
Chapter 5    Sampling 111

Generalizability in Qualitative Research

Qualitative research often focuses on populations that are hard to locate or very limited in size. In consequence, non-
probability sampling methods such as availability sampling and snowball sampling are often used. However, this does 
not mean that generalizability should be ignored in qualitative research or that a sample should be studied simply 
because it is convenient (Gobo, 2008). Janet Ward Schofield (2002) suggests two different ways of increasing the gener-
alizability of the samples obtained in such situations:

Studying the Typical. Choosing sites on the basis of their fit with a typical situation is far preferable to choosing 
on the basis of convenience. (p. 181)

Performing Multisite Studies. A finding emerging repeatedly in the study of numerous sites would appear to 
be more likely to be a good working hypothesis about some as yet unstudied site than a finding emerging from 
just one or two sites. . . . Generally speaking, a finding emerging from the study of several very heterogeneous 
sites would be more . . . likely to be useful in understanding various other sites than one emerging from the 
study of several very similar sites. (p. 184)

Giampietro Gobo (2008) highlights another approach to improving generalizability in qualitative research. A case 
may be selected for in-depth study because it is atypical or deviant. Investigating social processes in a situation that 
differs from the norm will improve understanding of how social processes work in typical situations: “the exception 
that proves the rule.”

Some qualitative researchers do question the value of generalizability as most researchers understand it. The argu-
ment is that understanding the particulars of a situation in depth is an important object of inquiry in itself. In the 
words of sociologist Norman Denzin,

The interpretivist rejects generalization as a goal and never aims to draw randomly selected samples of human 
experience. . . . Every instance of social interaction . . . represents a slice from the life world that is the proper 
subject matter for interpretive inquiry. (Denzin cited in Schofield, 2002, p. 173)

NewsIn the

FERGUSON POLICE AND RACIAL BIAS

This article reports the finding from a U.S. Justice Department study that investigated the arrest 
trends by the Ferguson Police Department after the Ferguson, Missouri, police killing of Michael 
Brown. After analyzing police records for the years 2012 through 2014, the report concluded that 
blacks were more likely to be stopped and arrested for many offenses. For example, a black motorist 
who was pulled over was twice as likely to be searched compared to a white motorist, despite the 
fact that searches of white drivers were more likely to uncover drugs or other contraband. The report 
concluded that Brown’s death was not the cause of the racial unrest in the city, it was simply the 
“spark that ignited years of pent-up tension and animosity in the area.”

1.	 The reaction of a former mayor of Ferguson was highlighted in the news article as not-
ing that the Justice Department’s report was based on incomplete data because it did 
not take into account the number of people from surrounding towns who visit Ferguson 
to shop. How could this issue be controlled in the analysis of the police data?

2.	 If you were a researcher, how would you measure citizens of Ferguson’s degree of trust 
in the police? What hypothesis would you state regarding the variables of race and trust 
in police?
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Source: Apuzzo, M. (2015, March 3). Ferguson police routinely violate rights of blacks, Justice Department finds. The New York Times, p. A1.


