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 Florence Nightingale (12 May 1820 - 13 Aug 1910) was a celebrated English 

social reformer and statistician, and the founder of a statistical technique 

"coxcomb" now called “polar area diagram” and the modern nursing.  

 

 

                                                 
*
 This paper is based on the following collected works of Florence Nightingale  

by Lynn Mary McDonald published her sixteen-volume edition of the Collected  

Works of Florence Nightingale, 2001 to 2008 
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 Florence Nightingale was born on 12 May 1820 at a Villa in Florence, Italy, 

and was named after the city of her birth. The family moved to England in 1821. 

Nightingale was brought up at Embley, Hampshire and  Derbyshire. Her parents 

were William Edward Nightingale and Frances Nightingale née Smith.  

 

 Nightingale's father educated her. 

 

 As a young woman, Nightingale was an attractive and graceful lady. Her 

fiancé was Richard Monckton Milnes, but after nine-year she rejected him 

because she thought that marriage would interfere with her profession of nursing. 

 

 Nightingale traveled to Egypt and India. Her writings on Egypt are evidence 

to her philosophy of life. In January 1850, she wrote about Abu Simbel temples 

and wrote her impression as "Sublime in the highest style of intellectual 

beauty…….”  

 

 Once she revealed of being "called to God" and wrote: "God called me in the 

morning and asked me would I do good for him alone without reputation." 

 

 Nightingale was an extraordinarily dedicated writer. She published a treatise 

on medical statistics. She popularized the graphical presentation 

of statistical data, she called it as “Coxcomb”, a sort of pie chart. Florence 

Nightingale showed a gift for mathematics from an early age and excelled in it 

under the supervision of her father and became a founder of statistical graphics. 

She used the concept of pie chart, which was earlier developed by William 

Playfair in 1801. It was, at that time, a new method of presenting data.  

Nightingale is accredited with developing a new form of the pie chart now 

known as the polar area diagram, or „Nightingale rose diagram‟, equivalent to a 

modern circular histogram. Nightingale called a collation of such diagrams a 

"coxcomb".  
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"Nightingale‟s Coxcomb diagram of the causes of mortality  

in the army in the East". 

 

 William Farr advised her, “We do not want impressions, we want facts.”  She 

made wide-ranging use of coxcombs to present reports with facts and figures. To 

follow Farr‟s advice she made a comprehensive statistical study of sanitation in 

Indian rural life. In 1858 and 1859, she successfully petitioned for the formation 

of a Royal Commission for India. After 10 years of sanitary improvement, in 

1873, Nightingale testified that mortality among the soldiers in India had reduced 

from 69 to 18 per 1,000. 

 

 In 1859, Nightingale was elected the first female member of the Royal 

Statistical Society. She later became an honorary member of the American 

Statistical Association. 

 

 In the words of Karl Pearson, “Florence Nightingale was a great 

administrator, and to reach excellence here is impossible without being an ardent 

student of statistics. Florence Nightingale has been rightly termed the “Passionate 

Statistician.” Her statistics were more than a study, they were indeed her religion. 

For her, Quetelet was the hero as scientist, and the presentation copy of his 

Physique Sociale is annotated by her on every page. Florence Nightingale 

believed—and in all the actions of her life acted upon that belief—that the 
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administrator could only be successful if he were guided by statistical 

knowledge. The legislator—to say nothing of the politician—too often failed for 

want of this knowledge. Nay, she went further: she held that the universe—

including human communities—was evolving in accordance with a divine plan; 

that it was man‟s business to endeavor to understand this plan and guide his 

actions in sympathy with it. But to understand God‟s thoughts, she held we must 

study statistics, for these are the measure of his purpose. Thus the study of 

statistics was for her a religious duty.”  

 

 Karl Pearson, The Life, Letters and Labours of Francis Galton (1924), Vol. 2, 

414-5.  

 

 At the end it is worth mentioning that some of her quotes are land marks in 

the history of statistics and these are: 

 

1. “The true foundation of theology is to ascertain the character of God. It is 

by the aid of Statistics that law in the social sphere can be ascertained and 

codified, and certain aspects of the character of God thereby revealed. The 

study of statistics is thus a religious service.   

(As quoted by Florence Nightingale David in Games, Gods, and 

Gambling: A History of Probability and Statistical Ideas (1962, 1998), 

p.103.)  

2. To understand God's thoughts, one must study statistics, for these are the 

measure of His purpose.”  

 

 


