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ABSTRACT: This article explores key measures of variability—range, variance, and standard deviation—and examines their 

significance in data analysis. While measures of central tendency, such as the mean, provide valuable insights into the central 

value of a dataset, they fail to reveal the spread, consistency, or outliers that may significantly affect the interpretation of data. 

By focusing on the extent of dispersion, measures of variability offer a deeper understanding of how data points deviate from the 

mean, enabling researchers to assess data consistency, predictability, and potential risks. This article discusses the advantages 

and limitations of each measure, emphasizing the role of standard deviation in interpreting data variability. Furthermore, the 

empirical rule is introduced as a key concept associated with standard deviation, illustrating how it can be used to understand 

data distribution, particularly in normally distributed datasets. The article concludes by highlighting the importance of selecting 

appropriate measures of variability for accurate and meaningful data analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In research, understanding data goes beyond simply identifying a central value. Measures of central tendency are crucial for 

summarizing datasets and offering a quick snapshot of where most data points are concentrated. However, these measures alone 

do not provide a complete picture of the data. While they can tell us where the "center" of the data lies, they do not reveal the 

spread, consistency, or extremes within the dataset. For instance, two datasets with identical means could have vastly different 

ranges or distributions, leading to very different interpretations and conclusions. 

This is where measures of variability come into play. These measures (the range, variance, and standard deviation) help us 

understand the extent of dispersion within the data. By considering variability, researchers can gain insights into the reliability, 

consistency, and potential risks in their findings. Without understanding this variability, important nuances may be overlooked, 

leading to incomplete or misleading conclusions. 

In this article, we will explore in detail the three main measures of variability, examining how each one works and why they are 

essential for interpreting data accurately. Understanding these measures not only enhances the depth of data analysis but also 

ensures that research findings are both reliable and meaningful. 

The range 

The range is one of the simplest measures of variability, calculated as the difference between the maximum value and the 

minimum value in a dataset. The formula for the range is: 

Range=Maximum Value−Minimum Value 

This provides a basic estimate of the spread of the data. If the range is small, it suggests that the values are clustered close 

together, while a large range indicates that the values are more spread out (Lunenburg& Irby, 2008). For example, consider the 

dataset: 3, 7, 8, 12, 100. The maximum value is 100 and the minimum value is 3. By applying the formula above, the range is 97. 

This large range is heavily influenced by the extreme value (100), which can give a misleading impression of the dataset's 

variability. As a result, the range is considered unreliable when outliers are present, as it is based only on the two extreme values 

(Ary et al, 2018). 
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Some researchers use the semi-interquartile range (SIQR) instead as it offers a more robust measure of variability (Lezaraton & 

Hatch, 1991). It focuses on the middle 50% of the data, specifically the difference between the first quartile (Q1) and the third 

quartile (Q3), divided by 2. The formula for SIQR is:  

 
In this formula, Q1 (First Quartile) is the median of the lower half of the dataset (25th percentile), and Q3 (Third Quartile) is the 

median of the upper half of the dataset (75th percentile). Because the SIQR excludes extreme values, it is much less affected by 

outliers and is especially useful for datasets with skewed distributions (Ary et al, 2018). For example, in the dataset 3, 7, 8, 12, 

100, we first order the data: 3, 7, 8, 12, 100. Then, we calculate the First Quartile (5) and the Third Quartile (56). 

Using the formula for SIQR, we get a value of 25.5. This value of 25.5 for SIQR reflects a much more stable estimate of dispersion 

compared to the range of 97, which is inflated due to the extreme value 100. 

 
One advantage of the SIQR is that it is less influenced by outliers compared to the range. Additionally, it is useful in skewed 

distributions with extreme high or low values, as these outliers are excluded from the SIQR calculation. In such distributions, the 

median serves as a measure of central tendency, while the SIQR provides a measure of variability (Lezaraton & Hatch, 1991). 

In summary, the range offers a broad view of the total spread of the data, but it is highly sensitive to outliers, making it an 

unreliable measure of variability in such cases. In contrast, the SIQR focuses on the middle 50% of the data, offering a more stable 

and robust measure of dispersion. By excluding extreme values, the SIQR provides a better reflection of the dataset's central 

spread, especially in skewed distributions. As noted by Huber (2004), the SIQR is resistant to outliers and gives a more accurate 

representation of the data's spread. Wilcox (2017) further emphasizes that the SIQR is particularly useful when the focus is on the 

central tendency rather than the extremes. Thus, while the range is a quick and simple measure of variability, the SIQR is a more 

reliable option when the goal is to understand the variability within the central portion of the data. 

