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When we talk about scales of measurement, we are simply 
talking about assigning numbers to events or objects using 
rules. The rules you use to assign numbers determines the kinds 
of statistical tools you can use to understand the data. In this sec-
tion, we distinguish four types of measurement scales accord-
ing to the rules by which numbers are assigned to objects or 
events. In the Learning Check following this section, we will 
identify the scales of measurement that Terrell and her col-
leagues (2008) used to measure the variables in their research.

Nominal Data
A nominal scale is a measurement that divides people, 
objects, or events into categories according to their similari-
ties or differences. It identifies which category an entity falls 
into. A nominal scale is the simplest kind of measurement 
scale because people, objects, or events of the same category 
are assigned the same number, and those of a different cat-
egory get different numbers. For example, if we did a nation-
wide survey of college students, you might ask them what 
college or university they attend, whether they attend that 
school full time or part time, their political affiliation, and 
their class standing. These would be examples of nominal 

data. A student generally attends only one college or university and can be only a first-year, sophomore, 
junior, or senior.

Nominal scale: categorical data.

We can assign numbers to the different categories (which 
are often called “levels”) of a nominal variable. For example, for 
the variable of enrollment status (full time or part time), we can 
label students attending full time as “0” and those attending 
part time as “1.” Realize, though, that these numbers carry no 
meaning and are arbitrary. Obviously, students attending col-
lege full time are not somehow “less than” students attending 
part time. To take another example, I wore the number 44 on 
my jersey when I played football in high school. That does not 
mean I was twice as good a player as the person who wore 
number 22 on my team. In reality, jersey numbers identified  
positions that people played on their teams.

With nominal data, we can form what are called frequency dis-
tributions; calculate certain statistics, such as the mode; and per-
form what is called a chi-squared test to help us make sense of this 
type of data. Chapters 3, 4, and 15 will help us use nominal data.

Ordinal Data
An ordinal scale is a measurement that identifies people, objects, or events in categories, and the categories are 
ranked in order of their magnitude (e.g., from best to worst). For instance, here are five different vegetables: broc-
coli, asparagus, green beans, carrots, and red peppers.
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