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more execution). But for ordinal-level variables, the numbers only imply order. The num-
bers are not associated with a constant unit. For this kind of data, you couldn’t calculate a 
mean, and so a median is a viable alternative.

For example, the Polity IV Project collects various kinds of data about the stability of the 
countries of the world. One of the variables measures the level of political competition within 
each country—shown in Table 3.8. The categories of Repressed, Suppressed, Factional, Tran-
sitional, and Competitive clearly are ordered from less political competition to more political 
competition. But the numbers that I have associated with each category don’t mean much 
beyond that ordering. Because the increase in political competition as you move from 0 
(Repressed) to 1 (Suppressed) is not the same as the increase from 3 (Transitional) to 4 (Com-
petitive), the units do not have a constant size. Without the meaning that numbers have when 
they are on a scale, it wouldn’t make sense to calculate a mean. It would, however, make a lot 
of sense to talk about the median—the level of competition for the average country.

To find the median for this distribution, you could find the middle case according to the 

previous rule: Median Case = N +1
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 = 152 1

2

+  = 76.5. Once again, because we have an even 

number of cases, we are going to need to average values of the middle two cases: 76 and 77. 
To find their values, you could use the method from Table 3.7; you could add up the number 
of cases in each category until you find the seventy-sixth and seventy-seventh cases and 
then look to the left to find the value of X connected to that row. The seventy-sixth and 
seventy-seventh cases fall in the row containing cases 66 through 116. Looking to the left, I 
see that the value connected to that row is “4, Transitional.” Although the computer will 
always assign a number to all categories in order to keep track of them, for ordinal variables, 
the number doesn’t mean anything so you report the label of the category. The median 
value of political competiveness in 2010 was Transitional. Although this technique works, 
finding the median in this way can be cumbersome. Because frequency tables do not usually 
include a “Cumulative Frequency” column, you have to calculate that yourself.

Table 3.8 Level of Political Competition, 2010

Level of Competition
Number of 
Countries

Cumulative 
Number Cases Percent Cumulative Percent

1 Repressed  14  14 1–14   9.2   9.2

2 Suppressed  16  30 15–30  10.5  19.7

3 Factional  35  65 31–65  23.0  42.8

4 Transitional  51 116 66–116  33.6  76.3

5 Competitive  36 152 117–152  23.7 100.0

Total 152 100.0

Source: Polity Project IV, “PARCOMP,” Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2010, Integrated Network for 
Societal Conflict Research, 2010. www.systemicpeace.org/inscr/inscr.htm.


