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those data is the interval 0–7 hours; this is the mode of that distribution. Notice that the mode is the most fre-
quently occurring value; it is not the frequency of that value. In other words, the mode in Exhibit F.8 is 0–7 hours; 
the mode is not 881, which is the frequency of the modal category. To show how the mode can also be thought of 
as the value with the highest probability, refer to Exhibit F.9. Suppose you had this grouped frequency distribution 
but knew nothing else about each of the 1,272 youths in the study. If you were to pick a case at random from the 
distribution of 1,272 youths and were asked how many hours the youth studied per week, what would your best 
guess be? Well, since 881 of the 1,272 youths fall into the first interval of 0–7 hours studied, the probability that a 
randomly selected youth studied from 0 to 7 hours would be .696 (881/1,272). This is higher than the probability 
of any other interval. It is the interval with the highest probability because it is the interval with the greatest fre-
quency or mode of the distribution. When a variable distribution has one case or interval that occurs more often 
than the others, it is called a unimodal distribution. The ordinal 
variable of “parents knowing kids’ whereabouts” in Exhibit F.3 is also 
unimodal. The category with the highest percentage is “usually.” 

Sometimes a distribution has more than one mode because there 
are two values that have the highest frequency. This distribution would 
be called bimodal. Some distributions are trimodal in that there are 
three distinctively high frequency values. When there is no frequency 
much higher than another, it is even possible to have a distribution 
without a mode. In saying that there is no mode, though, you are com-
municating something very important about the data: that no case is 
more common than the others. Another potential problem with the 
mode is that it might happen to fall far from the main clustering of cases 
in a distribution. It would be misleading in this case, then, to say simply 
that the variable’s central tendency was the same as the 
modal value.

Nevertheless, there are occasions when the mode is 
very appropriate. Most important, the mode is the only 
measure of central tendency that can be used to char-
acterize the central tendency of variables measured at 
the nominal level. In Exhibit F.9 we have the frequency 
distribution of the conviction offense for 1,000 offend-
ers convicted in a criminal court. The central tendency 
of the distribution is property offense, because more of 
the 1,000 offenders were convicted of a property crime 
than any other crime. For the variable “type of offense 
convicted of,” the most common value is property 
crime. The mode also is often referred to in descriptions 
of the shape of a distribution. The terms unimodal and bimodal appear frequently, as do descriptive statements 
such as “The typical (most probable) respondent was in her 30s.” Of course, when the issue is determining the most 
probable value, the mode is the appropriate statistic.

Median

The median is the score in the middle of a rank-ordered distribution. It is, then, the score or point that divides the  
distribution in half (the 50th percentile). The median is inappropriate for variables measured at the nominal level 
because their values cannot be put in ranked order (remember, there is 
no “order” to nominal-level data), and so there is no meaningful middle 
position. To determine the median, we simply need to do the following. 
First, rank-order the values from lowest to highest. Because the median is 

Exhibit F.9 Frequency Distribution of Offense 
for 1,000 Convicted Offenders

Type of Offense Frequency (f)

Violent 125

Drug 210

Property 480

Public order 100

Other 85

Total 1,000

Unimodal distribution  A distribution of a 
variable in which there is only one value that is 
the most frequent.

Bimodal distribution  A distribution that has 
two nonadjacent categories with about the 
same number of cases, and these categories 
have more cases than any other categories.

Median  The position average, or the point that 
divides a distribution in half (the 50th percentile).


