SCALING IN SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH

Definition, Types and Usefulness | 20-Mark Answer

Introduction

Scaling is one of the most fundamental tools in social work research. It is a scientific technique used
to measure abstract social phenomena — such as attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, and behaviours —
that cannot be directly seen or counted. Since social work deals with complex human experiences
like poverty, domestic violence, mental illness, and social stigma, scaling helps convert these
qualitative realities into quantitative (numerical) data, making research more systematic, objective,
and scientific.

In the words of researchers, scaling means constructing instruments by assigning numbers or
values to objects or events. It is a bridge between the qualitative world of social work practice and
the quantitative world of scientific research.

Meaning and Definition of Scaling

A scale is a measuring instrument. Scaling refers to the process of assigning numbers or symbols to
represent the intensity or degree of a variable. It enables researchers to measure subjective
concepts in a structured and standardised manner — converting qualitative attributes into a
quantitative series (variable).

Example: Measuring the level of domestic violence acceptance in a community on a scale from
1 (completely against) to 5 (fully accepting). Now this attitude becomes a number that can be
compared, averaged, and analysed.

Types of Scales of Measurement

Four types of measurement scales are used in social science and social work research. As we
move from Nominal to Ratio, the scale becomes more powerful and allows more mathematical
operations.

1. Nominal Scale

The Nominal Scale is the simplest and weakest level of measurement. It classifies people, objects,
or events into distinct categories or groups. The numbers used are only labels — they carry no
mathematical meaning, no ranking, and no distance between categories.

Key features:

*  Only classifies — does NOT rank or compare

» Categories must be mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive

*  Only arithmetic operation: counting (frequency)

* Measure of central tendency: Mode only

Statistical test: Chi-square test

Social Work Example 1: A researcher studying homeless people classifies them as: 1 =

Jobless, 2 = Evicted, 3 = Fleeing domestic violence. Each group needs a completely different
intervention — job training, legal aid, or shelter. The numbers 1, 2, 3 are just labels, not ranks.

Social Work Example 2: In a child welfare study, children are classified by religion: 1 = Hindu,
2 = Muslim, 3 = Christian. The scale helps the social worker provide culturally sensitive services
to each group.



2. Ordinal Scale

The Ordinal Scale not only classifies but also ranks categories in a meaningful order. However, the
distance or gap between ranks is not equal or known. We know who is greater or lesser, but not by
exactly how much.

Key features:

» Classifies AND ranks (greater than / less than)

» Distance between categories is unequal and unknown
* Mathematical operations not fully possible

* Measure of central tendency: Median and Percentile

* Non-parametric statistical methods used

Social Work Example 1: In a slum community survey in Aligarh, residents rank their top three
problems: 1st = No clean water, 2nd = Open drains, 3rd = No school. The ranking guides where
the NGO spends its limited budget first. But the 'distance' between problem 1 and 2 cannot be
measured.

Social Work Example 2: Child welfare cases are categorised as: Critical, Serious, Moderate,
Mild. Social workers attend to Critical cases immediately. This ordinal ranking saves lives —
even though we do not know exactly how much more serious 'Critical’ is than 'Serious.’

3. Interval Scale

In an Interval Scale, the distance between any two points is equal and exactly known. However, it
has an arbitrary zero — zero does not mean complete absence of the property. Therefore, ratios
(twice as much) cannot be made.

Key features:

» Equal and known distance between all scale points

» Zerois arbitrary (not absolute) — 0°C does not mean no heat

» Addition and subtraction are allowed; multiplication and division are NOT
* Central tendency: Mean and Standard Deviation

* Parametric tests: t-test, z-test, Product Moment Correlation

Social Work Example 1: A 30-item stress scale (1-50) is used to measure occupational stress
among social workers in urban hospitals vs rural NGOs. Average stress scores of 38 vs 22 show
that urban workers face significantly higher stress — guiding the department to provide
counselling services for urban staff.

Social Work Example 2: Attitude towards women's empowerment is measured using a Likert-
type scale before and after a government awareness programme. The equal intervals allow
researchers to calculate the exact mean improvement across 500 respondents.

4. Ratio Scale

The Ratio Scale is the most precise and powerful level of measurement. It has all properties of an
interval scale plus a true and absolute zero — meaning zero indicates the complete absence of the
property. All mathematical operations are possible, and ratios are meaningful.

Key features:
* Absolute zero — zero means total absence of the attribute
» All four operations allowed: +, —, x, +
* Ratios are meaningful: '40 kg is four times 10 kg'
All statistical techniques applicable
* Rarely used in social sciences; more common in physical measurements

Social Work Example 1: Under India's Poshan Abhiyan scheme, children's weight (in kg) is
measured before and after receiving supplementary nutrition. A child going from 10 kg to 15 kg



has improved by exactly 50%. This ratio comparison is only possible because weight has a true
zero.

Social Work Example 2: Monthly income is a ratio variable. A family earning Rs. 0 truly has no
income. An NGO comparing a family earning Rs. 20,000 vs Rs. 60,000 can correctly say the
second family earns three times more — and design income-based assistance accordingly.

