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Probability and Nonprobability Samples

In our coverage of Internet research, we talked about snowball sampling (see Chapter 2), 
a procedure for procuring participants that depends on people taking the survey and then 
typically forwarding the link to others. Who are these people in the snowball sample? 
When we ask who the participants in the study were, we are concerned with aspects of 
generalizability. To whom could we extend the findings? The answer to that question 
depends on the nature of the topic being studied, the people in the sample, and how they 
were selected.

Two general classifications are sometimes distinguished: nonprobability sampling and 
probability sampling. Snowball sampling is a form of nonprobability sampling; we can’t 
make a precise estimate of the representativeness of those in the sample. Probability sam-
pling is the ability to make such precise statements about the representativeness of your 
sample. As we talked about earlier in the chapter, there is arguably a limited degree of 
representativeness in the samples used in social science because so many of them rely on 
undergraduate subject pools. These pools offer nonprobability samples.

Nonprobability Samples: Snowball Samples  
and Convenience Samples

In the earlier section dealing with social media such as Facebook, we talked about snowball 
sampling. You encourage people who have taken your survey to send it to other people 
they know. These friends in turn ask others, and so on, gathering momentum (the size of 
the sample grows) like a snowball rolling down the hill. This type of sampling is also called 
chain sampling or referral sampling. Convenience samples (as introduced in Chapter 2) 
are samples that are easily obtainable (e.g., people studying in the library whom you 
approach about participating in research or the participant pool). Like snowball samples, 
convenience samples are nonprobability samples. Because convenience samples use those 
readily available, they often fail to mirror the population of interest. In the case of college 
students, for example, students enrolled in a particular major, such as psychology, who are 
part of the participant pool, may not mirror the student population as a whole in class 
year, gender, race, income, or a host of other ways.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

zz Using the concept of representativeness, explain why an undergraduate subject 
pool is a nonprobability sample.

Nonprobability 
sample: sample 
for which 
you cannot 
make precise 
estimates of 
representativeness 
(e.g., snowball or 
convenience).

Probability 
sample: sample 
for which you 
can make precise 
estimates of 
representativeness.

Chain sampling: 
another name 
for snowball 
sampling.

Referral 
sampling: 
another name 
for snowball 
sampling