The variance 

To calculate variance, we start by determining the deviation of each individual score from the mean. The deviation of an individual 

score from the mean is represented by a lowercase, italicized "x." If we sum these individual deviation scores, the total will be 

zero. This may seem surprising, but it's important to remember that the mean acts as the balance point for the entire distribution. 

If we to add up all the negative deviations on one side of the balance and all the positive deviations on the other side, they would 

cancel each other out, resulting in zero (Lezaraton & Hatch, 1991 ). To address this issue, we square each deviation. The formula 

for variance, then, is as follows:  

 
To apply this formula, first calculate the mean (X). Next, subtract the mean from each individual score to find the deviation of each 

score. Then, square each of these deviation scores and sum them all together (∑x²). Finally, divide the total by N - 1 (where N is 

the number of scores) to obtain the variance. We divide by N- 1 and not by N because “ N-1 is a better estimate of the population 

variance and is used for inferential statistics, while dividing by N is a better estimate of the actual data set variance, which is not 

usually what we are interested in” (Larson-Hall, 2015, p.80). 

Calculating the variance is important in research because it quantifies the extent of variability or dispersion within a set of data. It 

tells us how spread out the scores are around the mean. If the variance is small, the data points are close to the mean, indicating 

less variability. Conversely, a large variance means the data points are more spread out, showing greater variability (Field, 2013).  

It is also used to understand the consistency or inconsistency within a dataset. For example, in experiments, variance helps 

determine how consistent the results are across different trials or participants. It is also crucial in comparing different groups or 

conditions. Larger variances between groups might suggest differences, while smaller variances may indicate similar outcomes. 

However, to better interpret the variance, we need to look at its square root, which is the standard deviation. 
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Standard Deviation 

Variance and standard deviation are closely related measures of variability. While both are used to describe how much scores 

differ from the mean, standard deviation is more commonly reported in research articles, making it more familiar. Both measures 

work by calculating how far each individual score is from the mean (Biau, 2016). Since scores can be either above or below the 

mean, and the mean is considered the balance point, each deviation is squared to avoid negative values. After squaring the 

deviations, the total sum is calculated. To find the average of these squared deviations, the sum is divided by N−1 (Weiss, 2012). 

Up to this point, variance and standard deviation are the same. However, standard deviation goes a step further: after squaring 

the differences, we reverse the process by taking the square root of the variance to return to the original units of measurement 

(Biau, 2016). Mathematically, standard deviation is calculated this way: 

 
To calculate the sample standard deviation, first find the mean of the data by adding all the values and dividing by the number of 

data points. Next, subtract the mean from each data point to get the deviations, then square each deviation. Sum all the squared 

deviations, and divide the total by N−1 (where N is the number of data points) to find the variance. Finally, take the square root 

of the variance to get the standard deviation. This value represents the average distance of each data point from the mean. It is 

“an approximate indicator of the average distance that your data values are from their mean” (Christensen et al, 2011, p. 406). 

The Importance of Standard Deviation in Data Analysis 

Standard deviation plays a crucial role in statistics by providing insights into the variability or spread of data points in a dataset. It 

gives us an immediate understanding of whether data points are closely clustered around the mean or if they are widely dispersed 

(Field, 2013). Essentially, the standard deviation quantifies the average distance between each data point and the mean, allowing 

for a more nuanced interpretation of the dataset's characteristics. 

Understanding the standard deviation is essential for making decisions based on data. When standard deviation is small, the data 

points are consistent, which can be reassuring when making predictions or drawing conclusions. In contrast, a large standard 

deviation suggests a high degree of variability in the data, which can indicate greater uncertainty or the need for further 

investigation (Weiss, 2012). 

Additionally, understanding standard deviation allows researchers and analysts to assess the precision of measurements and the 

reliability of statistical results (Mendenhall & Sincich, 2013). A higher standard deviation may suggest the need for further 

refinement in experimental methods, while a low standard deviation implies that the data collection process is more reliable and 

repeatable. 

