
January 18, 2019

Types of Variables
Poli30: Week 2



Housekeeping

✤  Next week we will be working with STATA in 
Sequoyah 142

✤ The code can be found here: https://
sdacs.ucsd.edu/~icc/index.php The doorcode 
will be listed under POLI 30D.

✤ Does everyone know where the Sequoyah 
building is?

https://sdacs.ucsd.edu/~icc/index.php
https://sdacs.ucsd.edu/~icc/index.php
https://sdacs.ucsd.edu/~icc/index.php


Today’s Learning Objectives

✤ Clarify homework assignment

✤ Understand the four variable types

✤ Nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio

✤ Understand constructs, variables, and values.

✤ Understand validity and reliability



Operationalization and 
Measurement
✤ Three important questions:

✤ What idea do you want to measure?

✤ How do you want to measure it?

✤ How well do you measure it?

construct

operationalization;
variable

validity and reliability



Variables & Values

Construct Variable Values

Education Years of Ed
1 year, 2 years

3 years, 4 years, 
etc

Political 
Preferences Vote Choice

Candidate 1, 
Candidate 2, 
Candidate 3



Types of Variables

✤ Nominal- names/categories only; one is not more than another

✤ ex: religion, race

✤ Ordinal- ordered; one is more than another but not sure by exactly how much

✤ ex: preference scales (really agree——really disagree); binned numbers (age: a. 1-10    b.
11-20    c. 21-30   etc)

✤ Interval/Ratio- meaningful numbers, regular, known intervals; can be meaningfully added, 
subtracted, divided, etc.

✤ Interval- starting point is arbitrary; ex: year, Degrees Fahrenheit or Celcius 

✤ Ratio- defined 0 point; ex: GDP, distance, Degrees Kelvin

✤ Backwards Compatible…..example: interval/ratio level data can be turned into ordinal but ordinal 
can’t be turned into interval/ratio



Examples?

✤ What are the 1) variable types, 2) constructs, and          
3) potential values of the following? 

✤ Per Capita Income

✤ Voting Rules 

✤ Voting Rates

✤ Vote Margin



Reliability & Validity

✤ Reliability…how repeatable/consistent is it?

✤ Do you get the same results each time?

✤ Validity…how closely does what you measure reflect the 
true value? (internal) and how generalizable is it 
(external)

✤ Are you measuring what you think you’re measuring?



Reliability & Validity

✤ If a scale consistently weighs you heavier than your 
true weight…is it reliable or valid?

✤ If you weigh yourself on a perfectly calibrated scale at 
different times of day…is it reliable or valid?

✤ Is total weight in pounds really the information that 
we are interested in? (construct validity)



Time to Discuss Upcoming Homework Assignment

Due on January 30th. 

You will turn in a hard copy in class.



EXTRA SLIDES



Reminder: Intervening Variables

✤ Also known as confounding variables

✤ These are variables that are correlated with both the IV 
and the DV.

✤ This makes it difficult to establish a causal 
relationship.

✤ Extra practice on my website: 

✤ lieselspangler.com/teaching

http://lieselspangler.com/teaching


Reminder: Theory v. Hypothesis

✤ A theory is a general statement about how the world 
works that specifies a causal mechanism.

✤ A hypothesis derived from this theory makes a 
specific prediction that can be empirically verified.  It 
predicts that one or more causal factors will produce a 
single effect. 


