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1.	 The normal distribution is mathematically defined. The shape of a 
normal distribution is specified by an equation relating each score (distrib-
uted along the x-axis) with each frequency (distributed along the y-axis):
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It is not necessary to memorize this formula. It is important to under-
stand that rarely do behavioral data fall exactly within the limits of this 
formula. When we say that data are normally distributed, we mean that the 
data approximate a normal distribution. The normal distribution is so exact 
that it is simply impractical to think that behavior can fit exactly within the 
limits defined by this formula.

FIGURE 6.1
 � Three Examples of a Normal Distribution With Different 

Means and Standard Deviations
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2.	 The normal distribution is theoretical. This characteristic follows 
from the first in that it emphasizes that data can be normally distributed 
in theory—although rarely do we observe behaviors that are exactly nor-
mally distributed. Instead, behavioral data typically approximate a normal 
distribution. As you will see in this chapter, we can still use the normal dis-
tribution to describe behavior so long as the behaviors being described are 
approximately normally distributed.

FYI
Most behavioral data approximate 

a normal distribution. Rarely are 

behavioral data exactly normally 

distributed.