Thus, standard deviation is not just a statistical tool but a powerful indicator of the consistency, reliability, and variability in data. 

It helps statisticians and researchers interpret data trends, assess risks, and make data-driven decisions with a clear understanding 

of the spread and central tendency of the dataset. 

Standard Deviation and the Empirical Rule 

As stated earlier, by measuring how spread out the values are around the mean, standard deviation provides crucial information 

about the variability in the data. A key concept associated with standard deviation is the empirical rule, which applies specifically 

to datasets that follow a normal distribution. As figure 1 shows, the empirical rule, also known as the 68-95-99.7 rule, provides a 

quick and intuitive way to understand the distribution of data within standard deviations from the mean. This rule states that: 

• 68% of the data will fall within one standard deviation of the mean. 

• 95% of the data will fall within two standard deviations of the mean. 

• 99.7% of the data will fall within three standard deviations of the mean. 
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Figure 1: The Empirical Rule 

 

These percentages represent the proportion of data points that are expected to lie within these intervals if the dataset is normally 

distributed. This rule is particularly useful in understanding how "typical" or "atypical" a data point might be based on its distance 

from the mean. For instance, a data point that lies more than two standard deviations away from the mean is considered unusual, 

as it would represent only about 5% of the dataset in a normal distribution (Lane, 2016). 

It is important to note that the empirical rule only applies to data that follows a normal distribution. For datasets that are skewed 

or have heavy tails, the empirical rule may not provide an accurate description of the data spread (Moore et al., 2017). In such 

cases, alternative methods for understanding the data distribution, such as using percentiles or nonparametric techniques, may 

be more appropriate. 

Thus, while the empirical rule offers a powerful tool for analyzing normally distributed data, statisticians must be mindful of the 

data’s distribution and use complementary methods when necessary (Sheskin, 2011). Understanding both the standard deviation 

and the empirical rule enables researchers to make well-informed conclusions about the variability of data and the likelihood of 

extreme or unusual values. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, as Table 1 demonstrates, each of the three measures of variability offers unique insights into the spread of data, 

with distinct advantages and limitations. The range is simple to compute and provides a quick understanding of data variability, 

but its sensitivity to outliers can make it misleading when extreme values are present. Variance, while accounting for all data 

points, is harder to interpret due to its squared units, and though it provides a comprehensive measure of data spread, it can be 

challenging to directly relate it to the original data units. Finally, standard deviation is the most widely used and intuitive measure 

of variability, as it is expressed in the same units as the original data, making it easy to understand. However, like variance, it is 

still susceptible to the influence of extreme values, especially in datasets with significant outliers. 

  

Table 1: A Comparison of Measures of Variability 

Measure Formula Advantages Disadvantages Other features 

 

 

 

Range 

 

Range=Maximum Value−Minimum 

Value 

● Easy to 

calculate 

 

● Provides a 

simple, quick 

measure of 

variability 

● Sensitive to 

outliers 

 

● Can be 

misleading if data 

has extreme 

outliers 

● Measures the 

spread of data but 

ignores distribution 

shape 

 

● Does not reflect 

the overall data 

distribution (only 

extremes) 

 

Variance 

 

● Reflects all 

data points in 

the dataset 

● Harder to 

interpret because 

it’s in squared 

units 

● Gives a measure of 

data spread in 

squared units 
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Standard 

Deviation 

 

 

 

● Easy to 

interpret 

because it’s in 

the same unit as 

the original data 

 

● Provides a 

measure of 

spread that is 

intuitively 

understood 

● Sensitive to 

outliers 

 

●Can still be 

influenced by 

extreme values, 

like variance 

● Commonly used in 

statistics and data 

analysis 

 

● Helps in 

understanding how 

spread out the values 

are in the data 

 

Each of these measures serves a distinct purpose, and selecting the appropriate one depends on the specific context and 

characteristics of the data at hand. While range offers a quick and basic estimate, variance and standard deviation provide more 

comprehensive views of data spread, with standard deviation being particularly useful for practical interpretation in most 

statistical analyses. Ultimately, a well-rounded understanding of these measures and their respective strengths and weaknesses 

enables researchers and analysts to make informed decisions about their data. 
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