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characteristics of large groups—college students, 

women, Pinterest subscribers, single parents, 

and so on. It would be impossible to interview, 

survey, observe, or experiment on all these peo-

ple directly. Hence, researchers must select a 

smaller sample of respondents from the larger 

population. The characteristics of this subgroup 

are supposed to approximate the characteristics 

of the entire population of interest. A sample is 

said to be representative if the small group 

being studied is in fact typical of the population 

as a whole. For instance, a sample of 100 students 

from your university should include roughly the 

same proportion of first-year students, sopho-

mores, juniors, and seniors that characterizes 

the entire school population. Sampling tech-

niques have become highly sophisticated, as 

illustrated by the relative accuracy of polls con-

ducted to predict election results.

In the physical sciences, sampling is not such 

an issue. Certain physical or chemical elements 

are assumed to be identical. One need only 

study a small number of vials of liquid nitrogen, 

because one vial of nitrogen should be the same as 

any other. Human beings, however, vary widely 

on every imaginable characteristic. You couldn’t 

make a general statement about all Americans 

on the basis of an interview with one person. For 

that matter, you couldn’t draw conclusions about 

all people from observing a sample consisting 

only of Americans, men, or teenagers. Samples 

that are not representative can lead to inaccurate 

and misleading conclusions.

Note the sampling problems revealed in the 

following letter to the editor of a small-town 

newspaper in the rural Midwest:

I went to a restaurant yesterday for lunch. 

I began to feel guilty, when I reached 

into my pocket for a cigarette. . . . I was 

thinking of the government figures which 

estimated cigarette smokers at 26% of the 

population of the United States. But every-

where I looked inside that room, people 

SOURCE: Adapted from Schutt, 2012, Appendix A.

As you read a piece of published sociological research, you may be more able to assess the value of 
the research and the results if you ask yourself some questions about the article:

•	 What is the basic research problem the researcher is investigating?

•	 Is the research question derived from a particular sociological theory?

•	 Were any hypotheses stated? How were these hypotheses different from those tested in 
previous research?

•	 What type of research was used? Experiment? Survey? Use of existing statistics? Field 
research? Unobtrusive research?

•	 What were the independent and dependent variables? Did the author explain how the 
variables were measured?

•	 Who were the subjects in the study? How were they selected? Did the author think the sample 
was representative of the general population?

•	 What did the research find? How clearly were the statistical results discussed?

•	 Is there anything else you’d want to know about how the research was carried out that wasn’t 
discussed by the author?

Exhibit 3.1 Questions to Ask When You Read a Research Article


