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Sampling 

Scott R. Harris 

In everyday life, people are free to draw inferences from a small number of incidents or observations. We 
don’t have the time or expertise to collect large amounts of representative data, so we tend to make do with 
what’s readily available. 

Imagine a friend told you, “Nearby University is not very good. I know three people who went there, and they 
didn’t have good experiences.” In this case, your friend would be generalizing based on conversations with 
three students who attended a university with enrollments in the thousands. Might some students attending 
Nearby University have a positive view of their school? Almost certainly. Your friend’s claim would be based on 
a sample that was not only small but haphazardly collected. What if all three students were majors in the same 
department—one that employed weaker teachers compared to most of the departments on campus at Nearby 
U? Or, what if the three students were chronic complainers who were rarely content with anything—would 
that cast their assertions in a new light? 

Let’s think about positive experiences as well. Sometimes, people ask older couples to explain the secret 
to a successful marriage. The assumption seems to be that anyone who has been married a long time can 
be considered an expert on the subject. Let’s set aside the fact that the couple may not have read a single 
scholarly article or book on marriage (per Chapter 4). And, set aside the fact that the couple may not have 
developed any systematic procedures for measuring marital satisfaction or communication or other potentially 
relevant concepts (per Chapter 5). In this chapter, what’s important to notice is that a single marriage provides 
a pretty limited basis from which to generalize. Two people may have been married for decades, but their 
relationship will differ in important ways from other marriages. 

Just think about all the diverse factors that might make the experience of one marriage different from another: 
Some couples may be wealthy, poor, or middle-class; Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Mormon, or atheist; socially 
conservative or liberal; interracial or racially homogenous; dual career or single breadwinner; plagued by 
illness or relatively healthy; residing alone or sharing a dwelling with extended kin; surrounded by neighbors 
or living in an isolated rural area; and on and on this list could go. It may be flattering and cute to treat one 
couple’s experiences as universally applicable, but it’s actually a pretty weak sample from which to generalize. 

Once again, my thesis in this chapter is straightforward: Researchers are better at sampling than laypersons, 
but their work is far from perfect. 

✩Three Reasons Researchers Usually do a Better Job With Sampling ✩

Researchers do not always have to take a sample. On rare occasions, every member of a population or all 
cases of a phenomenon can be studied. For example, every student in a class may be surveyed about their 
evaluations of an instructor, or a researcher may collect data for every known case of homicide in a particular 
city; in these cases, no sampling would be required as long as the data was not being used to generalize 
about other instructors, courses, homicides, or cities. 

Most of the time, though, researchers cannot collect data so comprehensively; instead, they must study a 
subset of the people or incidents that interest them. Assembling that subset is called sampling—“the process 
of selecting observations . . . that will allow [researchers] to generalize to people and events not observed” 
(Babbie, 2010, pp. 188, 225). 

There are many approaches to sampling, and I won’t attempt to summarize all of them.1 Instead, in this 
section, I will highlight three simple factors that make researchers better at sampling than laypersons. Then, 
in the subsequent section, I’ll explore imperfections in scholarly sampling. 

1) Researchers’ samples seem, on average, larger than those collected in 
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everyday life. 

Let’s revisit an article I mentioned in Chapter 3—Peyrot and Sweeney’s (2000) study of the factors that 
shape parishioners’ satisfaction with their local churches. The authors’ data came from paper-and-pencil 
questionnaires that measured satisfaction as well as a number of variables—such as the quality of the pastor, 
the sense of community in the congregation, and the race and gender of the parishioner—that might correlate 
with higher or lower satisfaction. The sample included 8,448 Catholics in 28 parishes across the metropolitan 
regions of Baltimore City. Questionnaires were distributed to every person who attended mass on a particular 
weekend and then were collected at the end of the service. 

While there are weaknesses in Peyrot and Sweeney’s sample (some of which I’ll discuss later), there is one 
obvious strength: It seems pretty large in comparison to the kind of sampling that occurs in everyday life. 
Ordinary conversationalists, if they were especially pleased or disappointed in their church, might ask around 
in order to see if others agreed and why. In the parking lot or on the phone, one parishioner might ask another, 
“What did you think of the service today?” Such informal sampling would not likely reach anything close to the 
size of Peyrot and Sweeney’s. 

Researchers do not always collect samples that number in the thousands. Authors may perform experiments 
with 100 students (Simpson et al., 2011) or analyze transcripts of interviews with 56 married couples 
(Knudson-Martin & Mahoney, 2005) and so on. It is even possible to find articles that provide in-depth 
analyses of a single person, situation, or event. Persuasive arguments can be made that generalizable 
lessons can be drawn from very small samples if they are carefully selected (Yin, 2009). 

