How to Understand and Apply the
Normal Distribution

Authored by
stats writer

February 28, 2026

RECOMMENDED CITATION

stats writer (2026). How to Understand and Apply the Normal Distribution.
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=133197

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=133197
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=133197
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=133197
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

How to Understand and Apply the Normal Distribution

The Normal Distribution, also recognized throughout the scientific community as the Gaussian

Distribution, represents a foundational statistical concept that illustrates how data points are
distributed in a characteristic bell-shaped curve. This specific type of probability distribution is

defined by its perfect symmetry, a state in which the mean, median, and mode of the dataset are

entirely equal and located at the peak of the curve. Because of its mathematical properties, it is an
essential tool for professionals in various quantitative disciplines, including economics, behavioral
psychology, and the biological sciences, where it serves to model the natural and random variation
observed in continuous data.

The significance of the Normal Distribution in modern analytics cannot be overstated, as it

provides the theoretical basis for calculating probabilities and establishing confidence intervals.

By assuming a normal distribution, researchers can make powerful inferences about a population
based on sample data. This distribution is extensively researched and utilized globally due to its
versatility and its uncanny ability to accurately mirror a vast array of real-world phenomena,
ranging from physical attributes like height and weight to standardized test scores and industrial
measurement errors.

The Normal Distribution

Core Characteristics of Probability Distributions

In the study of statistics, the normal distribution stands out as the most prevalent and vital

probability distribution. It describes how the values of a random variable are spread,

emphasizing that values near the average occur more frequently than those further away. This
concentration of data around the center creates the iconic visual representation known as the bell
curve, which is used to visualize the density of observations across a continuous scale.
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Every normal distribution possesses a specific set of identifying features that distinguish it from

other mathematical models. These features ensure that the data follows a predictable and
measurable pattern, which allows statisticians to apply standardized formulas to solve complex
real-world problems. The following list highlights the primary attributes that define this distribution:

Bell Shape: The curve is visually smooth and symmetrical, with the highest point representing the
most frequent value.
Central Tendency: The mean and median are mathematically equivalent, situated exactly at the

center of the distribution.
Primary Data Concentration: Approximately 68% of all observed data points fall within one
standard deviation of the mean.

Secondary Data Concentration: Approximately 95% of all observed data points fall within two
standard deviations of the mean.

Tertiary Data Concentration: Approximately 99.7% of all observed data points fall within three
standard deviations of the mean.

The specific percentages mentioned above--68%, 95%, and 99.7%--form the basis of what is
known in the scientific community as the Empirical Rule. This rule, occasionally referred to as the

68-95-99.7 rule, is a shorthand way to remember where the vast majority of data lies in a normal
set. It provides a quick way to estimate the spread of data and identify potential outliers that do
not fit the expected pattern.

Empirical Rule (Practice Problems)

The Methodology of Constructing a Normal Curve

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/normal_dist-1-1.png
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Normal_distribution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arithmetic_mean
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Median
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_deviation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_deviation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_deviation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/68%E2%80%9395%E2%80%9399.7_rule
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outlier
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/stats/empirical-rule-practice-problems/
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=133197
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

How to Understand and Apply the Normal Distribution

To accurately render a normal curve for any given dataset, one must first identify two critical

parameters: the mean (represented by the Greek letter mu) and the standard deviation
(represented by the Greek letter sigma). The mean dictates the location of the center of the curve
on the horizontal axis, while the standard deviation determines the width and height--or the
"spread"--of the curve itself.

Example 1: Suppose the height of males at a specific educational institution is normally
distributed with a mean of 70 inches and a standard deviation of 2 inches. To visualize this
data, we must sketch the corresponding normal curve.

The process of sketching this curve involves a logical sequence of steps to ensure accuracy. First,
one must draw the general bell-shaped curve on a coordinate plane. Second, the mean value,
which in this case is 70 inches, is placed directly in the center of the horizontal axis, marking the
peak of the curve. Third, increments are marked on either side of the center to represent the

standard deviation. Since the standard deviation is 2 inches, the first marks to the right and left
would be 72 and 68 inches, respectively, followed by 74 and 66, and finally 76 and 64.

64 66 68 70 72 74 76
Height (inches)

Example 2: In a biological study, suppose the weight of a particular species of otters is
normally distributed with a mean of 30 Ibs and a standard deviation of 5 |Ibs. We are tasked
with sketching the normal curve for this population.

The construction of this curve follows the same rigorous statistical logic. By sketching the curve
and placing the mean of 30 Ibs in the center, we establish the point of maximum frequency.
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Following this, we apply the standard deviation of 5 Ibs to create the scale. Each interval moving
away from the center represents a distance of 5 Ibs, allowing us to see that most otters will weigh
between 25 and 35 Ibs (one standard deviation), while it would be rare to find an otter weighing
less than 15 Ibs or more than 45 Ibs (three standard deviations).

