
Measures of Central Tendency 
 
The central tendency of a set of data is the tendency of the data to cluster, or to center, about 
certain numerical values. The three most frequently used measures of central tendency are the 
mean, the median, and the mode. 
 
The mean of a quantitative data set is equal to the sum of the measurements divided by the 
number of measurements in the data set. 
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The median is the middle value of an ordered data set, where the data are arranged in ascending 
or descending order. If the number of measurements, n, is odd, the median is the precise middle 
number in the ordered set. If n is even, the median is the mean of the middle two measurements 
in the ordered list. 
 
The mode is the measurement or measurements that occur most frequently in the data set. 

When might it be most appropriate to know the measurement that occurs most often?  
The mode is particularly useful for describing qualitative data. In retail sales, there is often 
reference to the items for which there were the most sales. 

• What shoe size has been most popular this month? 
• What waist size do we need to reorder? 

These are situations for which the mode is an appropriate measure of central tendency. The mode 
is also used with quantitative data sets to locate the region in which much of the data are 
concentrated. For example, the typical skateboarder is 12 to 15 years old. 
When can the mean provide an effective measure of the location of a distribution?  
When a distribution is close to being a symmetric distribution, the mean is an appropriate 
measure of central tendency. In a symmetric distribution, either there are no significant extreme 
values or there are offsetting extreme values. The mean is often used in education, economics, 
meteorology, and in inferential statistics. 
When can the median provide an effective measure of center?  
The median is of most value in describing large data sets. The median is useful when 
distributions are not close to being symmetric, that is, when extreme values tend to pull the mean 
significantly up or down. In education, exam scores are often reported as percentiles, which are 
essentially position reports: How many students at the 20th percentile? How many at the 70th 
percentile? The housing industry summarizes home prices using the median rather than the 
mean. Why might that be?  

 


