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general population may be reasonably construed as all residents of the United States who are at least 18 years old. But 
always be alert to ways in which the population may have been narrowed by the sample-selection procedures. Perhaps 
only English-speaking adult residents of the continental United States were actually sampled. The population for a 
study is the aggregation of elements that we actually focus on and sample from, not a larger aggregation that we really 
wish we could have studied.

Some populations, such as the homeless, cannot easily be identified by a simple criterion such as a geographic 
boundary or an organizational membership. Let us say you were interested in victimizations experienced by the home-
less population. In this case, a clear definition of the homeless population is difficult but quite necessary. In research, 
anyone reading the study should be able to determine what population was actually examined. However, studies of 
homeless persons in the early 1980s “did not propose definitions, did not use screening questions to be sure that the 
people they interviewed were indeed homeless, and did not make major efforts to cover the universe of homeless people” 
(Burt, 1996, p. 15). For example, some studies relied on homeless persons in only one shelter. The result was “a collection 
of studies that could not be compared” (p. 15). According to Burt, several studies of homeless persons in urban areas 
addressed the problem by employing a more explicit definition of the population: People are homeless if they have no 

Exhibit 5.1 Sample Components in a Two-Stage Study

Sample of Prisons

Sample of Inmates
in the Prisons

Prisons are the elements and 
the primary sampling unit.

Inmates are the secondary sampling 
units; they provide information

about the prisons.


