
ables, a procedure or technique is needed to represent the dimensions of categorical vari-
ables (such as gender and college major) and the magnitude of quantitative variables (such
as income and IQ). The number that is derived from an intelligence test represents an index
of the magnitude of intellect. The number of times a child hits another has been used as an
index of the magnitude of aggression. The biological makeup of a child is often used as an
index of gender.

5.1 What is measurement?

SCALES OF MEASUREMENT
Measurement can be categorized in terms of the type of information communicated by the
symbols or numbers that are assigned. We now introduce you to a popular four-level classi-
fication scheme. This four-level scheme provides more information than the two-level (i.e.,
categorical versus quantitative variables) system used in earlier chapters. The earlier
scheme also works fine, and there is nothing wrong with it. Sometimes, however, re-
searchers prefer to make the finer gradations that are provided by the four level system.

The four-level system, originally developed by Stevens (1946, 1951), includes four
levels or scales of measurement: nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio. As Table 5.1 illus-
trates, each of these conveys different kinds of information. To help you remember the order
of the four levels, note that the first letters of the four scales spell the French word for black:
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R E V I E W 
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� T A B L E  5 . 1
Scale of Measurement Scale

Nominal

Ordinal

Interval

Ratio

Characteristics

Ability to categorize, label, classify, name, or
identify

Rank order objects or individuals from first to last or
best to worst

Ability to rank order objects or individuals; has
equal intervals or distances between adjacent
numbers

Ability to rank order objects or individuals; has
equal intervals between adjacent numbers and has an
absolute zero point that permits forming ratio
statements
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