How to read a table

Preface: the following set of guidelines have been prepared solely for use by students in Quantitative Reasoning.  The numbering of the rules does not represent any external standard and will not be recognized outside the sections in which this document is used.  A second disclaimer is that the percentages in Table 2, below, are completely fabricated.  Any approximation they might have with real data is purely coincidental.  

Rule 1:
Find out what the table is about.  

1a.
Read the title and the labeling to see what variables or kinds of information are included in the table.  

1b.
Look in the cells to see what kind of number or statistic is in the table: percentages, averages, frequencies, or other.

1c.
Determine the nature of the cases: Are they: individuals, aggregates of individuals (cities, states), time periods, and so forth.  

1d.
Study the variables on the columns and on the rows.  They define the groups into which the cases have been classified.  There are two sets of groups: one set defined by independent variables and one set defined by dependent variables. 

Rule 2:
Figure out which variable is the dependent variable.  


2a.
If the numbers in the cells are averages, the variable of which those are the average is the dependent variable.  It will be named in the title of the chart but not in the labeling of columns and rows.  The variables named on the columns and rows are independent variables.


2b.
If the table is a percentaged cross-tabulation table:



i. 
If more than one variable is at the top of the chart, defining the columns, then those variables probably are the independent variables.



ii.
Check to see which way the percentages add up to 100.  

· If they add up to 100 going down the columns, the column variable probably is the independent variable.  

· If they add up to 100 going across the rows, the row variable probably is the independent variable.  

2c.
If the numbers are percentages but they do not add to 100 in either direction, then the table is reporting the percentages for only one category of the dependent variable.  That variable should be named in the table title but not as labeling for columns or rows.  Columns and rows would all be independent variables.  

Rule 3: 
To read a cross-tabulation table, choose one category of the dependent variable.  Compare the groups defined by the categories of the independent variable in terms of their relative amount of the category of the dependent variable.  

· If the independent variable is the column variable, compare left-to-right, across columns, along the chosen row.

· If the independent variable is the row variable, compare top-to-bottom, across rows, along the chosen column.  

Rule 4:
If there are multiple independent variables, focus on the comparison across the categories of the variable lowest on the columns or most rightward on the rows.  For instance, in Table 1, compare cells A, B, and C, then compare cells D, E, and F.  Cells G-L would not be compared.  

Explanation: The person who prepared the table has set it up to draw attention to the relationship between the dependent variable and the second independent variable, taking into consideration the effect of independent variable 1.  Table 1 can be seen as two parallel cross-tabulation tables.  One “table” shows the relationship between the dependent variable and independent variable 2 for those cases within category 1 of independent variable 1; the other “table” shows the same relationship for the cases within category 2 of independent variable 1.

General Rule: One may read the table in any order one wants if one is not concerned to stay on the author’s agenda.  The general rule is to compare cells that are different on one of the independent variables but the same on the others.  So one could compare cells A and D, B and E, C and F.  One should not try to compare A-F simultaneously; the problem would be too complex to work through.  

	Table 1: Abstract table

	
	Category 1,

Independent Variable 1
	Category 2,

Independent Variable 1

	
	Cat. 1,

I.V. 2
	Cat. 2,

I.V. 2
	Cat 3,

I.V. 2
	Cat. 1, I.V. 2
	Cat 2,

I.V. 2
	Cat2,

I.V. 2

	Category 1, Dep. Var.
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F

	Category 2,

Dep. Var.
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L


Rule 5:  Read the table in the language of correlations.  Are the independent and dependent variables correlated?  Are the percentages different enough that one could say that there is a correlation?  

Rule 6:
After reading the table for the lowest or most rightward variable (Independent Variable 2 in Table 1), compare the correlations across the categories of the independent variable next highest or to the left (Independent Variable 1 in Table 1).  Is the correlation between I.V. 2 and the dependent variable stronger, weaker, or the same across categories of the I.V. 1?  

Rule 7: In reading the table, if there are multiple variables defining the groups being compared (i.e., multiple independent variables), be careful to describe the groups in terms of all the independent variables.  

Example:

	Table 2: Percent who like/dislike Frank Sinatra’s music, by sex and age.  

	
	Female
	Male

	
	Young
	Old
	Young
	Old

	Like
	65
	75
	35
	75

	Dislike 
	35
	25
	65
	25


The title tells us that the table has three variables: feelings about Sinatra’s music, sex and age.  It also tells us that the numbers in the cells are percentages.  The labeling around the cells of the table tell us that the row variable is feelings about Sinatra’s music, classified into two categories: like and dislike.  It also tells us that the columns are defined by sex, and within each sex category, age, dichotomized into two categories, young and old.  

Rule 2(i) suggests that sex and age are the independent variables.  Rule 2(ii) suggests the same thing: The percentages sum to 100 down each of the columns.  

Under Rule 3, let’s choose to analyze the table in terms of liking Sinatra’s music.  (We could have chosen to analyze the table in terms of who dislikes his music, but we are feeling positive about the world today and so choose to look at the happier side of the question.)  Because there are two independent variables, under Rule 4, we first compare the young women with the older women and the young men with the old farts men. 

Among young women [Rule 7], 65 percent like Sinatra’s music.  That compares to 75 percent of older women [Rule 7].  The 10 percentage point difference constitutes a weak correlation of age and degree of liking of Sinatra among women [Rule 5].  Of the young men [Rule 7], only 35 percent like Sinatra, whereas 75 percent of the old men [Rule 7] do.  This is a 40 point difference, which is a strong correlation [Rule 5].  

Please be aware that the annotations in the preceding paragraph are there for purposes of illustration and never would be put in a paragraph for a real report.  

Under Rule 6, we now compare the correlations across the sexes.

As we can see, the correlation between age and degree liking of Sinatra’s music is considerably stronger for men than for women.  
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