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Introduction

In practice, every research project or study involves the following steps.

Planning/design of study

Data collection

Data analysis

Presentation

Interpretation

Key areas of statistics:

Sampling

Descriptive statistics

Inferential statistics
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Data

Data are pieces of information about individuals organized into variables.

By an individual, we mean a particular person or object.

By a variable, we mean a particular characteristic of the individual.

A dataset is a set of data identified with a particular experiment, scenario,
or circumstance.
Datasets are typically displayed in tables, in which rows represent
individuals and columns represent variables.
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Data View of SPSS Data Editor
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Cases

For example, if we were interested in studying flu vaccinations in school
children across the country, we could collect data where each observation
was a:

student

school

school district

city

county

Each of these would result in a different way to investigate questions
about flu vaccinations in school children.
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Variables

The columns in a dataset (representing variables) are often grouped and
labeled by their role in our analysis.
For example, in many studies involving people, we often collect
demographic variables such as gender, age, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, marital status, and many more.
The role a variable plays in our analysis must also be considered.

In studies where we wish to predict one variable using one or more of
the remaining variables, the variable we wish to predict is commonly
called the response variable, the outcome variable, or the dependent
variable.

Any variable we are using to predict or explain differences in the
outcome is commonly called an explanatory variable, an independent
variable, a predictor variable, or a covariate.

E. Papageorgiou & G. Katsouleas (Uniwa) Descriptive Statistics May 15, 2023 7 / 106



Variable classification

Variables can be broadly classified into one of two types:

Quantitative

Categorical
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Categorical Variables

Categorical variables take category or label values, and place an individual
into one of several groups.
Categorical variables are often further classified as either:

Nominal, when there is no natural ordering among the categories.
Common examples would be gender, eye color, or ethnicity.

Ordinal, when there is a natural order among the categories, such as,
ranking scales or letter grades. However, ordinal variables are still
categorical and do not provide precise measurements.
Differences are not precisely meaningful, for example, if one student
scores an A and another a B on an assignment, we cannot say
precisely the difference in their scores, only that an A is larger than a
B.
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Bernoulli Variables

One special variable type occurs when a variable has only two possible
values.

A variable is said to be Binary or Dichotomous, when there are only
two possible levels.

These variables can usually be phrased in a “yes/no” question. ”Smoking”
is an example of a binary variable.
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Quantitative Variables

Quantitative variables take numerical values, and represent some kind of
measurement.
Quantitative variables are often further classified as either:

Discrete, when the variable takes on a countable number of values.
Most often these variables indeed represent some kind of count such
as the number of prescriptions an individual takes daily.

Continuous, when the variable can take on any value in some range of
values. Our precision in measuring these variables is often limited by
our instruments.
Units should be provided.
Common examples would be height (cm), weight (kg), or time to
recovery (days).
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Coding categorical variables

It is quite common to code the values of a categorical variable as
numbers, but you should remember that these are just codes.

They have no arithmetic meaning (i.e., it does not make sense to add,
subtract, multiply, divide, or compare the magnitude of such values).

Usually, if such a coding is used, all categorical variables will be coded
and we will tend to do this type of coding for datasets.
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Transforming quantitative variables to ordinal

Sometimes, quantitative variables are divided into groups for analysis.

In such a situation, although the original variable was quantitative,
the variable analyzed is categorical.

A common example is to provide information about an individual’s
Body Mass Index by stating whether the individual is underweight,
normal, overweight, or obese.

This categorized BMI is an example of an ordinal categorical variable.
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The Recoding procedure in SPSS

E. Papageorgiou & G. Katsouleas (Uniwa) Descriptive Statistics May 15, 2023 14 / 106



The Recoding procedure in SPSS (2)

Trichotomizing the bmi variable: a healthy BMI according to the BNHS
lies between 18.5 and 25.
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Importance of variable classification

The types of variables you are analyzing directly relate to the available
descriptive and inferential statistical methods.
It is important to:

assess how you will measure the effect of interest and

know how this determines the statistical methods you can use.
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The role of descriptive statistics

Descriptive analysis allows us to make sense of the data by converting
them from their raw form to a more informative one.
In particular, descriptive statistics consists of:

organizing and summarizing the raw data,

discovering important features and patterns in the data and any
striking deviations from those patterns, and then

interpreting our findings in the context of the problem

And can be useful for:

describing the distribution of a single variable (center, spread, shape,
outliers). By distribution, we mean

what values the variable takes, and
how often the variable takes those values.

checking data (for errors or other problems)

checking assumptions to more complex statistical analyses

investigating relationships between variables
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Univariate and multivariate analysis

Examining Distributions — exploring data one variable at a time.

