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Introduction to the SPSS Environment and Entering Data in SPSS

SPSS is the ‘statistical package for social sciences’ an it is one of the leading statistics software applications used by social science researchers (and others).  
To open SPSS, go to the Start menu, click on All Programs, then IBM SPSS, and then IBM SPSS version 19.0.
As the programme opens you will see a window asking you to choose among several options, including opening a data file and typing in data.  For the time being, choose Type data.
You will then see a spreadsheet open that looks like this:
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Note at the bottom of the spreadsheet there are two tabs, a Data View and a Variable View.  The Data View (which is the default view when the programme opens) is the main spreadsheet where you will enter your data.  Each variable will be represented by a column and each case (for instance, each questionnaire respondent if your data come from questionnaires) will be represented by a row.
However, before we can begin to enter data it is important to define the variables and tell SPSS what variable will go in each column.  We do this in the Variable View.  Click on the Variable View tab and the window will change to this:
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Now each variable is represented in a row, and the columns give particular details about the variable that we need to set.  The first and most obvious is the variable name.  SPSS will only accept variable names up to 8 characters long and they cannot contain spaces or certain symbols (use the underscore _ if you wish the variable name to include a space).  You can create any variable names that conform to these requirements but make sure that you will be able to tell later what each variable name means.  You might find it useful to keep a separate journal document that explains what each variable is in more detail.  It is often a good idea to start with an ID variable, which will simply be a unique number for each case that will help you to keep them all straight.
Next, the variable type will be either Numeric (for quantitative data) or String (for data appearing in letters or text format).  Most of the data that you will be working with this semester will be of numeric type.  The next two columns allow you to modify the column width (in data view) and the number of decimal places that will be shown.  You can ignore these unless you prefer to change them.
Under ‘Label’ you can provide a more descriptive text that will be used in place of the variable name in any outputs and graphs using this variable.  For example, say you measured number of cigarettes smoked per day, which you have entered under the variable name ‘cigprday’; the meaning isn’t necessarily obvious, so you might create a label saying ‘cigarettes per day’.
We will return to Values in a moment, and Missing in a later session.  You can ignore the Columns, Align and Role columns for now.  
Measure is an important column, as this is where we tell SPSS what type of measurement this variable represents.  If you click on the right-hand side of the Measure cell for the variable you are creating, a drop-down menu appears:
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There are three options here: Scale, Nominal and Ordinal.  It is important to correctly identify the type of measurement because this will have implications for how we handle the data and which hypothesis tests are appropriate to carry out later.
Scale variables are those that can be measured on a continuous scale, such as age, salary, or number of cars owned.  We can meaningfully carry out mathematical operations on these measurements, for example, adding, multiplying or calculating an average.  (It makes sense to say that one person has a salary twice as large as another, or that somebody is 5 years older than I am.)
Ordinal and Nominal variables are what we might think of as categorical measures: we assign numbers to groups or categories, that can’t meaningfully have mathematical operations carried out on them.  For example, for the variable Sex, I could assign the number 1 to males and 2 to females, but it would not make sense to try to calculate an average sex.  For ordinal variables, there is some logical order to the numbering of the categories (a good example is social class), whereas for nominal variables the order of the numbering is arbitrary (for example sex or religion – there is no reason to assign one a higher value than another, other than that we have to assign each one something).  
For Ordinal and Nominal data, it may be useful to label the values entered so we can see what the data actually mean.  If you hover your mouse over the right-hand side of the Values cell in the variable you are creating, you will see a button appear.  Click on this button and you get the following pop-up window:
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For each of the possible values or groups, enter the value (i.e. what you will actually type in the spreadsheet when entering your data) and the label that you want to attach to it, then click on Add.  When you have entered all the values you need, click OK.  (Note: you can always go back and add additional values, but it is best if you plan for all possibilities before you collect your data.)
Once you have filled in this information for all of the variables that you are going to measure, your variable view should look something like the picture below.  In this example, we have created an ID variable to keep track of which respondent we are dealing with, a continuous or scale variable for age, a sex variable (where male = 1 and female = 2), and three questionnaire responses where only certain responses were possible but there was a logical order to the responses.  (This is a frequently used questionnaire format, for instance where people are asked whether they agree a lot, agree a little, disagree a lot or disagree a little with a series of statements.)
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Now, when we return to the Data View (by clicking on the tab a the bottom), we see the variable names appear at the top of the columns:
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We can enter the data that we have collected in the data view, by typing in the relevant values for each respondent.  In the example below, we have entered data for 10 questionnaires:
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Sometimes, particularly if we are returning to work we began previously or if we are working with a secondary dataset, we do not want to type in new data but rather to open a file containing data already entered.  To do this, we can go to File -> Open File.  A pop-up window will appear allowing you to browse for the file you want.  Note that you can specify what file type to look for, e.g. xls or xlsx for Excel files or sav for SPSS data files.  If you are having trouble finding a file that you have saved, check that you are searching for the correct file type.  SPSS can easily open Excel spreadsheets if you choose to open an Excel file type.  However, you can only import one worksheet from an Excel workbook at a time, so a pop-up window will appear asking you which sheet you want to import.  You will also need to tell SPSS whether the top row of your sheet contains the variable names.
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Once you have imported your data it is a good idea to check both the Variable and Data views to make sure everything appears as you expect it to.
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