Quick Comparison of All Four Scales

Classify Equal Gap True Zero Best Statistic

Nominal Yes No No No Mode / Chi-sq
Ordinal Yes Yes No No Median / Percentile
Interval Yes Yes Yes No Mean / SD / t-test

Ratio Yes Yes Yes Yes All techniques

Usefulness of Scaling in Social Work Research

Social work research deals with invisible, complex human experiences. Scaling transforms these
experiences into measurable, comparable, and actionable data. Below are the major ways scaling is
useful in social work research:

1. Measurement of Abstract and Complex Concepts

Social work deals with intangible variables like empowerment, self-esteem, social stigma, perceived
poverty, and quality of life — things that cannot be directly observed. Scaling gives these concepts
a measurable form.

Example: A Likert scale (Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree) is used to measure the attitude
of village men towards women working outside the home. This converts invisible gender
attitudes into data that can be statistically compared between districts, tracked over time, and
presented to policymakers.

2. Enhancing Objectivity and Reducing Bias

In social work, personal bias of the researcher or respondent can distort findings. Standardised
scales reduce this bias by providing fixed, structured response options — making research more
objective and trustworthy.

Example: Instead of asking 'Are you satisfied with our services?' (which invites a vague answer),
a satisfaction scale (1 to 10) gives precise, comparable data across 500 clients of a
rehabilitation centre — free from interviewer interpretation or influence.

3. Needs Assessment and Problem Severity Measurement

Social workers must triage and prioritise clients. Scaling helps measure the severity of a problem
and decide who needs immediate help — making intervention efficient and fair.

Example: The PHQ-9 Depression Scale (0-27) is used in a psychiatric social work setting.
Clients scoring above 20 are referred immediately for medication and therapy, while those



scoring 5-9 receive counselling and follow-up. Without scaling, this clinical prioritisation would be
guesswork.

4. Programme Evaluation — Measuring Change Over Time

To prove that a social intervention actually worked, researchers need before-and-after data. Scaling
makes this pre-test and post-test comparison rigorous and credible.

Example: A women's empowerment programme in rural Uttar Pradesh measures self-
confidence on a 1-10 scale before training (average score: 3.2) and after 3 months of training
(average score: 7.6). The improvement of 4.4 points is numerical proof of the programme's
effectiveness — essential for reporting to funders like the government or international NGOs.

5. Facilitating Comparison Across Groups and Time

Scaling makes it possible to compare two different communities, two time periods, or two
intervention strategies using the same standardised measurement tool.

Example: A study compares the quality of life of elderly people living in old-age homes vs those
living with their families, using the WHOQOL-BREF scale. The numerical scores allow a precise,
statistically valid comparison — impossible with subjective descriptions alone.

6. Enabling Statistical Analysis

Data collected through scaling can be subjected to powerful statistical techniqgues — mean,
standard deviation, correlation, t-test, regression — allowing social workers to go beyond
description and identify patterns, relationships, and causes.

Example: Studying the relationship between income level (Ratio scale) and life satisfaction
(Interval scale), a social researcher runs a Pearson correlation analysis. The result shows a
strong positive correlation (r = 0.72), directly informing the recommendation that economic
support programmes should be the first priority in community development.

7. Supporting Policy Formulation and Targeted Intervention

When social problems are measured with scales, their severity becomes visible and quantifiable —
making it easier to advocate for policy change and design targeted interventions.

Example: A domestic violence scale administered across 10 districts in Uttar Pradesh reveals
that Districts A and C have significantly higher acceptance of marital violence (average score
3.8/56) compared to District B (1.4/5). This data directly guides the government to focus
sensitisation campaigns and legal aid centres in Districts A and C first.

8. Improving Reliability and Validity of Research

Well-constructed scales, when tested for reliability (consistency) and validity (measuring what they
claim to measure), produce dependable data that can be replicated and compared across studies
— strengthening the scientific base of social work.

Example: The Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) has been tested across thousands of studies
worldwide for reliability and validity. When a social work researcher in India uses the BDI, they
are building on internationally validated science — and their findings can be compared with
global data.

Other Important Types of Scales Used in Social Work

Apart from the four measurement levels, the following specific scaling techniques are commonly
used in social work research:



» Likert Scale — Measures degree of agreement (Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree). Most
popular scale in social work attitude research.

» Thurstone Scale — Uses equal-appearing intervals; judges pre-rate statements to create a
balanced attitude scale.

* Guttman Scale — Cumulative scale where agreeing with a stronger item implies agreement
with all weaker items.

» Semantic Differential Scale — Uses bipolar adjectives (Good/Bad, Strong/Weak) to measure
perception and attitude.

Limitations of Scaling
* Responses may be affected by social desirability bias (people answer what sounds 'right',
not what they truly believe).

» Difficult to accurately capture complex human emotions or cultural nuances through
numbers alone.

» Cultural differences may affect how respondents interpret scale points.
* Poorly designed scales may lack reliability or validity, producing misleading results.

Conclusion
Scaling is the backbone of scientific social work research. It transforms invisible, qualitative human
experiences — pain, poverty, attitude, stigma, empowerment — into visible, comparable, and

analysable data. The four types of scales — Nominal, Ordinal, Interval, and Ratio — each serve
specific research purposes, from simple classification to precise ratio measurement.

In practical social work, scaling enables need assessment, programme evaluation, policy advocacy,
and evidence-based intervention. Whether measuring a child's nutritional recovery in grams, a
woman's growing self-confidence on a 1-10 scale, or a community's shifting attitude towards child
marriage, scaling makes the invisible visible — and the invisible, actionable.

Despite its limitations, scaling remains an indispensable tool that bridges the gap between social
work practice and rigorous scientific research, ultimately leading to better, more targeted, and more
humane interventions for the most vulnerable sections of society.

- End of Answer -
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