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of college graduates are discrete variables because these variables are 
measured by counting one traffic accident or college graduate at a time. 
Researchers often measure categorical variables, which vary by class. 
Examples include race, gender, and marital status. Discrete and categorical 
data are graphed differently than continuous data because the data are 
measured in whole units or classes and not along a continuum. Two types 
of graphs for discrete and categorical data described here are bar charts 
and pie charts.

Bar Charts
Bar charts are much like histograms, except that the bars are separated from 
one another, whereas the vertical rectangles or bars on histograms touch 
each other. The separation between bars reflects the separation or “break” 
between the whole numbers or categories being summarized. For this rea-
son, bar charts are appropriate for summarizing distributions of discrete 
and categorical data.

To construct a bar chart, list the whole units or categories along the 
x-axis, and distribute the frequencies along the y-axis. To illustrate, Figure 
2.11 gives the frequency distribution and the respective bar chart for the 
number of naps that mothers give their children daily. (The original data for 

FIGURE 2.11  A Bar Chart
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A frequency table (left) and a bar chart (right) summarizing the average number of naps per day that 
mothers give their children, who are younger than age 3.

A bar chart, or bar graph, 
is a graphical display used to 
summarize the frequency of 
discrete and categorical data that 
are distributed in whole units or 
classes.

FYI
Bar charts are used to summarize 

discrete and categorical data. Bar 

charts are similar to histograms, 

except that the bars are separated to 

indicate discrete units or classes.


