
Chapter 1  Introduction to Statistics and Frequency Distributions 11

someone has but some interval scales can yield a negative number, while the lowest score possible on a 
ratio scale is zero. Within the behavioral sciences, the distinction between interval and ratio scales of mea-
surement is not usually very important. Researchers typically use the same statistical procedures to analyze 
variables measured on interval and ratio scales of measurement.

Although most variables can be easily classified as nominal, ordinal, or interval/ratio, some data are 
more difficult to classify. Researchers often obtain data by asking participants to answer questions on a sur-
vey. These survey responses are then combined into a single measure of the construct. For example, partici-
pants may answer a series of questions related to depression, and then the researcher would combine those 
questions into a single depression score. Although there is not complete agreement among statisticians, 
most researchers classify summed scores from questionnaires and surveys as interval data (e.g., Carifio & 
Perla, 2007). Thus, in this course, summed scores from surveys will be considered interval/ratio data.

	 25.	 Researchers typically treat summed questionnaire/survey scores as which scale 
of measurement?

a.	 Nominal scale of measurement

b.	 Ordinal scale of measurement

c.	 Interval scale of measurement

When trying to identify the scale of measurement of a variable, it can also be helpful to think about 
what each scale of measurement allows you to do. For example, if you can only count the number of 
things in a given category, you know that you have a nominal scale. Table 1.1 summarizes what you 
can do with each type of scale and provides examples of each scale of measurement.

Reading 
Question

  Table 1.1    The Four Scales of Measurement, What They Allow, and Examples

Scale of 
Measurement What the Scale Allows You to Do Examples

Nominal COUNT the number of things within 
different categories

Pets: 5 dogs, 12 cats, 7 fish, 2 hamsters

Marital status: 12 married, 10 divorced,  
2 separated

Ordinal COUNT & RANK some things as having 
more of something than others (but NOT 
QUANTIFY how much of it they have)

Annual income: above average, average, or 
below average

Speed (measured by place of finish in a race): 
1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.

Interval COUNT, RANK, & QUANTIFY how much of 
something there is, but a score of zero 
does not mean the absence of the thing 
being measured

Temperature: −2°F, 98°F, 57°F; 0°F is not the 
absence of heat

Ratio COUNT, RANK, & QUANTIFY how much of 
something there is, and a score of zero 
means the absence of the thing being 
measured

Annual income: $25,048, $48,802,  
$157,435, etc.

Number of text messages sent in a day:  
0, 3,351, 15, etc.


