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MEASUREMENT SCALE TYPES
In selecting a measure to use, one consideration is the kind of scale type it is. Many 
researchers emphasize the role of quantifiable (i.e., measured) data, although in Chapter 6, 
we talk about qualitative approaches where statistical analyses are not the focus. There 
are four generally accepted types of measurement scales: nominal, ordinal, interval, 
and ratio (Stevens, 1946). Using a particular scale type (e.g., nominal) can restrict the 
kinds of research questions you can answer and the degree to which you can detect dif-
ferences in outcomes of interest; thus, knowing about the properties of each scale type is 
important. Figure 5.1 presents a summary of the characteristics of the four scale types, 
described in more detail in the next sections.

Nominal Scale Measurement

Nominal measurement scales are scales in which the values reflect no inherent order. 
These scales are also called categorical data, to reflect the fact that the data are assigned 
to categories. An example of a nominal scale question would be, “Do you own a car?,” to 
which the respondent would reply “yes” or “no.” We can count the number of participants 
in a given category (i.e., how many people said “yes” vs. how many said “no”), but there 
is no inherent order to the responses (“yes” is not inherently better or higher than “no”). 
Each answer simply represents a different category on the dimension of car ownership. 
Categorical data are often seen in research in which open-ended questions are asked. An 
open-ended question allows the respondent to answer in any way he or she wishes, that 
is, an open-ended response. In a closed-ended question, the respondent selects his or her 
response from a set of provided options, that is, a closed-ended response. Open-ended 
questions (e.g., “What do you like about your institution?”) produce responses that can 
be put in categories. In response to this question about one’s institution, participants may 
give answers about professors, courses, social life, food, housing, sports, career advising, 
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FIGURE 5.1	 Characteristics of Four Types of Measurement Scales

Nominal Ordinal Interval Ratio

Can be counted ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Can be ordered ✔ ✔ ✔

Known distance between each value ✔ ✔

Contains a true zero point ✔


