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Frequency Distribution Graphs
Frequency distribution tables, as I am sure you will agree, are great tools to organize data. But, of course, a 
picture is worth 1,000 words. So in addition to frequency distribution tables, frequency distribution graphs 
can be helpful in understanding a dataset. In fact, in psychological research, it is more common to see a fre-
quency distribution graph than a similar type of table. Let’s now discuss the three major types of frequency 
distribution graphs.

A critical consideration in selecting a frequency distribution graph is the scale of measurement for a vari-
able. In the previous chapter, we discussed nominal, ordinal, and scale measurements. If our data are nomi-
nal, we use what’s called a bar graph. If our data are ordinal or scale, we use what are called histograms and 
frequency polygons.

A bar graph uses vertical bars above each category listed on the x-axis to display the frequency for a cate-
gory. There is a space between the bars because each category is distinctly different from the other categories. 
For example, Figure 3.1 contains a bar graph for a nominal variable in Wendt’s (2013) research, students’ year 
in college. This is a nominal variable because each participant was either a first-year or a senior. No person 
could be in both categories.

Bar graph: graphical representation of the frequency of nominal data in which each category appears on the x-axis and 
the frequency of occurrence for a given score appears on the y-axis.

Looking closely at Figure 3.1, notice that each category is listed on the x-axis, with the name of the variable 
beneath the category names. Each bar is centered above its category name. There is a space between the two 

Figure 3.1    Displaying Frequency Nominal Data With a Bar Graph
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