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Valentine’s Day research: 
What does $85.21 mean? 

Many descriptive summary statistics are reported for 
holidays and occasions throughout the year -- 
including some for Valentine’s Day, which is 
celebrated annually in the U.S. on February 14.  The 
statistics typically provide a glimpse of how many 
consumers observe the occasion, how much they 
spend, what items they purchase, and so on.  

 
However, the summary statistics are often singled-out 
and reported by the media with little or no context 
regarding the methodologies used – methodologies 
that could sway a study’s findings considerably.  So, 
before fully digesting or acting on these statistics, it can 
be helpful to locate the original research in order to 
scrutinize the methodologies and learn precisely what 
the statistics represent and how they were calculated. 

 
To illustrate, on the day before Valentine’s Day in 
2017, USA Today reported a couple of Valentine’s Day 
summary statistics they called “USA Snapshots.” One 
asserted that the “average spending on significant 
other for Valentine’s Day 2017” was $85.21. A 
footnote indicated that the finding stemmed from a 
“survey of 7,591 consumers.” 

 
So, what does “$85.21” represent?  Consider how the 
answers to the following questions could affect the 
magnitude and meaning of the statistic: 
 
1. Was “spending” operationalized as actual money 

spent, what respondents remembered spending, what 
they planned to spend, or something else? 

2. Was the “average” calculated as the mean, median, 
mode or some other measure of average?    

3. Did “spending” include only gifts, or were cards, 
dining and travel (airfare, mileage expense) also 
included?  Was spending the day or two before 
Valentine’s “Day” included or excluded?  

4. Exactly what is a “significant other”?  Was the 
statistic inflated by respondents with multiple 
significant others, or otherwise biased by those 
with different definitions of “significant other”? 

5. Were “consumers” adults, or were teens and 
children surveyed too? 

6. Was the survey conducted online – under-
representing seniors, less-educated and rural 
consumers who are less likely to use the Internet? 

7. Did consumers voluntarily take the survey, 
possibly excluding potential responses from those 
who don’t observe Valentine’s Day? 


