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Exhibit 4.4 displays an example of a variable measured at the ratio level. The number of people in the first group 
is 5, and the number in the second group is 7. The ratio of the two groups’ sizes is then 1.4, a number that mirrors the 
relationship between the sizes of the groups. Note that there does not actually have to be any group with a size of 0; 
what is important is that the numbering scheme begins at an absolute zero; in this case, the absence of any people. 
The number of days a convicted felon was sentenced to prison would represent a ratio level of measurement because 
sentence length begins with an absolute 0 point. The number of days an addict stays clear after treatment, too, has a 
ratio level of measurement.

For most statistical analyses in social science research, the interval and ratio levels of measurement can be treated 
as equivalent. In addition to having numerical values, both the interval and ratio levels also involve continuous 
measures: The numbers indicating the values of variables are points on a continuum, not discrete categories. But 
despite these similarities, there is an important difference between variables measured at the interval and ratio levels. 
On a ratio scale, 10 is two points higher than 8 and is also two times greater than 5—the numbers can be compared in 
a ratio. Ratio numbers can be added and subtracted, and because the numbers begin at an absolute zero point, they 
can be multiplied and divided (so ratios can be formed between the numbers). For example, people’s ages can be rep-
resented by values ranging from 0 years (or some fraction of a year) to 120 or more. 
A person who is 30 years old is 15 years older than someone who is 15 years old 
(30 – 15 = 15) and is twice as old as that person (30/15 = 2). Of course, the numbers 
also are mutually exclusive and exhaustive, so that every case can be assigned one 
and only one value.

Continuous measure  A measure with 
numbers indicating the values of variables as 
points on a continuum

Exhibit 4.6 Ordinal-Level Variables Can Be Added to Create an Index With Interval-Level 
Properties: Core Alcohol and Drug Survey

How do you think your close friends feel (or would feel) 
about you . . . (mark one for each line)

Do Not 
Disapprove Disapprove

Strongly 
Disapprove

	 a.	 Trying marijuana once or twice

	 b.	 Smoking marijuana occasionally

	 c.	 Smoking marijuana regularly

	 d.	 Trying cocaine once or twice

	 e.	 Taking cocaine regularly

	 f.	 Trying LSD once or twice

	 g.	 Taking LSD regularly

	 h.	 Trying amphetamines once or twice

	 i.	 Taking amphetamines regularly

	 j.	 Taking one or two drinks of an alcoholic beverage (beer, 
wine, liquor) nearly every day

	 k.	 Taking four or five drinks nearly every day

	 l.	 Having five or more drinks in one sitting

	m.	 Taking steroids for bodybuilding or improved athletic 
performance

Source: Core Institute. 2015. “Core Alcohol and Drug Survey: Long Form.” Core Institute, Student Health Center, Southern Illinois 
University-Carbondale.


