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Survey Analysis Workshop     Copyright © 2011 John F Hall 
 
Block 2: Analysing one variable    [Draft only: 28 Oct 2011] 
 
2.3.1.4  Specimen answers for exercise 2.3.1.3 (Conditional frequencies)   
 
Task 1:  Using positional variable names, read in the raw data for sex of respondent and gross 

earnings of respondent from external file bsa86.txt.   
 

Specify missing values, variable labels and value labels using mixed case text together 
with the £ and < (less than) signs.   

 
Save the the syntax file as mybsa86_5.sps data editor as mybsa86_5.sav and in your   
folder mybsa86 

 
A reminder table often helps: 
 

Variable name Label Record Column(s) 

V1511 Sex of respondent 15 11 

V1755 Gross earnings of respondent 17 55-56 

 
Itôs a good idea to write out your syntax on a separate sheet before you start. 
 
Format reminder: 

 
data list file   <file path name> 
 records  <n of records to read> <file path name> 
   /<record #> <varname(s)> ,column(s)> 
   / <record #> <varname(s)> ,column(s)> . 
missing values  <varlist1> ( <value list 1> ) 

/<varlist2> ( <value list 2> )  . 
variable labels  <var1> ó <varlabel1ô> 

   /<var2> ó <varlabel2> ó . 
value labels  <varlist1> <value1> ó <vallab1> ô 

           <value2> ó <vallab2> ô 
     ~ ~ ~ ~ 
/<varlist2> <value1> ó <vallab1> ô 
            <value2> ó <vallab2> ô 
      ~ ~ ~ ~  
             <value#> ó <vallab#> ô . 

 
Task 2:  Produce a frequency count for each variable. 
 
frequencies <varlist> . 
 
Task 3:  Produce separate frequency counts (with barcharts) of gross earnings, first for women 

only, then for men only.  Do these one at a time. 
 
temporary . 
select if  <logical expression> . 
frequencies <varlist>  

/barchart . 
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Call up SPSS by clicking on the  icon, or  or however your local system works:  
 

   
Opening screen for PASW 18   Opening screen for SPSS 19 
 
This exercise uses SPSS 19.   
 
Click on Cancel  (at bottom right, above) to display a blank Data Editor. 

 

 
 
My SPSS settings automatically open a blank syntax file at startup: if you donôt get one, you need 
to open a new syntax file with File   > New > Syntax    
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Step 1:  Title and subtitle 
 
Give your job an appropriate title and subtitle. 
 

 
 

 
Step 2:  Data list 
 
Continue by typing in your commands and keywords, but without specifications: 
 
data list 
  file = 
  records = 
 

 
 
data list is displayed in red to indicate incomplete syntax: donôt worry about this yet.   
 
Open your folder mybsa86: 
 
The raw data file is an external file called bsa86.txt, but we need to tell SPSS where to find the file, 
so we now need the full pathway name of the raw data file.  How do we do that?    Itôs a bit 
complicated, but you only need to do it once.  After that, if you need it again, all you have to do is 
copy and paste the first three lines of this data list command to a new syntax file. 

 
Navigate to folder mybsa86: 
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If you donôt have file bsa86.txt, download bsa86.txt  from this site and save it to your mybsa86 

folder or to a CD:  SPSS canôt open files direct from this website.   
 

Hover the mouse over icon bsa86  to reveal the file type *.txt:     

 

 
 
To compose the full file pathway, we first need to know the location of file bsa89.txt, so right click 
on the icon and click on Properties at the bottom: 
 

      
 

Highlight the text in the Location  box by holding down the left button and dragging: 

  

 
 
(make sure you drag all the way to the end of the location) 
 

 
 
[NB: The location on your computer may be different] 

http://surveyresearch.weebly.com/uploads/2/9/9/8/2998485/bsa86.txt
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[CTRL]C to copy the highlighted text, then go back to your syntax editor:  

 

 
 

Place the cursor after file =  and press [CTRL]V to paste in the location  
 

 
 
data list is still displayed in red to indicate incomplete syntax: add \bsa86.txt to the end of the 
location to give the full file pathway name: 
 

file = C:\Users\John\Desktop\Website\Weebly website stuff\mybsa\mybsa86\bsa86.txt 
 

 
 
In SPSS syntax, external file names have to be enclosed in single primes.  Insert a single prime at 
the beginning of the pathway name: (the text goes red to indicate incomplete syntax) 
 

 



 

 

 

6 

Go to the end of the line and insert a closing prime: 
 

 
 
The pathway text reverts to black, but data list stays red to indicate incomplete syntax.  This is 
because we have not yet told SPSS how many records there are for each case, what the new 
variables are to be called or on which record and column(s) the data are to be found.   
 

