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Because the different levels of measurement contain different amounts of information, 
what you can do with them statistically varies. Statistically, you can conclude more from 
variables with higher levels of measurement. That is why we spend the second half of this 
textbook learning about different measures of association. The higher the level of measure-
ment of the variables you are studying, the more you can do in measuring their association. 
(Except that for statistical purposes, interval- and ratio-level variables get treated the same 
way mathematically.)

Because identifying the appropriate measure of association depends on the variable’s 
level of measurement, it is essential that you learn to identify the level of measurement 
correctly. I suggest using a series of three questions to identify the level of measurement. 
These questions are presented as a decision tree in Figure 2.2. First, ask whether the 
categories have an order. If they don’t, it is a nominal-level variable and you can stop 
there. If there is an order, then ask if the numbers are on a scale. Does each unit equal 
the same amount of the attribute you are measuring? If the answer is no, the numbers 
don’t tell you anything more than the order of the categories, then it is an ordinal-level 
variable and you can stop there. If the answer is yes, then the last question you ask is 
whether there is an absolute zero, which indicates the total absence of the attribute in 
question. If the answer is no, you can have negative values, then the variable is interval 
level. If the answer is yes, the variable can have only positive values, then the variable 
is ratio level.

Conclusion. After identifying our cases (who we are studying), we need to define what 
attribute we are studying both conceptually and operationally. The conceptual definition 
paints a word picture of what we are talking about—along the lines of a dictionary defini-
tion. Only after defining the concept do we consider how best to measure it. And that 
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Figure 2.2 Decision Tree to Determine Level of Measurement


