
Fundamentals of Research in Criminology and Criminal JusticeF-12

•	 Each interval width, the number of values that fall within each interval, should be the same size.

•	 There should be between 7 and 13 intervals. This is a tough rule to follow. The key is not to have so few intervals 
that your data are clumped or clustered into only a few intervals (you will lose too much information about 
your distribution) and not to have so many intervals that the data are not much clearer than an ungrouped 
frequency distribution.

Let us use the data in Exhibit F.7 on the number of hours studied by these youths to create a grouped frequency 
distribution. We will follow a number of explicit steps:

Step 1. Determine the number of intervals you think you want. This decision is arbitrary, but try to keep the 
number of intervals you have in the 7–13 range. For our example, let us say we initially decided we wanted to have 10 
intervals. (Note, if you do your frequency distribution and it looks too clustered or there are too many intervals, redo your 
distribution with a different number of intervals.) Don’t worry; there are no hard and fast rules for the correct number of 
intervals, and constructing a grouped frequency distribution is as much art as science. Just remember that the frequency 
distribution you make is supposed to convey information about the shape and central tendency of your data.

Step 2. Decide on the width of the interval (symbolized by wi). The interval width is the number of different 
values that fall into your interval. For example, an interval width of 5 has five different values that fall into it, say, the 
values 0, 1, 2, 3, and 4 hours studied. There is a simple formula to approximate what your interval width should be given 
the number of intervals you decided on in the first step: Determine the range of the data, where the range is simply the 
highest score in the distribution minus the lowest score. In our data, with the number of hours studied, the range is 80 
because the high score is 80 and the low score is 0, so range = 80 − 0 = 80. Then determine the width of the interval by 
dividing the range by the number of intervals you want from Step 1. We wanted 10 intervals, so our interval width would 
be wi = 80/10 = 8. We should therefore have an interval width of 8. If you use this simple formula for determining your 
interval width and you end up with a decimal, say 8.2 or 8.6, then simply round up or down to an integer.

Value Frequency (f) Percentage (%)

35 1 0.1

37 1 0.1

40 4 0.3

42 1 0.1

50 1 0.1

60 1 0.1

61 1 0.1

65 1 0.1

70 1 0.1

75 1 0.1

80 1 0.1

Total 1,272 100.0
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