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2.12 SPSS in Focus: Histograms, Bar Charts,  
and Pie Charts
To review, histograms are used for continuous or quantitative data, and bar 
charts and pie charts are used for discrete, categorical, or qualitative data. 
As an exercise to compare histograms, bar charts, and pie charts, we can 
construct these graphs for the same data, even though we would never do 
this in practice. Suppose we measure the data shown in Table 2.16.

TABLE 2.16  A Sample of 20 Values

1 4 5 7

2 3 6 8

3 6 7 9

2 6 5 4

4 5 8 5

Because we are not defining these values, we can just call the variable 
“numbers.” Here are the steps:

Although graphs are often used to help the reader understand 
frequency data, bar charts and histograms are not always 
equally effective at summarizing percent data. For example, 
Hollands and Spence (1992, 1998) asked adult participants 
to identify relative percents displayed in bar charts and pie 
charts (similar to those presented in this chapter). Their studies 
showed that participants required more time and made larger 
errors looking at bar charts than when they looked at pie charts. 
They went on to show that participants also required more 
time as the number of bars in the graph increased, whereas 
increasing the number of slices in a pie chart did not have this 
effect. They explained that most bar graphs, especially for 
frequency data, are not distributed in percentage units; hence, 
the reader cannot clearly estimate a proportion by simply 
viewing the scale. This research suggests that when you want to 
convey data as percents, pie charts (and even ogives) would be 
a better choice for displaying the data.
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