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data, since it places each student into one or another category (sometimes called a class). Here there are five 

categories. An important feature is that each subject (i.e. student) can be in only one class at a time – you only 

have one favourite. Thus, the classes are non-overlapping. This non-overlapping property is very important 

for our purposes, so keep it in mind. Table 4.1 is called a frequency distribution, and it is prepared simply by 

counting the occurrence of each movie type in the raw data set. Even this most basic type of description is far 

more insightful than just looking at the 100 pieces of raw data, and allows us to see that the most popular type 

of movie for undergraduate sociology students is ‘musicals’, closely followed by ‘existentialist meditations’. 

The least popular are clearly ‘action blockbusters’ and ‘science fictions’, which is very unfair in my opinion.

think it over 4.3

Since ‘musicals’ were the most popular types of movie, does this mean they were the ‘best’ (however 

you decide to interpret ‘best’)? What do you think the reason is for collecting and describing this data? 

Could the data be used for another purpose (think back to secondary data)?

Table 4.1  Movie preference data

Movie preference Frequency

Romantic comedy 19

Musical 23

Existentialist meditation 22

Action blockbuster 17

Science fiction 17

Learning to create the frequency distribution in Excel is a useful exercise in many ways, so that is what 

we will do. Interestingly, it is not particularly intuitive because the data is often entered into Excel in such 

a way that it makes it rather complex to create such a table, and one which will require our skills from 

the previous chapter. An Excel spreadsheet showing the first 20 elements in the data set from the movie 

preference study is presented in part in Figure 4.1. You can see that it is basically just a single column, in 

total 100 data points (although you can only see 20 here).
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