Utilizing the Empirical Rule for Percentage Estimation

The Empirical Rule is an incredibly powerful shortcut for calculating percentages without the need

for complex integration or advanced calculus. It states that for any random variable that follows a
normal distribution, the area under the curve is partitioned into predictable segments. These
segments allow us to determine the likelihood of an observation falling within a specific range of
values relative to the mean.

34% 34%

2.35 13.5%
0.15%

Mean

By applying this rule, we can solve practical problems regarding the probability of certain
outcomes. This is particularly useful in quality control, social sciences, and medical research,
where understanding the percentage of a population that falls above or below a certain threshold is
vital for decision-making. The symmetry of the curve means that each half of the distribution
contains exactly 50% of the total data, which further simplifies these calculations.

Step-by-Step Probability Calculation: Male Heights

To demonstrate the application of these concepts, let us return to the scenario involving male
heights. Suppose the height of males at a certain school is normally distributed with a mean
of 70 inches and a standard deviation of 2 inches. We want to find out approximately what
percentage of males at this school are taller than 74 inches.

The solution begins with visual mapping. By sketching the distribution, we can clearly see that a
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height of 74 inches is exactly two standard deviations above the mean (70 + 2 + 2 = 74).

According to the properties of the normal distribution, we must sum the percentages of the area

under the curve that exist beyond the two-standard-deviation mark.

64 66 68 70 72 74 76
Height (inches)

By examining the segmented areas of the curve, we find that the area beyond two standard
deviations consists of 2.35% and 0.15%. Adding these together (2.35% + 0.15%), we conclude
that 2.5% of the males at the school are taller than 74 inches. This calculation helps us understand
how rare it is to find individuals of that height within this specific population.

Next, consider a different question: Approximately what percentage of males at this school are
between 68 inches and 72 inches tall? To solve this, we identify that 68 inches is one standard
deviation below the mean, and 72 inches is one standard deviation above the mean. Following the
Empirical Rule, the area between these two points captures the central 68% of the population.
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64 66 68 70 72 74 76
Height (inches)

The math is straightforward: 34% (the area from the mean to one deviation below) + 34% (the area
from the mean to one deviation above) equals 68%. Therefore, a significant majority of the male
students at this school fall within this 4-inch height range, demonstrating the clustering effect
typical of a bell-shaped curve.

Quantifying Observations: Finding Counts in Populations

In addition to finding percentages, the Empirical Rule is frequently used to determine specific

counts within a known population size. This transition from abstract percentages to concrete
numbers is essential for logistics, resource management, and ecological monitoring. By multiplying
the total population by the calculated percentage, we can estimate how many individuals meet a
specific criterion.

Example: Suppose the weight of a certain species of otters is normally distributed with a
mean of 30 Ibs and a standard deviation of 5 Ibs. If a specific colony contains 200 of these
otters, approximately how many weigh more than 35 |bs?

We begin by recognizing that 35 Ibs is exactly one standard deviation above the mean of 30 Ibs.
Looking at the distribution curve, we need to calculate the total percentage of the area that lies to
the right of the 35 Ib mark. This area includes the segments representing 13.5%, 2.35%, and
0.15% of the total population.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/normaldist4.png
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaussian_function
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/68%E2%80%9395%E2%80%9399.7_rule
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_deviation
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=133197
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

How to Understand and Apply the Normal Distribution

15 20 25 30 35 40 45
Weight (lbs)

Summing these values (13.5% + 2.35% + 0.15%) results in 16%. To find the actual number of
otters, we take 16% of the total colony size: 0.16 multiplied by 200 equals 32 otters. This indicates
that approximately 32 otters in the colony are expected to weigh more than 35 lbs based on the
normal distribution model.

Advanced Inference and Symmetry in Data

One of the most efficient ways to use the normal distribution is to leverage its inherent symmetry.

For instance, if we want to know how many otters in the aforementioned colony weigh less
than 30 Ibs, we do not necessarily need to repeat the multi-step calculation. Since the mean of 30
Ibs is also the median, the distribution is split into two equal halves.

By definition, 50% of the observations in a normal distribution fall below the mean, and 50% fall
above it. Therefore, if the mean weight is 30 |bs, exactly half of the colony is expected to weigh
less than this value. Taking 50% of the 200 otters gives us a total of 100 otters. This rapid
estimation highlights why the bell curve is so highly valued for its simplicity and elegance in
statistical analysis.

Further Exploration and Digital Tools

Understanding the theoretical aspects of the normal distribution is the first step toward mastering

data science. However, practical application often involves using digital tools to generate these
curves and perform complex calculations on larger datasets. Modern software allows for the
automation of these processes, providing high-precision results for professional research and
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reporting.

The following specialized tutorials offer additional technical guidance on how to implement these
statistical methods using popular programming and spreadsheet environments:

How to Make a Bell Curve in Excel
How to Make a Bell Curve in Python
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