OTHER METHODS OF SAMPLING

In cluster sampling, we draw groups (or clusters) of subjects instead of individuals. For example, suppose we want to survey a sample of members of United Methodist churches throughout the United States. If we obtain a membership list with addresses, we might draw a simple or stratified random sample of individuals and mail questionnaires to them; however, mailed questionnaires are notorious for their low response rates. We might get a better response rate if we draw a sample of clusters—in this case, congregations—and contact the ministers of them to request that they distribute the questionnaires to their members, personally collect them, and mail them back to us. If the ministers are convinced that our survey is appropriate and important, they might use their influence to help us obtain responses from the individuals in the congregations (that is, clusters) they minister to. Of course, for cluster sampling to be unbiased, we must draw the clusters at random.

A major drawback to cluster sampling stems from the fact that each cluster tends to be more homogeneous in a variety of ways than the population as a whole. Suppose, for example, that church members in the South tend to be more conservative than members in the North. Then, members of any one cluster in the South are unlikely to reflect accurately the attitudes of all members nationally. If we draw five clusters (that is, congregations) at random, we might obtain a large number of subjects, especially if one or two have very large memberships. But by drawing only five clusters, we could easily end up with most of the churches being in the South or in the North, potentially creating much sampling error. To avoid this problem, we need to draw a large number of clusters. To help with this problem, we could also stratify on geography and draw a random sample of clusters from each stratum.

Another method is purposive sampling. When we use this method, we purposively select those whom we believe will give us the best information as subjects. For example, we might observe over a long period that several members of the academic senate at a university consistently vote on the winning side on controversial issues. We might decide that, rather than sampling at random from the whole membership, we will interview only these consistent winners to predict the outcome on a new issue. While this method is interesting and may be useful at times, it is dangerous—in this ease, because professors may change their orientations or because a new issue may raise different kinds of concerns than those raised by earlier issues.

Snowball sampling can be useful when attempting to locate subjects who are hard to find. For example, suppose you want to study heroin addicts who have never had institutional contacts —never sought treatment or had been arrested. How will you find them? With the snowball technique, you initially only need to find one. If you can convince this one that you have a legitimate research concern and that the data will remain confidential, he or she may put you in contact with several others. Each of these may help you contact several more. This technique is based on trust. If the initial subjects trust you, they may identify and convince others to trust you also. Of course, snowball samples should be presumed to be biased, but without them, there are many special populations that we would be unable to study such as successful criminals, pedophiles, and others with something to hide.

Finally, we can use multistage sampling. For example, we might first draw a stratified random sample of counties in the United States (stratifying on urban, suburban, and rural status), then draw a simple random sample of households within the counties selected, and finally draw an individual from each household at random. This method is often used in large, national surveys.

EXERCISE
1.
To conduct a survey on a campus, a researcher drew a random sample of 25 class sections and contacted the instructors who administered the questionnaires in class. This researcher used what type of sampling?

2.
Which type of sampling is based on trust between subjects and a researcher?

3.
If we first draw a stratified random sample of voting precincts, then draw a random sample of city blocks within the selected precincts, and then draw a random sample of households within the selected blocks, we are using what type of sampling?

4.
What is a major drawback to cluster sampling?

5.
Which type of sampling is useful when attempting to locate subjects who are hard to find?

6.
Briefly define purposive sampling.

7.
What must we do in cluster sampling to obtain an unbiased sample of clusters?

8.
Suppose you have identified a person who has engaged in an illegal activity to be a subject of your research, and then you identify others who have engaged in the same activity through the first person’s contacts. You are using what type of sampling?

Questions for Discussion

9.
To study a sample of all nurses employed by hospitals in a state, a researcher drew two hospitals (clusters) at random, both of which happened to be large public hospitals with hundreds of nurses. Are you impressed with the sample size? Why? Why not?

10.
Name a population (other than those mentioned in the topic) for which snowball sampling might be better than other types of sampling. Explain the reason for your answer.

ANSWERS

1 Cluster

2 Snowball

3 Multistage

4 Each cluster tends to be more homogeneous in a variety of ways than the population as a whole

5 Snowball

6 Purposively select those whom we believe will give us the best information

7 Select clusters at random

8 Snowball

9 Sample: No, because even though there are hundreds of them, they are all employed by one type of hospital.

10 Sample: Professionals who overcharge their clients
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