There are 23 records per case so place the cursor after  records =  on the last line and type in 23 

 

  
 
Now define your two variables.  This is where the table comes in handy: 
 

Variable name Label Record Column(s) 

V1511 Sex of respondent 15 11 

V1755 Gross earnings of respondent 17 55-56 

 
The data for sex of respondent are entered as a single digit in column 11 of record 15, so we need 
to tell SPSS to skip to record 15: 
 

 / 15  
 

give our first variable the name v1511 (positional name: vé from record 15 column 11)  
 

/ 15 v1511 
 

and read the data from column 11 
 

/ 15 v1511 11 
 
Type   / 15 v1511 11  on the next line: 
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The data for gross earnings of respondent are entered as a 2-digit number in columns 55-56 of 
record 17, so we need to tell SPSS to skip to record 17: 
 

 / 17  
 

give the variable the name v1755 (vé from record 17 (start) column 55 of a 2-column field) 
 

/ 17 v1755 
 

and read the data from columns 55-56. 
 

/ 17 v1755 55-56 .   
 

Type   / 17 v1755 55-56 .  on the next line   [Donôt forget the full stop!] 
 

 
 
data list has now turned blue to indicate that, as far as SPSS is concerned, the syntax is complete 
and correct.  Youôve been used to running SPSS by leaving the cursor within a command, or by 
highlighting a section, but once syntax files get longer, itôs sometimes useful to click on a command 
in the left pane and SPSS will jump to the correct section.  Letôs try it. 
 
Click on data list in the left pane, then and click on the green Ʒ: 
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The Viewer now contains a useful bit of syntax which you can extract, save in a Word or dummy 
SPSS syntax file, and use again next time you need to read data from bsa86.txt. 
 

data list  

  file  = 'C: \ Users \ John \ Desktop \ Website \ Weebly website stuff \ mybsa\ mybsa86 \ bsa86.txt'  

  records  = 23  

 ~ ~ ~ .  

 

The display also enables you to check that the variable names tally with the record and column(s) 
from which the data have been read. 
 

 

Data List will read 23 records from C: \ Users \ John \ Desktop \ Website \ Weebly  website 

stuff \ mybsa\ mybsa86 \ bsa86.txt  

 

Variable          Rec   Start     End  Format  

v1511              15      11      11  F1.0  

v1755              17      55      56   F2.0  

 
 

The data editor in Variable View  will have filled up: 

 

  
 

. . and in Data View V1511 and v1755 appear above the first two columns, but the cells in the 

spreadsheet are still empty because SPSS has not yet read the data: 
 

 
 
Go back to your syntax file and, on the next line, type execute .     
 
Click on execute in the left pane and click on the green Ʒ to force SPSS to read in the data: 
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The data editor in Variable View  has changed: in the Measure column, Unknown has been 

replaced by   for both variables.   
 

 
 
The underlying distribution for earnings is at the interval/ratio level of measurement, but the data for 
v1755 have been grouped, so it is in fact ordinal.  You can change this in the data editor by clicking 
on the cell for v1511 in the Measure  column  
 

   
 

   and clicking on     
 

 
 

The spreadsheet in Data View has now filled up with the data for v1511 and v1755.   
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If you scroll to the end of the file (shortcut with [CTRL][End]) youôll see that there are 3100 cases.  

Some cells in the  v1755  column appear to be empty.  If the respondent has no income from paid 
employment, the question is skipped and the fields in the original raw data file are blank.  SPSS 
automatically treats blanks in numeric fields as system missing and displays them as a dot [ . ]   
 

 
 
Scroll up and down the file to see the rest of the data: 
 

 
 
 

Step 3:  Preliminary check 
 
As a preliminary check, whenever reading raw data for the first time, itôs always a good idea to 
run a quick frequency count with frequencies (or, for scale variables with many values, 
descriptives) to check what values are actually present for each variable.   
 
Go back to your syntax file and type: 
 
frequencies v1511 v1755 . 
 
Click on frequencies in the left pane and click on the green Ʒ  
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Statistics 

 v1511 v1755 

N Valid 3100 1718 

Missing 0 1382 

 
For v1511 (sex) there are 3100 valid cases and no missing cases: for v1755 (personal gross 
earnings) there are 1718 valid and 1382 missing cases.  Since missing values have not yet been 
specified these 1382 cases can only be missing because they have no income from paid work: the 
income question is therefore skipped and there are no data because the input fields are blank. 
 