Examining Relationships — exploring data two (or more) variables at
a time.

In Descriptive statistics, exploration of the data always consists of:

visual displays, supplemented by

numerical measures.
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Summary of descriptive statistics
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Numerical measures
& Graphs for

Categorical Variables
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Frequency Tables

A Frequency Distribution or Frequency Table is the primary set of
numerical measures for one categorical variable or one quantitative
discrete variable which assumes few different values.

Consists of a table with each different value (category) the variable
takes, along with the relevant count and percentage for each category.

SPSS automatically provides additionally the relevant cumulative
relative frequences. Note this output makes sense only in ordinal and
discrete variables.

Provides a summary of the distribution for a single variable.
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Frequences - Categorical Variables
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Frequences - Categorical Variables (2)
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Frequency Tables in SPSS Output Viewer
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Missing values declaration in SPSS
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Frequency tables, using R

Missing values are automatically excluded from the analysis in R, using:
table(·)
In the case these should be taken into consideration, use:
table(·, exclude = NULL)
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Graphical displays for Categorical / Discrete variables

There are two simple graphical displays for visualizing the distribution of
one categorical variable:

Pie Charts

Bar Charts

Remark:

For ordinal categorical variables, pie charts are seldom used since the
information about the order can be lost in such a display. Be careful
that bar charts for ordinal variables display the data in a reasonable
order given the scenario.

While both the pie chart and the bar chart help us visualize the
distribution of a categorical variable, the pie chart emphasizes how
the different categories relate to the whole, and the bar chart
emphasizes how the different categories compare with each other.

E. Papageorgiou & G. Katsouleas (Uniwa) Descriptive Statistics May 15, 2023 27 / 106



Categorical / discrete variable plots
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Categorical / discrete variable plots: Output in SPSS

(a) Pie chart (b) Bar chart

How can missing-values ”pie-chunk” be suppressed?
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Select cases

The Select Cases menu allows us to filter out unwanted cases (missing or
otherwise).
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Select cases (2)

Output after omitting unwanted (missing) case.
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Relationship between two categorical variables

The relationship between two categorical variables is summarized
using:

Data display: two-way table, supplemented by
Numerical measures: conditional percentages.

Conditional percentages are calculated for each value of the
explanatory variable separately. They can be row percentages, if the
explanatory variable “sits” in the rows, or column percentages, if the
explanatory variable “sits” in the columns.

When we try to understand the relationship between two categorical
variables, we compare the distributions of the response variable for
values of the explanatory variable. In particular, we look at how the
pattern of conditional percentages differs between the values of the
explanatory variable.
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Contingency tables in SPSS Output viewer

Available via Analyze > Descriptive Statistics > Crosstabs
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Clustered bar chart

A way to visualize the conditional frequences (percents), instead of a
table, is the clustered bar chart.
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Numerical measures
& Graphs for

Quantitative Variables
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Numerical measures for quantitative variables

(a) Central Tendency
Mean
Median
Mode

(b) Location measures
Quartiles
Percentiles
...

(c) Dispersion
Range
Interquartile range
Variance
Standard deviation
Coefficient of variation

(d) Distribution shape
Skewness
Kyrtosis
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Central tendency: Mean

The sample mean is the average of a set of observations (i.e., the sum
of the observations divided by the number of observations).

Denoting x1, . . . , xn the observations, the mean is given by:

x =

∑n
i=1 xi
n

=
x1 + x2 + · · ·+ xn

n

The bar notation is commonly used to represent the sample mean, i.e.
the mean of the sample.

E. Papageorgiou & G. Katsouleas (Uniwa) Descriptive Statistics May 15, 2023 37 / 106



Central tendency: Median

The median M is the midpoint of the distribution. It is the number
such that half of the observations fall above, and half fall below.

To find the median:

Order the data from smallest to largest. Consider whether n, the
number of observations, is even or odd.
If n is odd, the median M is the center observation in the ordered list.
This observation is the one “sitting” in the (n + 1) / 2 spot in the
ordered list.
If n is even, the median M is the mean of the two center observations
in the ordered list. These two observations are the ones “sitting” in the
(n / 2) and (n / 2) + 1 spots in the ordered list.
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Mean and Median comparison

The mean describes the center as an average value, in which the
actual values of the data points play an important role.

