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An Introduction to SPSS for Windows 
 

 I prepared this lesson using SPSS Version 26.  If you are using a different version then the 
windows may look a little different.  Let us start learning SPSS by using SPSS.  Find the SPSS icon 
on your desktop.  If you do not have an icon for SPSS on your desktop, you should be able to find the 
program through the Start menu, but I recommend creating a desktop shortcut.  To create a desktop 
shortcut for SPSS, right click on the desktop, then click new, shortcut, and then browse your way to 
the program file.  On the computer I am using right now, that file is located at:  ""C:\Program 
Files\IBM\SPSS\Statistics\19\stats.exe".  Double click on that exe file, click next, and then finish.  If 
you don't like the name given the icon, rename it with a right click. 
 Now that you have found the SPSS icon on the desktop, double click it.  If the "What would you 
like to do" dialog window appears, tell SPSS you want to "Type in data" and then click OK.  You can 
suppress the appearance of this window by checking the box "Don't show this dialog in the future." 
 
 You should now see the SPSS Data Editor window.  This 
is where you enter the data you wish to analyze.  Each column 
represents a variable and each row represents an observation 
(also called a case).  We are going to type in data from my 
checkbook register for six weeks in the year 2009.  Each row will 
be one financial transaction.  In the first column we shall enter an 
identification number and in the second column the amount of the 
transaction.  Here are the data with the scores separated by 
commas and the records separated by semicolons: 
c407, 5.00; e1, 165.78; e2, 6000.00; e3, 35.13; c396, 210.00; 
d1, 2389.29; e4, 1530.07; e5, 36.38; d2, 2389.29; e6, 167.14; 
c409, 70.88; pc1, 62.53; d3, 672.74; d4, 2316.36 
 Place the cursor in the box at the intersection of the Row 1 
and the leftmost variable column.  Type in the value for the 
identification number for the first observation, c407 and then hit 
the RIGHT CURSOR KEY to move the cursor to the box just to 
the right.  Type in the value for the amount of the first 
observation, 5.00.  Hit the TAB key to move to the second row 
and enter there the data for the second observation.  Continue 
like this until you have entered all of the data.  Now the window 
should look like the screen capture to the right. 
 

 
 If you click on the Variable View tab, you see a list of the 
variables and their attributes.  The attributes can be changed 
here, which is very handy. 
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 Now you are ready to save these data on the hard drive of the computer on which you are 
working or the flash drive you brought to class with you.  Click FILE on the command bar at the top of 
the window.  From the drop-down menu that appears, select SAVE AS.  Navigate your way to the 
location where you wish to write the file.  In the FILE NAME box, enter "Check-A".  SAVE AS TYPE 
should read "SPSS Statistics (*.sav)" – if it does not, change it to that from the drop-down menu 
there.  Click SAVE and the data file is written to your medium (such as a flash drive or your Pirate 
Drive or, if at home, your hard drive).  If you need to use these data again later, you can read them 
into SPSS from that medium. 

 
 
 Now you are ready to do some statistics.  From the command bar at the top of the window, 
click Analyze, Descriptive Statistics, Frequencies.  Highlight the Amount variable in the box to the left 
and click the right pointing arrowhead, moving that variable into the Variable(s) box.  Then Click on 
“Statistics” and select “Quartiles, Mean, Median, Mode, Std. deviation, Minimum, Maximum, 
Skewness, and Kurtosis.  Click Continue.  Click Charts and select Histograms, show normal curve on 
histogram.  Click Continue,  Click OK. 
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 Look at the Output window below.  The 
frequency table is not very useful with this data set 
– we could have suppressed its creation by 
unchecking “Display frequency tables.”  The 
descriptive statistics, shown on the next page here, 
are very useful.  Notice that the mean is much 
larger than the median.  This is typical in a 
distribution that is positively skewed – that is, 
lopsided with most of the scores on the low side but 
relatively few extreme scores on the high side.  Also 
notice that the skewness statistic has a value of 
2.037.  This is Fisher's g1 statistic, based on the 
cubed deviations of scores about their mean.  
Absolute values of 1 or more indicate that the 
variable is so far removed from being symmetrically 
distributed that it should be used as is with any 
statistical technique that assumes the scores are 
normally distributed – more on that later this 
semester – a normal distribution is symmetric, that 
is, has skewness = 0. 
 

 

 Also notice that the mode is $2389.29.  This is simply the score that was most frequent – there 
were two of them, but only one each of the other scores.  In this set of data the mode is clearly not a 
good measure of the “average” score.  The value of the median, $188.57, informs us that half the 
scores are less than $188.57 and half the scores greater than $188.57. 
 The high value of the kurtosis variable indicates that the distribution of the scores has more 
scores in its tails (very high and/or very low scores) than would be found in a normal distribution 
(which has a kurtosis of zero).  High kurtosis signals that you have outliers, that is, extreme scores.  
Outliers should be investigated, they may represent errors of some sort, such as measurement errors 
or errors entering the data into the data file. 
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Statistics 

