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Positively skewed distribution: data distribution in which there are a few unusually high (skewed) scores; most scores 
tend to be toward the low end of the distribution.

In a positively skewed distribution, as we saw with the example of incomes in my town, the mean will tend 
be higher than the mode, with median falling between these two statistics.

If we have positively skewed dis-
tributions, we must of course have 
negatively skewed distributions. 
Recall that in a positively skewed dis-
tribution, the mean is greater than 
the mode. So in a negatively skewed 
distribution, guess which is greater, 
the mean or the mode? If you don’t 
know or don’t feel like guessing, take 
a look at Figure 4.4. Here, the mode 
is toward the high end of the range of 
scores. However, the mean is less 
than the mode because a few low 
scores are dragging it down from the 
mode. The low scores are “weird” or 
skewed, so that’s why it is called a 
negatively skewed distribution. For 
example, most college seniors apply 
for a lot of jobs during their last  
year of school. That’s a normal 
behavior to engage in when looking 
for your first “post–college-degree”  
job. Therefore, the mode is fairly 
high. A few seniors may complete 
only a few or no job applications. 
These few seniors are outliers that 
drag down the value of the mean of 
this distribution. Therefore, it is neg-
atively skewed.

Negatively skewed distribution: 
data distribution in which there are a 
few unusually low (skewed) scores; 
most scores tend to be toward the 
high end of the distribution.

When looking at a skewed distri-
bution, you should “follow the tail.” 
That is, look for the end of the distri-
bution that contains very few scores. 
If there are few scores on the high 

Figure 4.2    A Normal Distribution of Scores
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Figure 4.3    A Positively Skewed Distribution of Scores
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