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strata is proportionate to the percentage of people in that subgroup in the population as a 
whole. In our example of class year, the class sizes may not be equal for a variety of reasons 
(e.g., how many were admitted in a given year and how many transferred or dropped out). 
Using proportionate sampling means that you are less likely to over- or underrepresent the 
targeted characteristics of those in your strata. You would need access to the same kind of 
demographic statistics for proportionate sampling as for stratified random sampling.

SYSTEMATIC SAMPLING  In systematic sampling, where the full population can be 
identified (like all students who attend a college), every kth element (e.g., tenth student 
name) after a random start is selected. Researchers sometimes use this approach with a 
student directory as a way to approximate a random sample. The kth element is known as 
the sampling interval and can be determined by dividing the population size by the desired 
sample size. Thus, if we have an institution of 2,000 students and we want a sample of 100 
students, we would select every twentieth student after a random start; if we want a sample of 
200 students, we would use every tenth student.

CLUSTER SAMPLING  In cluster sampling, the sample is divided into clusters, typically 
based on naturally occurring groups (e.g., classrooms, hospital floors, or neighborhoods), 
and then a random sample of the clusters is selected. The cluster is the sampling unit, 
but each individual in a particular cluster is included in the analyses. As an example, you 
might do a study with classrooms in a school district where you don’t have the resources to 
include every classroom. To obtain some assessment about the performance of children in 
classrooms across the school district, you would pick a random sample of these classrooms.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

zz In general, explain why using probability sampling is preferable to nonprobability 
sampling. What makes something a random sample? How do stratified random 
and proportionate sampling differ? In what way is systematic sampling like ran-
dom sampling? For cluster sampling, what does it mean to say that a cluster is the  
sampling unit?

NONRESPONSE BIAS AND THREATS  
TO INTERNAL VALIDITY
In an ideal world, your project would use random sampling and everyone selected 
would respond and complete the measures in your study. Life is seldom like that 
(never, in fact). Most of the time, a portion of your sample (more than 50% in many 

Systematic 
sampling: known 
population (e.g., 
students listed 
in their college 
directory) is 
systematically 
sampled (e.g., 
every fourth 
name) after a 
random start.

Cluster sampling: 
when a sample 
of individuals 
is divided into 
a naturally 
occurring 
group, such as a 
classroom.


