics so much?

A SHORT THEATRICAL PIECE ON STATISTICS

if the data gathered meet this assumption. That is why before applying 
any statistical method (valid only for normally distributed data), we 
have to test the hypothesis that our data are normally distributed. 
Otherwise, the results of the analysis will be meaningless.
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 � THE PROBLEMS WITH RATINGS

A cautionary note: People can use statistics selectively to prove all 
kinds of things. As the folk saying goes, “Figures don’t lie, but liars 
figure.” For example, you might want to look carefully at the statistics 
used by radio and television stations, networks, and other media orga-
nizations because their data might be accurate as far as they go but 
neglect to deal with certain important matters (such as the demo-
graphic makeup and buying power of a show’s audience), or they 
might put an unwarranted positive spin on figures about audiences 
and the popularity of programs. And there is reason to believe that the 
figures Nielsen and other ratings companies use may not be accurate 
due to the methods of data collection used (see the quotation from 
Barry Sherman, 1995, in Chapter 13).

Joseph R. Dominick (1993) listed a number of reasons to question 
the accuracy of ratings in The Dynamics of Mass Communication:

First, it is possible that the type of person who agrees to partici-
pate may have viewing habits different from those of the viewer 
who declines to participate. Second, in the case of both Arbitron 
and Nielsen reports (based on about 55 percent of the diaries sent 
out) it is possible that “returners” behave differently from “non-
returners.” Third, people who know that their viewing is being 

Arthur: There’s comfort in numbers. You get a sense of 
certainty and seriousness from numbers that 
you don’t get from words or logical arguments.

Grand Inquisitor: I read recently that half of the marriages end in 
divorce now. Why don’t people choose, when
they get married, to be in the other 50% that 
doesn’t get divorced?

Arthur: Everyone who gets married thinks that they are 
in the other 50%. Remember, this is a country 
where we all think we’re above average. When 
people get married, they should also get 
divorced at the same time but not put the date 
on the divorce papers. That would make things 
a lot easier.
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measured may change their behavior. A family might watch more 
news and public affairs programs than usual in order to appear 
sophisticated in the eyes of the rating company. Fourth, both rat-
ings companies admit that they have a problem measuring the 
viewing of certain groups. Minorities, particularly blacks and 
Hispanics, may be underrepresented in the ratings companies’ 
samples. Lastly, the stations that are being measured can distort 
the measurement process by engaging in contests and special pro-
motions or by running unusual or sensational programs in an 
attempt to “hype” the ratings. (p. 516)

Despite these problems, ratings are useful and necessary—because 
the prices stations can charge for commercials are, in large measure, 
determined by the ratings their programs get.

 � A CAUTIONARY NOTE ON STATISTICS

It’s a good idea to be skeptical whenever statistics (and any research 
data) are given. You might ask yourself questions such as these:

 � Who collected the data?

 � How accurate are the data?

 � How timely are the data?

 � How complete are the data? (Did the researchers fail, for one 
reason or another, to obtain important data?)

 � Are there other data that raise questions about the accuracy of 
(or that contradict) the data being dealt with?

 � Are useful comparisons of data made?

 � Are the methods used in the analysis appropriate for this kind 
of data?

 � How have the data been interpreted?

 � STATISTICS AND COMPARISONS

Often, data are presented using comparisons. Comparisons may be odi-
ous, but they are often very useful. Generally two kinds of comparisons 
are made:
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Historical (before and after)

Spatial (here and there)

But there are other kinds as well. Here are some fascinating histori-
cal statistics from the Harper’s Index found in the November 2012 issue 
of Harper’s magazine:

 � Percentage of Americans in 1992 who believed gun laws should 
be stricter: 78

 � Percentage who believe so today: 43

 � Percentage change since 1988 in US teen pregnancy rates: –36

 � Factor by which US cases of West Nile virus have increased since 
the virus was first detected here in 1999: 51

In some cases, a statistic by itself is interesting in that it gives an 
idea of the size or scope of some activity. Here are some more examples 
from the same issue of the Harper’s Index that are not comparative but 
are fascinating:

Percentage of Democrats who have an “unfavorable” opinion of 
Muslims: 29

Percentage of Republicans who do: 57

Percentage of Ohio Republicans who say Obama is more responsible 
than Romney for the death of Osama bin Laden: 38

Who say Romney is more responsible than Obama: 15

Who say they aren’t sure which man is more responsible: 47

Number of “known cracks and breaks” in the dome of the US 
Capitol building: 1,300

Portion of Americans who don’t walk for at least 10 continuous 
minutes at any point in an average week: 2/5

In 1987, Harper’s Index reported that seven condoms are used 
every second in the United States. The figure is much higher now, no 
doubt, since the population is much larger. A condom company esti-
mated that 87 condoms were used every second on Valentine’s Day one 
year, but there’s no way to verify that figure. The figure for condom 
usage is interesting, but it doesn’t tell us a great deal. It would be much 
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more useful to know what percentage of the American population uses 
condoms, which would enable us to determine how many people who 
use condoms are having intercourse in America every second. (How 
sociologists get these figures is another matter; our knowledge of sta-
tistics and problems with sampling might make us a bit skeptical about 
the accuracy of some research, although there are some methods that 
are very reliable if applied in the proper way.)

