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When a variable’s attributes are mutually exclusive and exhaustive, every case corresponds to one and only one 
attribute.

Ordinal Level of Measurement

The first of the three quantitative levels is the ordinal level of measurement. At this level, the numbers assigned 
to cases specify only the order of the cases, permitting greater than and less than distinctions; absolute mathematical 
distinctions cannot be made between categories.

The properties of variables measured at the ordinal level are illustrated in Exhibit 4.4 by the contrast between the 
level of conflict in two groups. The first group, symbolized by two people shaking 
hands, has a low level of conflict. The second group, symbolized by two persons 
using fists against each other, has a higher level of conflict. The third group, sym-
bolized by a hand pointing a gun has an even higher level of conflict. To measure 
conflict, we would put the groups “in order” by assigning the number 1 to the low-
conflict group, the number 2 to the group using fists, and the number 3 to the high-
conflict group using guns. The numbers thus indicate only the relative position or 

Exhibit 4.4 Levels of Measurement
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Ordinal level of measurement  A measurement 
of a variable in which the numbers indicating 
the variable’s value specify only the order of 
the cases, permitting greater than and less 
than distinctions