Amount 

N 
Valid 14 
Missing 0 

Mean 1146.470714 
Median 188.570000 
Mode 2389.2900 
Std. Deviation 1693.5655235 
Skewness 2.037 
Std. Error of 
Skewness 

.597 

Kurtosis 4.664 
Std. Error of Kurtosis 1.154 
Minimum 5.0000 
Maximum 6000.0000 

Percentiles 
25 55.992500 
50 188.570000 
75 2334.592500 

 

 
 The histogram also shows that the distribution is distinctly skewed, with a lot of low scores and 
one extremely high score.  The curved line drawn over the histogram shows how a normal distribution 
would look if it had the same mean and standard deviation as do our scores. 
 You can also get descriptive statistics by clicking Analyze, Descriptive Statistics, Descriptives, 
but the variety of statistics available with this procedure is less than that available with Frequencies. 
 Now let us get some exploratory descriptive statistics.  Click Analyze, Descriptive Statistics, 
Explore.  Move the Amount variable into the Dependent List box.  Click Plots and select Boxplots, 
Factor levels together; and Descriptive, Stem-and-leaf and Histogram.  Click Continue then OK.   
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 We have already seen many of the statistics produced by Explore.  Do take a close look at the 
stem and leaf plot and the box and whiskers plot.  When there are outliers, SPSS may leave them out 
of the stem and leaf plot, other than noting, at one or both ends of the plot, the number of “Extreme” 
scores.  This can produce the misperception of symmetry in a decidedly skewed distribution.  In such 
cases, looking at the boxplot, the values of the mean and the median, and/or a histogram see the 
skewness. 
 
Amount Stem-and-Leaf Plot 
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 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 
 
     8.00        0 .  00000112 
     1.00        0 .  6 
      .00        1 . 
     1.00        1 .  5 
     3.00        2 .  333 
     1.00 Extremes    (>=6000) 
 
 Stem width:  1000.000 
 Each leaf:       1 case(s) 
 

 
 The box and whiskers plot also makes the positive skew obvious, and it identifies the score 
largely responsible for the high skewness and high kurtosis – score number 3 with a value of $6,000.  
The box in this plot represents the middle 50% of the scores, and the horizontal line represents the 
median.  The displacement of the median from the middle of the box also results from this positive 
skewness. 
 If we were to delete that score, the skewness would come down to 0.992, but that is still 
distinctly skewed, as illustrated in the boxplot below created after deleting score number 3. 
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 You may want to print a copy of your statistical output.  From the Output window, just click the 
printer icon, select All Visible Output and click OK.  You can elect to print selected parts of the output 
rather than all of it and you can delete or edit part of the output. 
 You can save your statistical output.  Please read my file Exporting SPSS Output to a Word 
Document. 
 Having competed the first part of this lesson, you should now close down SPSS – just click the 
X in the upper right hand corner of each SPSS Window that is open. 
 I have created for you a data file, Check-B.sav, which contains these same data along with, for 
each observation, the variable Type, which indicates, for each observation, what type of transaction it 
was.  I used the following letters to code the four types of transactions: 

• D = deposit or other credit 
• I = investment 
• C = credit card payment 
• X = other expense 

I also used the Values column in the Variable View of the Data Editor to associate with each of these 
codes a longer descriptive label which will used in the statistical output. 
 To use the SPSS data file Check-B.sav, you first need to download it to the computer you are 
using.  I have placed it on my SPSS Data Files Page, which is located at:  
http://core.ecu.edu/psyc/wuenschk/SPSS/SPSS-Data.htm.  Point your browser to that page.  RIGHT 
CLICK on the name of the data file, Check-B.  From the drop-down menu that appears, select SAVE 
TARGET AS.  In the "Save as" dialog window, select a folder on your computer or portable medium 
and then click SAVE.  The data file should now be saved. 
 Look at the directory where you saved Check-B.sav.  Double click on the Check_B.sav file.  
SPSS should open up the file and display the Data Editor.  If it does not, startup SPSS, click File, 
Open, Data, and Browse to the file you wish to open. 

http://core.ecu.edu/psyc/wuenschk/SPSS/SPSS-to-Word.docx
http://core.ecu.edu/psyc/wuenschk/SPSS/SPSS-to-Word.docx
http://core.ecu.edu/psyc/wuenschk/SPSS/SPSS-Data.htm
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Click Analyze, Descriptive Statistics, Explore.  Move Amount into the Dependent List and Type 
into the Factor list.  Click Plots and then select Boxplots, factor levels together.  Under Descriptive, 
select neither Stem-and-leaf nor Histogram.  Click Continue and then OK. 
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 Look at the output.  Note that you are given a variety of descriptive statistics for the amount 
variable for each type of transaction.  The Schematic Plot (side-by-side boxplots) is a convenient way 
to compare distributions. 
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 You can print all or parts of your statistical output if desired.  If you are using a printer in a 
public lab, it is a good idea to put your name at the top of the document which you will print.  To do 
that, just go to the top of the output window and double click on the first text box you see there.  That 
will open the editor, which will allow you to enter your name into the text box.  Click outside of the text 
box to close the editor. 
 
Return to Professor Karl’s SPSS Lessons page. 
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