Nevertheless, I would assert that (on average) researchers tend to collect more data from more sources than 
laypersons tend to do. Don’t take my word for it, though. Treat size as an open question. Whenever you read 
an empirical journal article, imagine or observe how the topic might be “studied” in everyday life and compare 
the sample size with what researchers collect. (See Exercise 6.1.) 

2) Researchers’ samples are usually selected with more care than those 
collected in everyday life. 

Size is not everything. More important than quantity is the quality of the samples that are collected. A large 
sample can be useless or even misleading if it is haphazardly collected or if its limitations are ignored. 

News websites sometimes take polls of their readers and can obtain opinions from thousands of respondents. 
For example, in October 2012, Foxnews.com asked, “Who won the presidential debate—President Obama 
or Mitt Romney?”When I took the poll and viewed the results, around 95 percent (195,048) had selected 
Romney and 5 percent (10,259) had selected Obama. These are large numbers—more than 200,000 
responses. However, the sample is not exactly carefully collected. Anyone who visits the site can vote 
anonymously and more than once. Readers of Foxnews.com are likely to be right leaning, but we don’t 
even know if the responders were representative of registered Republicans because people who participate 
in online polls may differ in patterned ways (e.g., perhaps they are wealthier or more politically active than 
Republicans in general). Should we infer from the poll’s results that 95 percent of those who watched the 
debate thought that Romney won? Should we infer that 95 percent of conservatives thought Romney won? 
Despite the large size of the sample, the poll’s results are not much better than taking an informal vote after 
watching the debate at home with a few friends. 

Researchers tend to put more thought into whom or what gets included in their studies. Regardless of whether 
their samples are bigger, they’re usually better—more representative of the population about which they want 
to generalize or selected based on carefully conceived criteria. At the very least, researchers tend to keep 
track of who or what makes it into the final sample, so they can factor that into their analyses. 

For example, in an impressive study of sexuality in America, Michael, Gagnon, Laumann, and Kolata (2004) 
carefully assembled a nationally representative sample of adults aged 18 to 59. To locate respondents, the 
researchers took great pains to avoid a biased sample. 
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Essentially, we [chose] at random geographic areas of the country, using the equivalent of a coin toss to select 
them. Within those geographic regions, we randomly select[ed] cities, towns, and rural areas. Within those 
cities and towns we randomly select[ed] neighborhoods. Within those neighborhoods, we randomly select[ed] 
households. (Michael et al., 2004, p. 163; see also Laumann, Paik, & Rosen, 1999) 

In the end, the researchers successfully completed more than 3,000 phone interviews. They compared the 
demographic characteristics of their sample with the characteristics of the population (according to the U.S. 
census) and found they had achieved a close match with respect to age, gender, race or ethnicity, and other 
variables. 

Most researchers do not attempt to assemble such precisely representative samples, but they still take 
much care into their work. Let’s recall Sun et al.’s (2003) study. Although the authors were interested in 
the phenomenon of binge drinking by college students, they did not attempt to sample from universities 
nationwide (which would be very time-consuming and expensive). Instead, they collected data at a single 
university in the southwestern United States—perhaps where they were employed or nearby. Within that 
university, Sun et al. randomly selected 120 classes and then asked instructors for permission to distribute 
their survey. They obtained permission to collect data in 40 classes and obtained completed questionnaires 
from more than 1,000 students. Although students did not sign their names, they did provide age, gender, 
ethnicity, year in school, place of residence (on or off campus), and other information. Again, this allowed 
the researchers to know what kinds of respondents were in their sample and whether it was biased in some 
obvious way (e.g., if males were overrepresented). Compare Sun et al.’s diligent efforts to two of the examples 
I discussed earlier: (1) the poll at Foxnews.com, which was filled out by “God only knows” whom, and (2) the 
hypothetical conversation about Nearby University that I used to start this chapter, where three haphazardly 
sampled students formed the basis of a confident opinion. 

Large and medium-sized samples can be carefully collected, but so can very small samples. Many journal 
articles are based on samples of less than 100 people or cases, and they may still make important 
contributions to the literature. To survive peer review, authors need to explain their rationale 
explicitly—describing who or what is in their sample and what characteristics make it useful or generalizable. 
Then, reviewers and readers can agree or find flaws in the reasoning. Sociologists have long asserted that 
even single cases can be illuminating (Yin, 2009). Dorothy Smith (1978), for example, famously analyzed one 
interview (conducted by her student) in order to examine the processes by which people construct factual 
accounts. Her work has been reprinted and cited widely. 