For v1511 (sex) there are 1445 cases with value 1 (men) and 1655 with value 2 (women).  There 
are no values other than 1 or 2. 

   
v1511 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 1 1445 46.6 46.6 46.6 

2 1655 53.4 53.4 100.0 

Total 3100 100.0 100.0  

 
For v1755 (gross earnings) all the values are in the correct range.  Apart from the 1718 cases 

treated as system missing there are no values other than 1 - 13, 98 and 99). 

 
v1755 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 1 133 4.3 7.7 7.7 

2 149 4.8 8.7 16.4 

3 111 3.6 6.5 22.9 

4 141 4.5 8.2 31.1 

5 170 5.5 9.9 41.0 

6 131 4.2 7.6 48.6 

7 124 4.0 7.2 55.8 

8 203 6.5 11.8 67.6 

9 173 5.6 10.1 77.7 

10 127 4.1 7.4 85.1 

11 53 1.7 3.1 88.2 

12 25 .8 1.5 89.6 

13 69 2.2 4.0 93.7 

98 7 .2 .4 94.1 

99 102 3.3 5.9 100.0 

Total 1718 55.4 100.0  
Missing System 1382 44.6   
Total 3100 100.0   

 
 
Step 4:  Intermediate saved files 
 
At this point it is good practice (and common sense) to save your work (power cuts, computer 
crashes, lunch etc.  (See: 1.3.3.9 Some general advice on file building in SPSS.) 
 
The syntax editor is the most important: if you lose the data editor, you can always run the syntax 
again later. 
 
Go back to your syntax file and click on File > Save As ... 

 

http://surveyresearch.weebly.com/uploads/2/9/9/8/2998485/1.3.3.9__some_general_advice_on_file_building_in_spss.pdf
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Navigate to folder mybsa86 and change Syntax1 to mybsa86_5 

 

   
 

The syntax editor is saved to folder mybsa86 with the name  
 

 
 
Now save the data editor 
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File > Save As ... 

 

 
 

Navigate to folder mybsa86 and change Untitled2 to mybsa86_5 

 

   
 

The data editor is saved to folder mybsa86 with the name  

 

 
 
You can check folder mybsa86 if you donôt believe me: 
 

 
 
The Viewer now contains another useful bit of syntax from which you can extract the pathway 
name, save it somewhere and use again with get file (but double clicking on a *.sav file is usually 
enough) 

'C: \ Users \ John \ Desktop \ Website \ Weebly website stuff \ mybsa\ mybsa86 \ mybsa86_5.sav'  

 
We can now complete the data dictionary by specifying missing values and adding variable labels 
and value labels.  You can do everything in one attempt, but itôs safer to do it one command at a 
time.   With very long syntax, I tend to write it out first in Word and then copy it.  However, you have 
to be careful not to use ñcurlyò quotes as SPSS doesnôt like them.   
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Step 5:  Missing values 
 
Go back to the syntax editor and type in: 
 
missing values 
  v1755 (98, 99) . 
 

Note that as soon as you start typing, the the syntax editor header changes to  
Youôre actually writing in a new working file created by SPSS: your file mybsa86_5.sps is tucked 
safely away in folder mybsa86 
 
Click on missing values in the left pane, click on the green Ʒthen go back to the data editor: 
 

 
 

Note that SPSS has also created a new working file  for the data editor: the real 
one is also safely tucked away in folder mybsa86 

 

 
 

Values 98 and 99 have now appeared in the  Missing   column for v1755. 

 
 
Step 6:  Save your work again 
 

Even though missing values have only been declared for one variable, you need to get into the 
habit of saving your work at each step.  Save your syntax editor and data editor again, but this 
time with [CTRL][S].  Your files will be saved with the same names as before, but since SPSS 
already knows where they are supposed to go, the files in folder mybsa86 will be automatically 

updated and you will be returned to the last file you were working on. 
  
(Again,see: 1.3.3.9 Some general advice on file building in SPSS.) 
 

 
Step 7:  Variable labels 
 
If you like you can type these direct into the data editor, but I prefer to do everything in syntax 
where I can see it and edit it.  For short jobs I do it direct in the syntax editor: for longer jobs I do it 
first in Word (easier to read and edit) then copy it across to the syntax editor.  Go back to the 
syntax editor and type in: 

http://surveyresearch.weebly.com/uploads/2/9/9/8/2998485/1.3.3.9__some_general_advice_on_file_building_in_spss.pdf
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variable labels 
   v1511 'Sex of respondent' 
  /v1755 'Gross earnings of respondent (if working)'. 
 
Click on variable labels in the left pane, then click on the green Ʒ:  
 

 
 
Go back to the data editor: 
 
óSex of respondentô and óGross earnings of respondent (if working)ô have now appeared in the  

Labels    column, but you canôt read the full labels.   

 

 
 
Drag the column separators sideways to reveal the full labels: 
 

 
 
If you prefer, you can type variable labels directly into the data editor: this is OK for a couple of 
variables, but that way you lose the syntax, and you wonôt have a hard copy of the list, unless you 
run display labels . (not available from the menus). 
 