The median, on the other hand, locates the middle value as the
center, and the order of the data is the key.

Data set A → 64 65 66 68 70 71 73 (mean=68.1, and median=68)
Data set B → 64 65 66 68 70 71 730 (mean=162, and median=68)

The mean is very sensitive to outliers (as it factors in their
magnitude), while the median is resistant to outliers.

The mean is an appropriate measure of center for symmetric
distributions with no outliers. In all other cases, the median is often a
better measure of the center of the distribution.
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Mean and Median comparison (2)

For symmetric distributions with no outliers: the mean is approximately
equal to the median.
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Mean and Median comparison (2)

For skewed right distributions and/or datasets with high outliers: the
mean is greater than the median.
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Mean and Median comparison (3)

For skewed left distributions and/or datasets with low outliers: the mean is
less than the median.
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Position measures: Percentiles

In general the p-th percentile can be interpreted as a location in the
data for which approximately p% of the other values in the
distribution fall below the p-th percentile and (100–p)% fall above
the p-th percentile.
Special cases:

The first quartile (Q1) is the value such that one quarter (25%) of the
data points fall below it, or the median of the bottom half of the data.
The third quartile (Q3) is the value such that three quarters (75%) of
the data points fall below it, or the median of the top half of the data.

The combination of the five numbers (min,Q1,M,Q3,max) is called
the five number summary, and provides a quick numerical description
of both the center and spread of a distribution.
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Position measures: Percentiles (2)
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Boxplot

The Boxplot is an interesting plot visualizing the 5-number summary.
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Outliers

An observation is considered a potential outlier if it is:
below Q1–1.5(IQR), or
above Q3 + 1.5(IQR)

An observation is considered an extreme outlier if it is:
below Q1–3(IQR), or
above Q3 + 3(IQR)

Dealing with outliers:

If an outlier can be understood to have been produced by essentially
the same sort of physical or biological process as the rest of the data,
and if such extreme values are expected to eventually occur again,
then such an outlier should be kept in the data.

If an outlier can be explained to have been produced under
fundamentally different conditions (or process) from the rest of the
data, such an outlier can be removed from the data.

An outlier might indicate a mistake in the data (typo, measuring
error), in which case it should be corrected if possible or else removed.
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Dispersion measures

A measure of center by itself is not enough to describe a distribution.

In order to describe the distribution, we need to supplement the graphical
display not only with a measure of center, but also with a measure of the
variability (or spread) of the distribution.
The three most commonly used measures of spread:

Range
Inter-quartile range (IQR)
Standard deviation

provide very different ways to quantify the variability of the distribution
and do not try to estimate the same quantity, providing information about
three different aspects of the spread of the distribution which, together,
give a more complete picture of the spread of the distribution.
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Dispersion measures: Range and Interquartile range (IQR)

The range covered by the data is the most intuitive measure of
variability. The range is exactly the distance between the smallest
data point (min) and the largest one (max); i.e.,

Range = max–min.

While the range quantifies the variability by looking at the range
covered by ALL the data, the Inter-Quartile Range (IQR) measures
the variability of a distribution by giving us the range covered by the
MIDDLE 50% of the data; i.e.,

IQR = Q3–Q1,

where Q3 and Q1 are the 3rd and 1st quartiles, respectively.
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Dispersion measures: Range and Interquartile range (IQR)
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Dispersion measures: Variance

The variance (s2) measures the extent to which the data
x1, x2, . . . , xn deviate from their mean (x). It is calculated as the

s2 =

∑n
i=1(xi − x)2

n − 1
.

Uses squared deviations, due to
∑n

i=1(xi − x) = 0.

The variance is not commonly used as a measure of spread directly as
its units are the square of the units of the original data.
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Dispersion measures: Standard deviation

The standard deviation (s) of the data is the square root of the
variance; i.e.,

s =

√∑n
i=1(xi − x)2

n − 1
.

The standard deviation measures the spread by reporting a typical
(average) distance between the data points and their mean.

It is appropriate to use the standard deviation as a measure of spread
with the mean as the measure of center.