There is no quick rule of thumb that can be used to decide whether a sample is carefully collected or useful. 
More classes on research methods— and repeated exposure to journal articles—can help you figure that out. 

When I read journal articles, I can almost always say to myself, “This article involves a bigger and better 
sample than most laypersons would collect.” Try Exercise 6.1, and see what your reaction is. 

Regardless of whether you agree with the choices researchers made in assembling a sample, one thing 
seems certain: At least the authors have empowered you to disagree. By discussing their sampling 
procedures, authors enable readers to understand where the data is coming from, what its weaknesses may 
be, and how future research might try to overcome those flaws. That is an advantage of social research in 
comparison to the informal and implicit sampling that occurs in everyday life. 

3) Researchers (usually) tell readers who or what was included in their 
samples. 

In the methods sections of journal articles, readers can often find clearly labeled discussions not only 
of researchers’ sampling processes but also of their sampling outcomes. If the authors are surveying 
students, then what kinds of students and how many completed questionnaires? If the authors are examining 
newspaper coverage of a particular issue, then how many stories were included, from what newspapers, and 
over what time frame? 
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While people in everyday life can derive evidence from a range of people, observations, or experiences, they 
usually don’t maintain a ledger documenting who or what made it into their “samples.” In contrast, researchers 
usually do. 

Sometimes authors describe the contents of their samples via an easy-to-find table. That way, readers can 
locate information about the sample very quickly. Sun et al. (2003) provide an example with their table titled 
“Characteristics of Participants.” There, they list three columns of data for six variables. I’ll reproduce the 
figures Sun et al. reported for only two of those variables—gender and class standing: 

Example of a Table That Describes a Sample 

 Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

Gender   

Male 388 44.5% 

Female 420 48.2% 

Missing 64 7.3% 

Class Standing   

Freshman 206 23.6% 

Sophomore 147 16.9% 

Junior 257 29.5% 

Senior 262 30.0% 

Source:(adapted from Sun et al., 2003, p. 21) 

Notice how efficiently informative this table is. You can quickly look to see that all grade levels were included, 
though sophomores somewhat less so. You can also notice that, while there was a fairly even split of male 
and female respondents, quite a few people (64) chose not to answer that question. 

Other scholars incorporate descriptions of their samples into regular sentences and paragraphs. This makes 
the information more difficult to find, but at least the information is still being provided, which is praiseworthy. 
For example, Peyrot and Sweeney (2000, pp. 212–213) use parenthetical comments to tell readers important 
details about the kinds of people who filled out questionnaires in their study. 

Demographic variables include: age (seven categories; median age = 45); sex (female = 61.9 percent); race 
(African American = 21.2 percent, Caucasian = 70.5 percent, Other and Missing 8.3 percent) . . . and marital 
status (Single = 27.3 percent, Married = 46.4 percent, Other and Missing = 26.3 percent). 

By reporting who or what is in their samples, researchers give readers greater insight into the data that 
is being analyzed. After all, if a certain type of person is over- or underrepresented in a study, that might 
shape the results. Readers can look for potential weaknesses and then design follow-up studies intended 
to address those flaws. Again, compare these practices to the Foxnews.com poll I mentioned earlier as well 
as the hypothetical example I used to start this chapter. In both cases, you would have to guess about the 
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characteristics of the people in those “samples” and how the distribution of those characteristics may have 
shaped the “findings.” 

I hope you’ll agree that researchers usually do much better with sampling than laypersons do. Do Exercise 
6.1, and see what you find. 

Try to find a real-life example where someone has generalized from a small, haphazardly assembled sample. 
Perhaps you’ll notice when a friend says, “Nobody likes that movie”—an opinion that may be based on 
conversations your friend had with two or three people. Or, perhaps you’ll notice a newscaster proclaim that 
there is an “epidemic” of bullying, teen pregnancies, or some other problem, based on two or three incidents 
that received national attention. Or, perhaps you’ll hear a political pundit make a confident claim about what 
“all” Democrats believe or what “all” Republicans believe. 

Then, try to imagine how a social scientist might sample and generalize about the same topic. Perhaps a 
researcher would take a larger poll or collect data from more sources. In addition to being larger, perhaps 
explain how a researcher’s sample might be more carefully assembled; researchers might use explicit criteria 
for who or what should be included, and they might keep track of (and report) the characteristics of their 
sample. 

