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Stem-and-Leaf Displays 
A stem-and-leaf display is another graphic method of displaying data. This 
type of display is particularly useful with smaller data sets because each 
individual score is listed in the display. Constructing a stem-and-leaf display 
requires grouping values into stems, then listing them across each row.

To illustrate this type of display, consider the data listed in Table 2.13 
for the number of times per day that 20 patients with obsessive-compulsive 
disorder washed their hands.

A stem-and-leaf display, also 
called a stem-and-leaf plot, is 
a graphical display where each 
individual score from an original 
set of data is listed. The data are 
organized such that the common 
digits shared by all scores are 
listed to the left (in the stem), with 
the remaining digits for each score 
listed to the right (in the leaf).

A stem  is located to the left of 
the vertical line in a stem-and-leaf 
display. A stem lists the first digit 
or digits for each number in each 
row.

A leaf  is located to the right of 
the vertical line in a stem-and-leaf 
display. A leaf lists the last digit 
or digits for each number in each 
row.

12 14 10 47

33 23 16 52

24 32 26 44

42 46 29 19

11 50 30 15

TABLE 2.13 � A List of the Number of Times per Day That 20 Patients 
With Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder Washed Their Hands

To construct the stem-and-leaf display for these data, we must first rec-
ognize the beginning digits of these numbers. For example, 12 begins with 
the number 1, and 50 begins with a 5, so let us reorganize the data so that 
every number with the same first digit is placed in the same row, as shown 
in Table 2.14a. Here we can see that seven numbers begin with the digit 
1 (10, 11, 12, 14, 15, 16, and 19), four begin with 2 (23, 24, 26, and 29), 
three begin with 3 (30, 32, and 33), four begin with 4 (42, 44, 46, and 47), 
and two begin with 5 (50 and 52). To simplify this further, we can place the 
first digit in its own column (separated by a vertical line) so that it is never 
repeated in a single row, as shown in Table 2.14b. This arrangement of data 
is called a stem-and-leaf display.

In a stem-and-leaf display, numbers to the right of the vertical line are the 
leaf, and numbers to the left of the vertical line are the stem. The names stem 
and leaf derive from their appearance, which in many cases looks like half a 
leaf, with a stem to the left. There are many ways to display data in a stem-and-
leaf display. For example, stems can be more than one digit, as shown in Table 
2.14c, which displays 120, 123, 124, 128, 222, and 225 with two-digit stems. 
Also, the leaves can have more than one digit, as shown in Table 2.14d, which 
displays the same numbers, but this time with leaves that have two digits.

In all, a stem-and-leaf display is similar to a histogram in that both dis-
play the shape of a distribution. Unlike histograms, though, the stem-and-
leaf display lists the actual scores in the distribution, instead of frequencies, 
allowing a person to read the raw data immediately from the display and 
usually in ascending order. In this way, the stem-and-leaf display retains 
the value of each data point. The only information we lose is the order that 
the data were originally obtained. This makes stem-and-leaf displays a very 
useful tool for displaying data.