Since the mean and standard deviations are highly influenced by
extreme observations, they should be used as numerical descriptions
of the center and spread only for distributions that are roughly
symmetric, and have no extreme outliers. In all other situations, we
prefer the 5-number summary.
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Standardized scores (Z-scores)

Standardized scores, also called z-score,s use the mean and standard
deviation as the primary measures of center and spread and are
therefore most useful when the distribution is reasonably symmetric
with no extreme outliers.

For any individual, the z-score tells us how many standard deviations
the raw score for that individual deviates from the mean and in what
direction. A positive z-score indicates the individual is above average
and a negative z-score indicates the individual is below average.

To calculate a z-score, we take the individual value and subtract the
mean and then divide this difference by the standard deviation; i.e.,

z1 =
x1 − x

s
.
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Z-scores in SPSS

Z-scores for the cases in any particular quantitative variable are obtainable
in SPSS via Analyze > Descriptive Statistics > Descriptives

Measures of position also allow us to compare values from different
distributions. For example, we can present the percentiles or z-scores
of an individual’s height and weight. These two measures together
would provide a better picture of how the individual fits in the overall
population than either would alone.
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The normal distribution

Many variables have a symmetric mound-shaped distribution (recall Slide
#35).

Superpositioned in the histogram, the normal curve

f (x ;µ, σ) =
1

σ
√
2π

e−
(x−µ)2

2σ2 ,−∞ < x < ∞

with (µ, σ) = (x , s) = (99.71, 9.76).
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The standard deviation rule for the normal distribution

Another way to interpret the standard deviation of such a distribution is as
follows:
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Fitting a box plot on a normal distribution
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Outlier identification via Z-scores

Standardized scores can be used to help identify potential outliers:

For approximately normal distributions, z-scores greater than 2 or less
than -2 are rare (will happen approximately 5% of the time).

For any distribution, z-scores greater than 4 or less than -4 are rare
(will happen less than 6.25% of the time).
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Visual Methods of Assessing Normality

We can add a “normal curve” to the histogram which shows the
normal distribution having the same mean and standard deviation as
our sample (see slide #54). The closer the histogram fits this curve,
the more (perfectly) normal the sample.

Q-Q plot: In these graphs, the percentiles or quantiles of the
theoretical distribution (in this case the standard normal distribution)
are plotted against those from the data. If the data matches the
theoretical distribution, the graph will result in a straight line.

Q-Q plots are obtainable under Analyze > Descriptive Statistics >
Q-Q Plots.

P-P plot: The cumulative probabilities F (xi ) = P(X < xi ) of the
empirical distribution of the sample are plotted against the theoretical
cumulative probabilities under the normal curve. If the data matches
the theoretical distribution, the graph will result in a straight line.

P-P plots are obtainable under Analyze > Descriptive Statistics >
P-P Plots.
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P-P & Q-Q plots for almost normal distribution
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P-P & Q-Q plots for skewed right distribution
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P-P & Q-Q plots for skewed left distribution
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Numerical measures for skewness

Skewness is a measure of the asymmetry of a distribution.
The normal distribution is symmetric and has a skewness value of 0.
A distribution with a significant positive skewness has a long right tail.
A distribution with a significant negative skewness has a long left tail.
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Numerical measures for skewness (2)

Many formulae for calculating skewness exist (elementary Pearson,
Bowley/Galton, etc.)

SPSS provides the Fisher-Pearson skewness coefficient:

β1 =

√
n(n − 1)

n − 2

1
n ·

∑n
i=1(xi − x)3(√

1
n

∑n
i=1(xi − x)2

)3

The ratio of skewness to its standard error can be used to indicate a
departure from symmetry and function as a test of normality. As a
guideline, you can reject normality if the ratio is less than -2 or
greater than +2.
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Numerical measures for kyrtosis

Kyrtosis is a measure of the extent to which there are outliers.

For a standard normal distribution, the value of the kurtosis statistic
is zero.