If you are ambitious—and choose your topics carefully-then you might try to find a journal article on the 
same topic that you heard discussed in everyday life. You could compare the (presumably stronger) sampling 
procedures that were in the article to the (presumably weaker) procedures that were used by laypersons. 

How to Find Imperfections in Researchers’ Samples✩ ✩

In 2004, during the Iraq war, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld made an infamous comment: “You go to 
war with the army you have—not the army you might want or wish to have.” Similarly, but less controversially, 
social scientists can usually picture an idealized sample they wish they had, as opposed to the one they do 
have, when they conduct their studies. 

Samples are never perfect, no matter how conscientious a researcher may be. Sampling involves 
compromises and trade-offs. Researchers must do the best they can, given constraints of time, money, 
expertise, the availability and willingness of respondents, and other factors. 

In this section, I’ll provide three general tips that should help you critique even the most technical, statistic-
laden journal article. 

1) Look for authors’ admissions of limitations. 

Admirably, authors usually admit some of the weaknesses or drawbacks to their samples, either in the 
methods sections or later in the conclusion, discussion, or limitations sections of articles. Researchers should 
be applauded for warning readers not to overgeneralize based on their work and for identifying ways in which 
future researchers may improve upon what they have done. Their humility and caution is arguably another 
strength compared to the sampling and generalizing that occurs in everyday life. 

On the other hand, admissions of limitations do provide easy evidence of imperfections in scholarly samples. 
For example, Sun et al. (2003) and Peyrot and Sweeney (2000) both mention limitations near the conclusions 
of their respective articles. These admissions are brief enough to quote in full: 

The sample of this study includes only one urban university in the Southwest— urban vs. non-urban or rural 
campuses might generate different findings in relation to different issues. For example, could the social norm 
theory be more applicable to non-urban universities? (Sun et al., 2003, p. 33) 

In considering the implications of this study one important issue is the generalizability of its findings. It is 
difficult to know how well the urban vicariate of Baltimore reflects the behavior and attitudes of parishioners 
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outside the study population. (Peyrot & Sweeney, 2000, p. 219) 

Here, Sun et al. (2003) admit that their sample consisted of students from only a single university. The 
extent and causes of binge drinking may differ for students who are not attending an urban university in 
the Southwest. Peyrot and Sweeney (2000), for their part, concede that their sample only comes from one 
metropolitan area on the East Coast, which may differ from other regions in important ways. Both articles 
humbly admit flaws in their sampling. 

2) Build on the authors’ admissions of limitations. 

As we have just seen, authors’ confessions of weakness can be fairly brief. Researchers may admit problems 
with their samples but do so in a minimalist fashion. Thus, to develop a more robust critique, you might 
elaborate on the authors’ admissions or find additional areas of weakness that the authors neglect to mention. 

Consider Sun et al. (2003). They concede that they only sampled students from a university in the Southwest. 
So, a critic could elaborate on that limitation by raising questions regarding whether drinking patterns (and 
causes) might vary among students who live on the East Coast, the South, the Midwest, or in remote 
regions like Alaska or Hawaii. Might binge drinking be influenced by regional differences in culture, weather, 
recreational options, and so on? Or, could different regions attract particular kinds of students, who bring with 
them different kinds of drinking beliefs and practices? 

Next, you could consider closely related factors that Sun et al. (2003) neglected to mention. For example, 
the authors don’t say whether the university was a public or private institution or whether the school was 
known for its prominent sports teams. Might private school students drink at different rates, and for different 
reasons, than public school students? Might the presence of popular football or basketball programs shape 
students’ binge drinking to some degree? Perhaps private school students have more discretionary income 
or more conservative attitudes, or perhaps athletically oriented universities attract and encourage more binge 
drinkers. 

Thus, by fleshing out researchers’ admissions of limitations, it is possible to develop a fuller and more 
vigorous critique of their samples. 

3) Look for any other ways that the sample may be significantly different than 
the population that researchers want to generalize about. 

The population that Sun et al. (2003) were interested in generalizing about—as stated in their paper’s title and 
literature review—was “college students.” Thus, to launch our critiques in Points 1 and 2, we simply thought 
about the potentially important ways that college students vary and considered whether these variations were 
represented in the authors’ sample. 

The same strategy can be applied to many studies. Any study can be criticized if the characteristics of 
its sample differ (in potentially significant ways) from the characteristics of the population to which the 
researchers want to generalize. 

