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Nominal & Ordinal Data 

     The collection and analysis of data are the most important and integral aspects of any research 

study. In order to come to any conclusion, researchers must gather specific data of the population 

they are studying and sort and analyze this data in order to support or reject their hypotheses 

made on the population. It is vital that researchers make sure that the data they collect is accurate 

and precise. With the improvement of technology and knowledge in scientific research, the 

instruments and techniques to gather and analyze data has improved drastically to help 

researchers minimize cost and time. One such example of this improvement is the categorization 

of measurement scales or data. There are four main categorizations of variables or data: nominal, 

ordinal, interval, and ratio. In this paper, we will be specifically exploring nominal and ordinal 

data.  

     According to stats.idre.ucla.edu nominal data, also known as a categorical data, is one that has 

two or more categories, but there is no intrinsic ordering to the categories. On the other hand, 

ordinal data is one that has two or more categories, but there is a clear and intrinsic ordering of 

the variables. Nominal data and ordinal data transcend scientific research and can be applicable 

to our daily lives. There are many examples in our day to day lives that we don’t take a second 

glance on that can be classified using nominal and ordinal data. An example of nominal data 

includes what a person’s hair color is: black, brown, blonde, grey, ginger, etc. An example of 

ordinal data includes high school rankings: 1st, 2nd, 15th, 290th, etc. In both cases, there is a clear 

distinction of categories; however, as mentioned previously, there is a distinct ordering to ordinal 

data than nominal data.  

https://stats.idre.ucla.edu/other/mult-pkg/whatstat/what-is-the-difference-between-categorical-ordinal-and-interval-variables/
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     A more applicable example to my daily life would be how I decide what color t-shirt to wear 

in the morning for the rest of the day. The nominal data in my data collection would be what 

color t-shirt I wear. I have a wide variety of t-shirt colors that I can choose to wear: black, grey, 

blue, red, turquoise, white, and yellow. The color of the t-shirt would be considered nominal data 

because there is no clear intrinsic ranking to a color of the t-shirt. Factually, no color is better 

than another color. After I decide what color I wear, I would go about my business for the day 

and come home. I would then employ a survey asking how I confident I felt throughout the day 

in my daily interactions with other people wearing that specific color. The options of my ordinal 

data would look like so: 1) Extremely unconfident, 2) unconfident, 3) Moderate, 4) confident, 5) 

Extremely confident. There is a clear intrinsic ordering in the survey (the level of happiness) and 

thus the data would be considered ordinal. I would conduct this experiment for many days, 

varying my nominal data, the color of my shirt, and seeing how it influences my confidence, the 

ordinal data. Notice that in this experiment, the color of my shirt could also be considered the 

independent variable and my level of confidence would be the dependent variable.  

     Nominal and ordinal data are a vital part of research studies as well. They are used to gain 

perspective of a certain population and are analyzed to make certain conclusions about 

populations as well. For example, a study was conducted by researchers that focused on 

addressing the quality of life of patients with coronary heart disease. In particular, the researchers 

wanted to see the effects of depressive symptoms and cardiac function to the overall health of 

patients with coronary artery disease. According to jamanetwork.com, a cross-sectional study of 

1024 adults with stable coronary artery disease from outpatient clinics in the San Francisco bay 

area were tested to see the effects of coronary artery disease on overall health. They were 

http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/196895
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assessed on their cardiac fitness by measuring left ventricular ejection fraction on 

echocardiography, exercise capacity on treadmill testing, and most importantly they were tested 

on their quality of life based on a health-related quality of life survey that asked them to rate their 

overall health as excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor. According to qol.thoracic.org, a health-

related quality of life is an individual’s satisfaction or happiness with domains of life and it is 

used to determine how variables within the dimension of health relate to dimensions of life. It is 

an important way to gather ordinal data in health studies as it condenses patient’s feelings of 

quality life in a compact survey that allows patients to effectively note down what they feel. 

After conducting the study the researchers came to a solid conclusion: patients with coronary 

artery disease report a low quality of life based on the results of the self-assessment exercise they 

were given. This study highlights the importance of ordinal data. The data is ordinal because 

there is a clear category (overall health) and there is a clear intrinsic ordering to the measurement 

in overall health. The survey on overall health utilized the effectiveness and usefulness of ordinal 

data. By using the ordinal measurement scale, the researchers saved a lot of time and money by 

employing a survey that allows the researchers to gather ranked data concisely. It is an effective 

way to gather information on emotional factors in case studies regarding health.  

     Overall nominal and ordinal data are a way for researchers to categorize their data in 

understandable and concise measurement scales. We deal with nominal and ordinal data daily 

and it is important to researchers in conducting studies.  

http://qol.thoracic.org/sections/key-concepts/health-related-quality-of-life.html