A large positive value for kurtosis indicates that the tails of the
distribution are longer than those of a normal distribution (leptokurtic
distribution); a negative value for kurtosis indicates shorter tails
(platykurtic distribution, becoming more like those of a box-shaped
uniform distribution).
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Numerical measures for kurtosis (2)

SPSS provides the Bliss kurtosis coefficient:

β2 =
(n + 1)(n − 1)

(n − 2)(n − 3)
·

1
n ·

∑n
i=1(xi − x)4(

1
n

∑n
i=1(xi − x)2

)2 − 3 · (n − 1)2

(n − 2)(n − 3)

The ratio of kurtosis to its standard error can be used as a test of
normality (that is, you can reject normality if the ratio is less than -2
or greater than +2).
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Numerical measures for quantitative variables in SPSS

Basic measures may be obtained via Analyze > Descriptive Statistics
> Descriptives
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Numerical measures for quantitative variables in SPSS (2)

Additional measures may be obtained via Analyze > Descriptive
Statistics > Frequences

When analyzing quantitative variables, it is suggested to suppress
frequency tables in the output.
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SPSS Chart builder/Legacy dialogs
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Graphs for Quantitative variables: Histogram

The histogram is a graphical display of the distribution of a
quantitative variable. It plots the number (count) of observations
that fall in intervals of values.

There are many valid choices for interval widths and starting points.
There are a few rules of thumb used by software packages to find
optimal values.

The choice of bins or intervals affects a histogram
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Graphs for Quantitative variables: Stem & Leaf plot

The leaf is the right-most digit.

The stem is everything except the right-most digit.

It preserves the original data.

It sorts the data.

When rotated 90 degrees counterclockwise, the stem and leaf plot
visually resembles a histogram.

Easy to create by hand for small samples.
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Graphs for Quantitative variables: Dotplot

The dotplot, like the stem and leaf plot, shows each observation, but
displays it with a dot rather than with its actual value.

It preserves the original data.

It sorts the data.

Visually resembles a histogram.

Easy to create by hand for small samples.

Suitable for small data sets.
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Graphs for Quantitative variables

(a) Histogram (b) Boxplot
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Graphs for Quantitative variables (2)

(c) Dotplot (d) Stem & Leaf

Remark. The Stem & Leaf plot is the only which is exclusively available
through Analyze>Descriptive Statistics>Explore>Plots, rather than the
usual Chart builder/Legacy dialogs options.
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Graphs for Quantitative variables (3)

The ogive includes information regarding the cumulative frequences.
(Obtainable via Legacy dialogs.)

(e) Ogive
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Clustered/split histogram

Many times, it is instructive to split the histogram or boxplot of a
quantitative variable according to the categories defined by a categorical
(or discrete) variable.

(a) Clustered histogram (b) Split histogram
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Comparative (side-by-side)/Clustered Boxplots

When exploring the relationship between a categorical explanatory
variable and a quantitative response, we essentially compare the
distributions of the quantitative response for each category of the
explanatory variable. The visual comparison should be supplemented
comparative exploration of descriptive statistics is (possible in SPSS
through Analyze > Descriptive Statistics > Explore).
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Scatterplot

The relationship between two quantitative variables is visually
displayed using the scatterplot, where each point represents an
individual. We always plot the explanatory variable on the horizontal
X axis, and the response variable on the vertical Y axis.

When we explore a relationship using the scatterplot we should
describe the overall pattern of the relationship and any deviations
from that pattern. To describe the overall pattern consider the
direction, form and strength of the relationship.

Adding labels to the scatterplot that indicate different groups or
categories within the data might help us get more insight about the
relationship we are exploring.
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Procedure for Scatterplot in SPSS
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Scatterplot: SPSS Output

The individual pairs (xi , yi ) may be marked according to the categories of
some categorical variable of interest.
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Linear relationships: Correlation

A special case of the relationship between two quantitative variables
is the linear relationship. In this case, a straight line simply and
adequately summarizes the relationship.

When the scatterplot displays a linear relationship, we supplement it
with the correlation coefficient (r), which is a numerical measure that
measures the strength and direction of a linear relationship between
two quantitative variables and is given by:

r =
1

n − 1

n∑
i=1

(
xi − x

sX

)(
yi − y

sY

)
The correlation ranges between -1 and 1.

Values near -1 indicate a strong negative linear relationship, values
near 0 indicate a weak linear relationship, and values near 1 indicate a
strong positive linear relationship.

Correlation is sensitive to outliers.
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Scatterplots for different values of r
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Association and causation

A lurking variable is a variable that was not included in your analysis,
but that could substantially change your interpretation of the data if
it were included.

Because of the possibility of lurking variables, we adhere to the
principle that association does not imply causation.

Including a lurking variable in our exploration may:

help us to gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between
variables, or
lead us to rethink the direction of an association (Simpson’s Paradox).
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Confounding (or lurking) variables

Lurking variables may also occur in cases where explanatory and response
variables are categorical.
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Data collection
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Data production

The production of data has two stages.

