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If you do that with the data in Table 4.2 you should get three. If you do not have a whole number, 

you would usually round the answer up or down, depending on preference. In essence, therefore, class 

number and class width are intuitive decisions, and you use trial and error to see which balance between 

information (more classes) and convenience (fewer classes) is best for the frequency distribution. Of 

course, you can do some very cunning things by using non-equal class widths, like change the look of 

your frequency distribution, but I should not really talk about that, because often it is cheating and done 

to mislead people. So, when interpreting such charts, you should always make sure to see what the ana-

lyst has done with the class widths.

Having done the first two tasks, you have also unwittingly done the third. The class limits are basically 

the highest and lowest value data points which go into each class. It is important to set these so each 

data point can go in one and only one class. Take a look at the frequency distribution in Table 4.3, which 

I have created from the wine data using the classes I defined above. You can see that each of the data 

points can go in one and only one class. Remember: the classes must be non-overlapping. The class limits 

should be easy for you to see – for example, the lowest class is 0–3 glasses, so the lower class limit is 0 and 

the upper class limit is 3 for this class.

Table 4.3  Frequency distribution of the wine data

Glasses p/wk Frequency

0–3 10

4–6 3

7–9 4

10–12 2

13–15 1

Class limits can, however, be a thorny issue. What if some of our data included something like ‘3.5 glasses’? 

Where should this value go? It is here that you need to be careful about defining class limits, since the deci-

sion clearly depends on how accurate your data is. You might in the latter case want to use classes such as 

0–3.9, and 4–6.9, instead of 0–3 and 4–6. You can be as exact as necessary to incorporate the accuracy of 

your data – for example, 0–3.99, 4–6.99 and so on.

think it over 4.7

Can you think of another issue that may affect your class sizes? For example, I record the length of time 

a group of companies have been in business. How accurate should I be? Should it be to the nearest year, 

month, week, day, hour, minute, second?

You might also need to incorporate what are called open-ended classes at the top and bottom. What if 

one of my PhD student sample drank 26 glasses of wine a week? Apart from the fact that I might refer 

the student to some professional help (although doing a PhD can be pretty stressful!), it would also 

cause me problems for defining my classes. If I keep to classes with a width of 5, I would have to add a 

bunch of classes between my original upper limit of 15, like 16–18, 19–21, 22–24, 25–27. Most of those 

would be empty. So instead I might use a class of ‘16 and over’. At the other end of the distribution 

(i.e. the class 0–3), there is no need for an open class in this instance, because it already starts at 0, but 

you get the idea.
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