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and actual score for the top 25 programs, including ties, in 2013. Based on 
ranks alone, can we say that the difference between the psychology graduate 
programs ranked 1 and 7 is the same as the difference between those ranked 
14 and 21? No. In both cases, 7 ranks separate the schools. However, if you 
look at the actual scores for determining rank, you find that the difference 
between ranks 1 and 7 is 0.3 point, whereas the difference between ranks 14 
and 21 is 0.1 point. So the difference in points is not the same. Ranks alone 
do not convey this difference. They simply indicate that one rank is greater 
than or less than another rank.

Interval Scales
An interval scale of measurement can be understood readily by two defin-
ing principles: equidistant scales and no true zero. A common example for 
this in behavioral science is the rating scale. Rating scales are taught here 
as an interval scale because most researchers report these as interval data 
in published research. This type of scale is a numeric response scale used to 
indicate a participant’s level of agreement or opinion with some statement. 
An example of a rating scale is given in Figure 1.6. Here we will look at each 
defining principle.

An equidistant scale is a scale with intervals or values distributed in 
equal units. Many behavioral scientists assume that scores on a rating scale 
are distributed in equal units. For example, if you are asked to rate your 
satisfaction with a spouse or job on a 7-point scale from 1 (completely 
unsatisfied) to 7 (completely satisfied), then you are using an interval scale,  
as shown in Figure 1.6. By assuming that the distance between each point  
(1 to 7) is the same or equal, it is appropriate to compute differences between 
scores on this scale. So a statement such as “The difference in job satisfac-
tion among men and women was 2 points” is appropriate with interval scale 
measurements.

However, an interval scale does not have a true zero. A common exam-
ple of a scale without a true zero is temperature. A temperature equal to 
zero for most measures of temperature does not mean that there is no 
temperature; it is just an arbitrary zero point. Values on a rating scale also 
have no true zero. In the example shown in Figure 1.6, 1 was used to indi-
cate no satisfaction, not 0. Each value (including 0) is arbitrary. That is, we 
could use any number to represent none of something. Measurements of 
latitude and longitude also fit this criterion. The implication is that with-
out a true zero, there is no outright value to indicate the absence of the  

Interval scales  are 
measurements that have no true 
zero and are distributed in equal 
units.

A true zero  is when the value 0 
truly indicates nothing on a scale 
of measurement. Interval scales do 
not have a true zero.

FYI
An interval scale is equidistant  

but has no true zero.
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FIGURE 1.6 � An Example of a 7-Point Rating Scale for Satisfaction Used for Scientific Investigation