First we need to choose the individuals from the population that will
be included in the sample (sampling).

Then, once we have chosen the individuals, we need to collect data
from them (study design).
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Sampling, study design and their importance

Descriptive statistics seeks to illuminate patterns in the data by summarizing
the distributions of variables, or the relationships between them.

Then, inferential statistics expands upon the descriptive statistics to draw
conclusions about what is true for the entire population from which the
sample was chosen.

For this process to “work” reliably, it is essential that sampling results in a
sample that represents the population of interest well, so that when we get
to the inference stage, making conclusions based on this sample about the
entire population will make sense.

A sample that produces data that is not representative because of the
systematic under- or over-estimation of the values of the variable of interest
is called biased.

Summaries of variables and their relationships are only valid if these have
been assessed properly. Proper study design ensures we discover what we
want to know about the variables of interest for the individuals in the sample.

Bias may result from either a poor sampling plan or from a poor design for
evaluating the variable of interest.
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Non-probabilistic sampling: Volunteer sample

In general, non-probabilistic sampling techniques result in biased samples;
such samples produce not-representative data because of the systematic
under- or over-estimation of the values of the variable of interest. In such
cases, the sampled individuals only provide information about themselves,
and we cannot generalize to any larger group at all.

A volunteer sample is comprised by individuals who have selected
themselves to be included. In general, volunteer samples tend to be
comprised of individuals who have a particularly strong opinion about
an issue, and are looking for an opportunity to voice it.

In some cases, volunteer samples are the only ethical way to obtain a
sample. (Signed consent form for participation in studies regarding
new treatments.)
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Non-probabilistic sampling: Convenience sample

A convenience sample is comprised by individuals who happen to be
at the right time and place to suit the schedule of the researcher.

Depending on what variable is being studied, it may be that a
convenience sample provides a fairly representative group.

A convenience sample may also be susceptible to bias because certain
types of individuals are more likely to be selected than others.
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Non-probabilistic sampling: Snowball sample

In snowball sampling, currently enrolled research participants help
recruit future subjects for a study.
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Probabilistic sampling methods

In general, bias may be eliminated (in theory), or at least reduced (in
practice), if researchers do their best to implement a probability
sampling plan that utilizes randomness.
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Probabilistic sampling: Simple random sample

The most basic probability
sampling plan is a simple
random sample, where every
group of individuals has the
same chance of being selected
as every other group of the
same size. This is achieved by
sampling at random and without
replacement.

The sampling frame of
individuals from whom the
sample is actually selected
should match the population of
interest; bias may result if parts
of the population are
systematically excluded.
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Table of random numbers
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Probabilistic sampling: Systematic sample

Systematic sampling takes an
organized approach to the
selection process, as in picking
every k-th name on a list, or the
first product to come off the
production line each hour.

Just as with convenience
sampling, there may be subtle
sources of bias in such a plan, or
it may be adequate for the
purpose at hand.
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Probabilistic sampling: Cluster sample

Advantageous, when “natural”
groupings are evident in a
statistical population and each
group is generally representative
of the population.

For cluster sampling, the total
population is divided into these
groups (or clusters) and a
sample of these groups is
selected. Then, all members of
each selected group participate
in the study.

For example, randomly selecting
courses from all courses and
surveying ALL students in
selected courses.
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Probabilistic sampling: Stratified sample

A stratified sample divides the
population into groups called
strata before selecting study
participants at random from
within those groups.

Advantageous, when
subpopulations within an overall
population vary.

For example, take independently
a random sample of males (1st
stratum) and a separate random
sample of females (2nd
stratum).
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Comments on Cluster and Stratified samples

In cluster sampling, we take a random sample of whole groups of
individuals taking everyone in that group but not all groups are
taken), while in stratified sampling we take a simple random sample
from each group (and all groups are represented).

In cluster sampling, groups are heterogenous, while in stratified
sampling each group is homogeneous with respect to the underlying
variable defining the strata.
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Multistage sampling

Multistage sampling makes the sampling process more manageable by
working down from a large population to successively smaller groups
within the population, taking advantage of stratifying along the way,
and sometimes finishing up with a cluster sample or a simple random
sample.

Sampling results in a trade-off between accuracy and cost (in terms of
time and money).

