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In reality, researchers often project their theories onto groups or populations much larger than, or simply dif-
ferent from, those they have actually studied. The target population consists of a set of elements larger than or 
different from the population that was sampled, to which the researcher would like to generalize any study find-
ings. When we generalize findings to target populations, we must be somewhat speculative and carefully consider 
the claim that the findings can be applied to other groups, geographic areas, 
cultures, or times.

Because the validity of cross-population generalizations cannot be tested 
empirically, except by conducting more research in other settings, we do not focus 
much attention on this problem here. We will return to the problem of cross-popu-
lation generalizability in Chapter 6, which addresses experimental research.

Target population  A set of elements larger 
than or different from the population sampled 
and to which the researcher would like to 
generalize study findings

Exhibit 5.2 Sample and Cross-Population Generalizability

...we can generalize the sample
results to the population from
which the sample was selected...

...but we should be cautious
in generalizing to another
setting or population.

If we pull
a representative
sample from a
population...


