
32    Part I:  Introduction and Descriptive Statistics

This simple example illustrates the need to summarize data (recall from 
Chapter 1 that summarization is part of descriptive statistics), in that it can 
make the presentation and interpretation of a distribution of data clearer. 
Today, computers can construct just about any table or graph we need. But 
to understand what computers do, it helps to work through smaller data 
sets by hand. We do that in this chapter, starting with a discussion of fre-
quency distribution tables and concluding with graphs of distributions for 
frequency data. In all, this chapter will help you appropriately construct and 
accurately interpret many of the tables and graphs used to summarize data 
in behavioral research.

2.2 Frequency Distributions for Grouped Data
Frequency distributions summarize how often (or frequently) scores occur 
in a data set. Frequency distributions are most often published when 
researchers measure counts of behavior. Indeed, to find the frequency of 
values, we must quite literally count the number of times that scores occur. 
Consider, for example, hypothetical data based on data often reported for 
the time children spend watching television (Kunkel, 2007; Usher, 2007). 
The values listed in Table 2.1 represent the average number of minutes 
(rounded to the nearest tenths place) that 50 healthy American children 
watched television per day in the previous year.

Table 2.1 is not really informative as presented. It is only a listing of  
50 numbers. To make sense of this list, researchers will consider what makes 
these data interesting—that is, by determining how the results of this study 
can be more meaningful to someone wanting to learn something about  
children’s TV habits.

30 70 7 47 13

60 0 91 33 44

40 9 67 55 65

12 140 77 49 77

110 98 21 22 44

33 44 18 10 33

30 20 110 109 54

17 40 102 33 17

55 16 90 12 175

44 33 33 7 82

TABLE 2.1
 � The Average Time (in minutes) That 50 Healthy American 

Children Watched Television per Day in the Previous Year

A frequency distribution  is a 
summary display for a distribution 
of data organized or summarized 
in terms of how often a category, 
score, or range of scores occurs.


