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When we have quantitative data, the situation can be a little more complex. Take a look at Table 4.2, 

which is a set of data resulting from a survey of 20 fictional PhD students about their drinking habits. 

To show that I have some class and sophistication, it is not about pints of beer this time, but glasses of 

fine wine. The data is about how many glasses of wine each of the students drink per week, and you can 

see there is quite some variation. In fact, virtually no two answers are the same. This is very different 

from the qualitative situation above, where there were only five classes. Here, there are nearly 20! So a 

frequency distribution using only these classes would probably not be that useful. What we often do in 

this situation is to define new classes, each of which contains a range of values from the original data. To do 

so, we need to make three important and linked decisions:

•• Decide on the number of classes.
•• Decide on the width of the classes.

•• Decide on the class limits.

think it over 4.5

When do you think a frequency distribution would not be very useful? Think about the term frequency. 

In terms of statistics, what do we mean by frequency?

The first thing to do is to decide how many classes you need. There are no official rules here, it is a judge-

ment call. If you do not have enough, you will lose a lot of information which might be useful later on. 

If you have too many it becomes too complicated, there are hardly any data points in each class, and you 

might as well not have bothered. A general guide is to use between 5 and 20 classes, and the larger the 

variation and amount of data, the larger the number of classes. In this case, I am going to use five, since 

there are only 20 data points.
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