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Be aware, however, that other considerations may preclude measurement at a high level. For example, many 
people are very reluctant to report their exact incomes, even in anonymous questionnaires. So asking respondents to 
report their income in categories (such as under $10,000, $10,000–$19,999, $20,000–$29,999, etc.) will result in more 
responses, and thus more valid data, than asking respondents for their income in dollars.

Often, researchers treat variables measured at the interval and ratio levels as comparable. They then refer to this as 
the interval-ratio level of measurement. If you read the chapter on quantitative data analysis on the Student Study 
Site, you will learn that different statistical procedures are used for variables with fixed measurement units, but it usu-
ally doesn’t matter whether there is an absolute zero point.

Source: Vega, T. (2014, July 1). Census considers how to measure a more diverse America. The New York Times, p. A12.

Interval-ratio level of measurement  A 
measurement of a variable in which the 
numbers indicating a variable’s values 
represent fixed measurement units but may 
not have an absolute, or fixed, zero point, but 
it is assumed the values can be multiplied and 
divided

Measurement validity  The type of validity that 
is achieved when a measure measures what it 
is presumed to measure

22 Did We Measure What We Wanted to Measure?
Do the operations developed to measure our concepts actually do so—are they 
valid? If we have weighed our measurement options, carefully constructed our 
questions and observational procedures, and carefully selected indicators from the 
available data, we should be on the right track. We cannot have much confidence in 
a measure until we have empirically evaluated its validity. In addition, we must also 
evaluate its reliability (consistency).

Measurement Validity

As mentioned in Chapter 2, we can consider measurement validity the first 
concern in establishing the validity of research results, because without having 
measured what we think we measured, we really do not know what we are talking 
about.

NewsIn the

MEASURING RACE AND ETHNICITY

Every 10 years, the U.S. Census is mandated to count the number of people who reside in the 
United States along with their demographic characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, age, 
and so on. As you might imagine, this is a very difficult task. Not only is it extremely hard to get 
people to respond to mailed or telephone surveys, as you will see in Chapter 5 on sampling, some 
people are simply not reachable by these means. How the Census asks questions are the survey is 
also another issue. The United States is a very diverse society, with an increasing percentage of the 
population having mixed racial/ethnic identities. The article quotes one 41-year-old woman how she 
felt about the questions that first asked her to identity her ethnicity (Hispanic/Latino or not) and 
then her race. She responded, “I’m all of these!” Many other ethnic groups grapple with answering 
the questions on the Census form, including Middle Eastern Americans and others.

1.	 What types of measurement errors are possible when demographic questions fail to 
reflect reality?

2.	 If you were asked to redesign the questions on gender, race/ethnicity, and religion for 
the U.S. Census, how would you do so?
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