
86    Part I:  Introduction and Descriptive Statistics

Describing Normal Distributions

The mean is used to describe data that are approximately normally distrib-
uted. The normal distribution is a symmetrical distribution in which scores 
are similarly distributed above and below the mean, the median, and the 
mode at the center of the distribution. The characteristics of the normal 
distribution are introduced in Chapter 6, which is an entire chapter devoted 
to describing this distribution—because a great deal of behavioral data 
approximate this type of distribution. The general structure and approxi-
mate shape of this distribution is shown in Figure 3.2. For cases in which the 
data are normally distributed, the mean is used to summarize the data. We 
could choose to describe a normal distribution with the median or mode, 
but the mean is most often used because all scores are included in its calcu-
lation (i.e., its value is most reflective of all the data).

FIGURE 3.2  The Normal Distribution

The mean, median, and mode are the same
value located at the center of the distribution. 

The approximate shape of a normal distribution in which the mean, median, and mode are the same 
value located at the center of the distribution. 

Describing Interval and Ratio Scale Data

The mean is used for data that can be described in terms of the distance 
that scores deviate from the mean. After all, one of the characteristics of the 
mean (described in Section 3.3) is that the mean balances a set of scores—in 
other words, the sum of the differences of scores from their mean is 0. For 
this reason, data that are described by the mean should meaningfully convey 
differences (or deviations) from the mean. Differences between two scores 
are meaningfully conveyed for data on an interval or ratio scale only. Hence, 
the mean is an appropriate measure of central tendency used to describe 
interval and ratio scale data.

The normal distribution   
(also called the symmetrical, 
Gaussian, or bell-shaped 
distribution) is a theoretical 
distribution in which scores are 
symmetrically distributed above 
and below the mean, the median, 
and the mode at the center of the 
distribution.

FYI
The mean is typically used to describe 

interval and ratio scale data that are 

normally distributed.