The more broadly generalizable researchers want their studies to be, the easier it is to critique their work. 
Many social scientists study fundamental dimensions of the human experience; consequently, they state or 
imply that their work is applicable to humanity in general. In studies of decision making, motivation, human 
development, close relationships, and other topics, researchers often suggest (implicitly or explicitly) that their 
analyses could be applicable to people everywhere. Recall that Peyrot and Sweeney (2000) wrote about 
“parishioners [in general]” and Sun et al. (2003) wrote about “college students [in general].” These authors 
did not specify that their studies were relevant to American parishioners or to college students in the United 
States. 

Americans constitute only about 5 percent of the world population. They are among the weirdest people in 
the world—WEIRD because they live in a Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic society 
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(Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). The other 95 percent of the planet may sometimes think, feel, and 
behave very differently than Americans do, especially those who live in less-educated, less-industrialized, 
less-wealthy, and less-democratic societies. Might people in the Dominican Republic relate to their parishes 
differently than people in Baltimore do? Might college students in India binge drink at different rates and for 
different reasons than students in the Southwest United States? 

American college students might further be described as the WEIRDest of the WEIRD because they tend 
to come from more-educated and wealthy families within the United States (Henrich et al., 2010). Yet, many 
researchers—in psychology, sociology, education, and other disciplines— often rely on undergraduates for 
data because of the ease of access. Need data? Why not use your students! Students are easily found, and 
they are often eager to participate in research as it can provide a legitimate learning opportunity. (Also, keep 
in mind that participation may be factored into students’ course grades in the form of extra credit.) 

Arnett (2008) humorously proposed that the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (JPSP) be renamed 
the Journal of the Personality and Social Psychology of American Undergraduate Introductory Psychology 
Students in order to more accurately reflect the composition of the samples that appear in that outlet. 
Arnett (2008, p. 604) found that, in the year 2007, 67 percent of JPSP articles published by American 
authors relied on samples consisting of undergraduate psychology students. Moreover, these students were 
usually attending major research universities rather than community colleges and other institutions of higher 
education. 

Thus, a sample that is intended to be generalizable to people everywhere can be criticized for being too 
WEIRD if it consists only of Americans or American college students. This is simply another manifestation of 
the trick we used in Subsections 1 and 2 above. In each of the three parts of this section, we have simply tried 
to look for significant ways that a sample may differ from the population that researchers want to generalize 
about. 

This strategy is not the only way to critique a sample. But, it does provide a relatively reliable place to start. 

Find and read an empirical journal article that interests you; it might be a paper that you used in Chapters 3, 
4, or 5. 

Notice who or what made it into the sample. Also, try to figure out whether the researchers are generalizing to 
a particular population. Do they suggest that their findings are relevant to college students, or to Americans, 
or to humanity in general, or what? 

To begin the fun part—your critique—just start with what the authors tell you. Do the authors describe any 
drawbacks to their sample? These admissions could be mentioned in the methods section, or near the 
conclusion of the article, or even in a footnote. 

Next, try to elaborate on the authors’ admitted limitations. Could you give a more detailed explanation of a 
particular flaw that the authors mention? 

Lastly, can you identify other potential flaws that the authors fail to admit? What are some potentially important 
ways that the authors’ sample may diverge from the population that they want to generalize about? 

Conclusion✩ ✩

This chapter began by making positive comparisons between scholarly samples and those collected by 
laypersons. In everyday life, people are free to generalize based on information they collected from just a 
few haphazard observations. In contrast, researchers do better. Social scientists try to collect larger samples 
more carefully—often using explicit and thoughtful criteria to assemble their samples. Researchers tell their 
readers about the procedures they used to collect their samples as well as the outcomes of their efforts—who 
or what went into the samples. 

Researchers deserve our applause and respect for their efforts. Nevertheless, their work can also be 
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approached with a healthy degree of skepticism. No sample is perfect. In the face of a variety of constraints, 
researchers collect useful yet flawed samples. Authors themselves usually admit their samples’ 
limitations—or at least some of the limitations—briefly. 

Even a newcomer to social science can develop a fairly elaborate critique of a researcher’s sampling 
strategies. To do so, a critical reader can start with the author’s admitted limitations and then elaborate on 
those. Ask yourself, Does the sample differ in significant ways from the population to which the authors want 
to generalize? 

Notes 

1 For a more comprehensive summary of various sampling procedures, see a conventional textbook on 
research methods, such as Babbie (2010, chap. 7). 
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