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•	 Either shortening or lengthening the vertical axis will obscure or accentuate the differences in the number of 
cases between values. The two axes usually should be of approximately equal length.

•	 Avoid chart junk that can confuse the reader and obscure the distribution’s shape (a lot of verbiage, numerous 
marks, lines, lots of cross-hatching, etc.).

Frequency Distributions

A frequency distribution displays the number, the percentage (the relative frequencies), or both for cases corre-
sponding to each of a variable’s values or a group of values. The components of the frequency distribution should 
be clearly labeled, with a title, a stub (labels for the values of the variable), a caption (identifying whether the dis-
tribution includes frequencies, percentages, or both), and perhaps the number of missing cases. If percentages 

are presented rather than frequencies (sometimes both are included), 
the total number of cases in the distribution (the Base N) should be 
indicated (see Exhibit F.6). Remember that a percentage is simply a 
relative frequency. A percentage shows the frequency of a given value 
relative to the total number of cases times 100.

Ungrouped Data

Constructing and reading frequency distributions for variables with few values is not difficult. In Exhibit F.6, we 
created the frequency distribution from the variable “Punishment for Drinking” found in the delinquency dataset 
(see Exhibit F.2). For this variable, the study asked the youths to respond to the following question: “How much of 
a problem would it be if you went to court for drinking liquor under age?” The frequency distribution in Exhibit F.6 
shows the frequency for each value and its corresponding percentage.

Exhibit F.4 Histogram
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Base N  The total number of cases in a 
distribution.