Assuming the various sources of bias have been avoided, larger
samples lead to improved estimates for the population. In practice, a
census is rarely feasible. Instead, researchers should try to obtain the
largest representative sample that fits in their budget.
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Multistage sampling: Example

Nationwide epidemiological study of cardiovascular risk factors in primary
school students 5th & 6th grades

We divide Greece into geographical divisions / 1st layer of
stratification (Macedonia, Thrace, Epirus, Peloponnese, Central
Greece, etc).

We further divide each of these geographical divisions into 2 strata
(urban and rural areas).

Then, each stratum consists of clusters (e.g., many cities, towns,
villages).

Random selection of clusters from each stratum (e.g., some cities and
some villages).

Divide each cluster (e.g., city) into strata (urban areas), according to
the socio-economic situation of the inhabitants.

From each stratum, random selection of schools (final clusters).

From each chosen school, we survey all children in 5th and 6th grades.
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Choice of sampling method

Population to be studied.

Size / geographical distribution.

Heterogeneity of the population regarding specific variables.

Availability of sampling frame.

Required level of accuracy.

Available resources.
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Bias

Most studies are subject to some degree of nonresponse, referring to
individuals who do not go along with the researchers’ intention to
include them in a study. If there are too many non-respondents, and
they are different from respondents in an important way, then the
sample turns out to be biased.

It is always best to have the sampling frame match the population as
closely as possible; otherwise, the resulting sample is susceptible to
sampling frame bias.
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Study design

Gaining information about the variables of interest from the sampled
individuals

Observational study: values of the variable or variables of interest are
recorded as they naturally occur. There is no interference by the
researchers who conduct the study.

Sample survey: a particular type of observational study in which
individuals report variables’ values themselves, frequently by giving
their opinions.

Experiment: Instead of assessing the values of the variables as they
naturally occur, the researchers interfere, and they are the ones who
assign the values of the explanatory variable to the individuals. The
researchers “take control” of the values of the explanatory variable
because they want to see how changes in the value of the explanatory
variable affect the response variable. (Note: By nature, any
experiment involves at least two variables.)
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Observational studies

The explanatory variable’s values are allowed to occur naturally.

Because of the possibility of lurking variables, it is difficult to establish
causation.

If possible, control for suspected lurking variables by studying groups of
similar individuals separately.

Some lurking variables are difficult to control for; others may not be
identified.

Observational studies may potentially disturb people’s natural behavior.

A well-designed observational study may still provide fairly convincing
evidence of causation.
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Experiments

The explanatory variable’s (factor’s) values are controlled by researchers
(treatment is imposed).

The key to establishing causation is to rule out the possibility of any lurking
variable, or in other words, to ensure that individuals differ only with respect to the
values of the explanatory variable.

Randomized assignment to treatments automatically controls for all lurking
variables.

The control group consists of subjects who do not receive a treatment.

Making subjects blind avoids the placebo effect.

Making researchers blind avoids conscious or subconscious influences on their
subjective assessment of responses.

A randomized controlled double-blind experiment is generally optimal for
establishing causation.

A lack of realism may prevent generalizability of experimental results to real-life
situations.

Noncompliance may undermine an experiment. A volunteer sample might solve (at
least partially) this problem.

It is impossible, impractical, or unethical to impose some treatments.
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Randomized block design experiment

In some cases, an experiment’s design may be enhanced by relaxing
the requirement of total randomization and blocking the subjects
first; i.e., dividing them into homogeneous groups with respect to
some outside variable of importance in the relationship being studied.
This can help ensure that the effect of treatments, as well as
background variables, are most precisely measured.

In blocking, we simply split the sampled subjects into blocks based
upon the different values of the background variable, and then
randomly allocate treatments within each block.

Blocking in the assignment of subjects is analogous to stratification in
sampling.

Generalizations, experimenting with more than one explanatory
variables, etc..
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Randomized block design experiment
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Surveys

A sample survey is a type of observational study in which respondents assess
variables’ values (often by giving an opinion).

Surveys can be carried out in person, or via telephone, Internet, or mail.

Open questions are less restrictive, but responses are more difficult to summarize.

Closed questions may be biased when unbalanced respond options are provided.

Closed questions should permit options such as “other: ” and/or “not sure”
if those options may apply.

Questions should be worded neutrally.

Earlier questions should not deliberately influence responses to later questions.

Questions shouldn’t be confusing or complicated.

Survey method and questions should be carefully designed to elicit honest
responses if there are sensitive issues involved (randomized responses).
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