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Lessons About Sample Quality

Some lessons are implicit in our evaluations of the samples in this chapter:

•	 We cannot evaluate the quality of a sample if we do not know what population it is supposed to represent. If 
the population is unspecified because the researchers were never clear about just what population they were 
trying to sample, then we can safely conclude that the sample itself is no good.

•	 We cannot evaluate the quality of a sample if we do not know exactly how cases in the sample were selected 
from the population. If the method was specified, we then need to know whether cases were selected in a 
systematic fashion or on the basis of chance. In any case, we know that a haphazard method of sampling (as in 
person-on-the-street interviews) undermines generalizability.

•	 Sample quality is determined by the sample actually obtained, not just by the sampling method itself. That 
is, findings are only as generalizable as the sample from which they are drawn. If many of the people (or other 
elements) selected for our sample do not respond or participate in the study, even though they have been 
selected for the sample, generalizability is compromised.

•	 We need to be aware that even researchers who obtain very good samples may talk about the implications of 
their findings for some group that is larger than or just different from the population they actually sampled. 
For example, findings from a representative sample of students in one university often are discussed as if they 
tell us about university students in general. Maybe they do; the problem is, we just don’t know.

Exhibit 5.7 Respondent-Driven Sampling—A Version of Snowball Sampling

Successive waves
of sampling gradually
produce a more
representative
sample than is
typical of snowball
sampling.

Instructions to respondents:
“We’ll pay you $5 each for up to three names, but only one of those names
can be somebody from your own town. The others have to be from somewhere else.”


