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TYPES OF DISTRIBUTIONS

Normal Distributions
In Chapter 4, we encountered what are called normal data distributions and skewed data distributions. To refresh 
these concepts, a normal distribution occurs when all three measures of central tendency are approximately 
equal. Figure 5.1 illustrates what a normal distribution looks like. As you can see, it is bell-shaped and symmetri-
cal; that is, if you could fold the normal distribution in half, it would be a perfect fit. In addition, most scores 
cluster around the middle of the distribution, with fewer and fewer scores appearing as we move away from the 

middle of the distribution. There is only 
one mode. Because the mode is approxi-
mately the same as the mean and 
median, these latter two statistics should 
be simple to locate. Finally, as we will 
discuss in great detail in the third section 
of this chapter, when we know the mean 
and standard deviation for a set of data 
that is normally distributed, we can 
determine precisely how “low” or “high” 
a specific score is. In addition, we can 
determine the percentage of scores that 
fall between any two given scores.

Figure 5.1 is a “normal” normal dis-
tribution. Its technical name is a 
mesokurtic normal distribution. “Meso” 
means “middle.” I called it a “normal” 
normal distribution because there are a 
couple of other forms (or shapes) that a 
normal distribution can take on. For 
example, take a look at Figure 5.2. This 
is a normal distribution; however, notice 
how “tall” is it? There are a lot of scores 
clustered in the middle of this distribu-
tion with the frequency of a score drop-
ping dramatically as we move away 
from the middle. This type of normal 
distribution is called a leptokurtic distri-
bution. “Lepto” means “thin.” Now look 
at Figure 5.3. This normal distribution is 
rather flat; that means scores are spread 
out across the range of possible scores. 
This type of normal distribution is called 
a platykurtic distribution. “Platy” means 
“flat.” Compared with mesokurtic or 
leptokurtic normal distributions, scores 
in a platykurtic distribution cluster less 
in the middle of the distribution.

The concept of kurtosis is how “tall” or 
“short” the peak of a normal distribution 

Figure 5.1    A Mesokurtic Normal Distribution
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Figure 5.2    A Leptokurtic Normal Distribution
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