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useful when a sampling frame is not available, as is often the case for large populations spread across a wide geographic 
area or among many different organizations. In fact, if we wanted to obtain a sample from the entire U.S. popula-
tion, there would be no list available. Yes, there are lists in telephone books of residents in various places who have 
telephones, lists of those who have registered to vote, lists of those who hold driver’s licenses, and so on. However, all 
these lists are incomplete: Some people do not list their phone number or do not have a telephone, some people are not 
registered to vote, and so on. Using incomplete lists such as these would introduce selection bias into our sample.

In such cases, the sampling procedures become a little more complex, and we usually end up working toward the 
sample we want through a series of steps or stages (hence the name multistage!): First, researchers extract a random 
sample of groups or clusters of elements that are available and then randomly sample the individual elements of 
interest from within these selected clusters. So what is a cluster? A cluster is a naturally occurring, mixed aggregate 
of elements of the population, with each element appearing in one and only one cluster. Schools could serve as clusters 
for sampling students, blocks could serve as clusters for sampling city residents, counties could serve as clusters for 
sampling the general population, and businesses could serve as clusters for sampling employees.

Drawing a cluster sample is at least a two-stage procedure. First, the researcher draws a random sample of clusters. 
A list of clusters should be much easier to obtain than a list of all the individuals in each cluster in the population. Next, 
the researcher draws a random sample of elements within each selected cluster. Because only a fraction of the total 
clusters are involved, obtaining the sampling frame at this stage should be much easier.

In a cluster sample of city residents, for example, blocks could be the first-stage clusters. A research assistant could 
walk around each selected block and record the addresses of all occupied dwelling units. Or, in a cluster sample of 
students, a researcher could contact the schools selected in the first stage and make arrangements with the registrars 
or office staff to obtain lists of students at each school. Cluster samples often involve multiple stages (see Exhibit 5.5).

Many federal government–funded surveys use multistage cluster samples or 
even combinations of cluster and stratified probability sampling methods. The U.S. 
Justice Department’s National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) is an excel-
lent example of a cluster sample. In the NCVS, the first stage of clusters selected 
are referred to as primary sampling units (PSUs) and represent a sample of rural 
counties and large metropolitan areas. The second stage of sampling involves the 
selection of geographic districts within each of the PSUs that have been listed by the 
U.S. Census Bureau population census. Finally, a probability sample of residential 
dwelling units is selected from these geographic districts. These dwelling units, or 
addresses, represent the last stage of the multistage sampling. Anyone who resides 

Multistage cluster sampling  Sampling in 
which elements are selected in two or more 
stages, with the first stage being the random 
selection of naturally occurring clusters and 
the last stage being the random selection of 
multilevel elements within clusters

Cluster  A naturally occurring, mixed 
aggregate of elements of the population

Exhibit 5.5 Cluster Sampling
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