 � DATA ON MEDIA USE IN AMERICA

Statistics tell us about the growth of new media technology in American 
culture. The figures in Table 15.2 about the time US adults spent with 
various electronic media in 2014 offer information that has important 
implications for anyone interested in the role of media in societies. In 
addition, the Kaiser Family Foundation (2010) estimated that children 
from 8 to 18 years spend nearly 8 hours a day—53 hours a week—looking 
at computer screens.

Obviously, we live in a media-saturated society that dominates our 
leisure time and has a profound impact on our society and culture as 
well as our individual lives. Today 98% of Americans have high-speed 
Internet access, and many families have more than one Internet-
enabled device in their homes (Evans, 2015). Smartphones, which are 
actually powerful computers, are now prevalent. And Apple’s iPad 

5:04 Television

2:46 Radio

1:07 Smartphone

1:01 Internet on a personal computer

0:32 Time-shifted television

0:12 Game console

0:09 DVD/Blu-ray

0.02 Multimedia device

Table 15.2   Average Time Spent per Day With Major Media by US Adults  

in 2014

Source: Nielsen.
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and other brands of tablet computers have made major changes in the 
way people use computers and consume media. 

 � SMARTPHONES

Here are some statistics on the penetration of smartphones in the 
United States from various recent studies cited by the Media Literacy 
Clearinghouse (n.d.):

Grade Boys Girls

Third grade 20% 18%

Fourth grade 25% 26%

Middle school 83% 84%

High school 86% 84%

Nearly half of all children age 12–17 years use their phones to send 
100 or more text messages a day (Media Literacy Clearninghouse, n.d.). 
Statistics from the Nielsen Company (Fried, 2011) offer information on 
smartphone penetration by ethnicity:

Its research shows that in the U.S., white consumers are less likely than 
blacks, Asians or Hispanics to have a smartphone. And that trend 
appears to be continuing, Nielsen said. According to its research, 42 
percent of whites who purchased a mobile phone in the past six 
months chose a smartphone over a feature phone, compared with 60 
percent of Asians and Pacific Islanders, 56 percent of Hispanics and 44 
percent of African Americans. Among the ethnic groups, Asians and 
Pacific Islanders were most likely to have an iPhone, while the 
BlackBerry was particularly popular among African Americans. 

 � THE PROBLEM OF INTERPRETATION

When dealing with statistical data, there is the matter of interpretation. 
The data we get from research always have to be interpreted. Figures 
don’t mean anything in and of themselves, and that’s where problems 
often arise. If we don’t find problems in the research methodology or 
means of data collection in research projects (or in both), we often find 
different points of view (and sometimes mistakes) in the interpretation 
of the data collected. So media stations and networks battle with one 
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another, using statistics selectively, and we must be on guard and 
notice the qualifications they use and the way they “read” the data they 
have collected to suit their own purposes.

Statistics pose a dilemma. They must be interpreted, but the inter-
pretations some people make are often highly speculative and based, 
in certain cases, on only those statistics that suit the purposes of the 
person(s) using the data and neglecting other data. Researchers should 
be honest and tell not only the truth but also the whole truth, to the 
extent they can. One problem is that researchers tend to see what they 
would like to see and very often unconsciously neglect some facts.

 � STATISTICS: APPLICATIONS AND EXERCISES

 1. Using the latest Statistical Abstract of the United States, find data 
on some aspect of media use in America that you find interest-
ing. Print out the page with the data and turn it in with your 
discussion of what was interesting about the data. Then find 
data on media use in France, Japan, and Argentina to compare 
with the data about American media usage. What does this 
comparative data reveal about media usage in the countries 
involved? Did you learn anything interesting from making this 
comparative analysis?

 2. Find statistical data on the amount of television young children 
(ages 3–10) watch daily in America, France, Japan, and Argentina 
and the amount of advertising to which they are exposed. Does 
using a comparative approach offer important insights about 
children and the media in America?

 3. What do you make of the following statistics about televised 
football? A typical 3-hour game includes the following:

11 minutes of action (a typical play takes 4 seconds)

17 minutes of replays

3 seconds devoted to cheerleaders

67 minutes of players standing around, getting back to the 
huddle, lining up

60 minutes of commercials

Given these statistics, why do you think televised football is so 
popular?
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 � CONCLUSIONS

This primer on descriptive statistics covers some of the more commonly 
used concepts to help you interpret data better and make sense of 
some of the articles you might be reading about media usage and 
related concerns. There are many books on statistics that can further 
your knowledge of this useful and interesting subject. Two of the 
most widely used software programs are SPSS (formerly Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences; now Statistical Product and Service 
Solutions) and SAS (Statistical Analysis System). These programs 
greatly facilitate statistical analyses—and bigger mistakes (than made 
before their usage) if not properly used.
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