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those weird or skewed scores are on the 
low end of the distribution, it is a nega-
tively skewed distribution (Figure 5.4). If 
the weird or skewed scores are on the 
high end of the distribution, it is a posi-
tively skewed distribution (Figure 5.5).

Up to this point in the book, we have 
used the term outlier as a given. That is, we 
“just know” whether a score qualifies as an 
outlier. In reality, we need to have some 
sort of criteria for making the decision of 
whether a score is an outlier. In Chapter 3, 
we learned about frequency distribution 
tables and graphs. Such tools can provide 
insights into “extreme” scores. A more 
common and systematic way to identify 
outliers is to examine how many standard 
deviation units a score is from the mean. 
For example, suppose we have a dataset 
with a mean of 50 and a standard deviation 
of 10. We have a score of 75. Is that score 
an outlier?

Frankly, there is no definitive answer to this question. However, let me share a couple of heuristics that 
researchers use to determine outliers. Generally, if a given score is 2, 2.5, or 3 standard deviation units above or 
below the mean, it could be considered an outlier in the dataset. In this example, the score of 75 is 2.5 standard 
deviation units above the mean. It could qualify as an outlier. But, in practice, there is subjectivity on the part 
of the researcher in making this decision. So long as the researcher is candid and tells readers how such deci-
sions were made, any of these heuristics is an acceptable cut-off for establishing the presence of outliers in a 
dataset.

Figure 5.5    A Positively Skewed Distribution
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LEARNING CHECK

1.	 Consider the following two normal distributions of data:

Distribution A Distribution B


