
SAMPLING



What is a sample?

Why use a sample?



What is a sample?

When you conduct research about a 
group of people, it is rarely possible to 
collect data from every person in that 
group. 

Instead, you select a sample. 

The sample is the group of individuals 
who will actually participate in the 
research.



Why Sampling Matters in Educational Research

Limited Resources: It is often impractical to study an entire population due 
to time, budget and logistical constraints.

Generalisability: The goal (sometimes!) is to draw valid conclusions about 
the entire population based on the data collected from a sample.

Reducing Bias: A carefully chosen sample can help minimize bias and ensure 
that research findings are more representative of the population.



Population versus sample 
– what is the difference?

The population is the entire group that 
you want to draw conclusions about.

The sample is the specific group of 
individuals that you will collect data 
from.

The population can be defined in terms 
of geographical location, age, income or 
other characteristics.



Can the sample always be representative?

Should the sample always be representative?



Research Question:
Do university students think that they are cleverer than their peers? 
(i.e. others of the same age who could be, or might not be, university students)

The target population is the 10,000 undergraduate students at my university.

I recruit 200 participants. 

They are studying in the Faculty of Science and Engineering. 

Most of them are British, male, 18–20 years old and from a high socio-economic background. 

I give them a maths test.

I then ask them to rate how well they think performed compared to everyone else. 

The finding show that the average participant believes that they are cleverer than 66% of the 
population.

Can I conclude that most people believe themselves to be cleverer than their peers?



Probability and 
non-probability  
sampling 
techniques

Flick, U. (2014) An Introduction to 
Qualitative Research. 5th Edition, London: 
Sage Publications.



Probability sampling methods



Probability sampling methods

Probability sampling means that every member of the population has a 
chance of being selected. 

It is often used in quantitative research. 

If you want to produce results that are representative of the whole 
population, probability sampling techniques are the most valid choice.



Simple random sample

Every member of the population has an 
equal chance of being selected. Your 
sampling frame should include the whole 
population. Use tools like random number 
generators that are based entirely on 
chance.

Benefit:

Simple random samples are usually 
representative of the population we are 
interested in since every member has an 
equal chance of being included in the 
sample.



You want to select a simple random sample of 10% of 1000 
employees of a marketing company. 

Can you do it?



Systematic random sample
Similar to simple random sampling, but 
slightly easier to conduct. Every 
member of the population is listed with 
a number, but instead of randomly 
generating numbers, individuals are 
chosen at regular intervals. 

Benefit:

Systematic random samples are usually 
representative of the population we 
are interested in since every member 
has an equal chance of being included 
in the sample.



You want to select a systematic random sample of 10% of 1000 
employees of a marketing company. 

Can you do it?



Stratified random sample

This involves dividing the population into 
sub-populations that may differ in 
important ways. 

Benefit:

Stratified random samples ensure that an 
equal number of people from each 
subpopulation are included in the sample 
so it allows you draw more precise 
conclusions.



You want to select a stratified random sample of 10% of 1000 employees 
of a marketing company. 

The company has 800 female employees and 200 male employees. 

Can you do it?



Cluster sampling

Involves dividing the population into 
sub-groups, but each sub-group should 
have similar characteristics to the 
whole sample. Instead of sampling 
individuals from each subgroup, you 
randomly select entire subgroups.

Benefit:

This method is good for dealing with 
large and dispersed populations.

Limitation
There is more risk of error in the sample, as 
there could be substantial differences between 
clusters. It’s difficult to guarantee that the 
sampled clusters are really representative of the 
whole population.



You want to select a cluster sample of 10% of 1000 employees of a 
marketing company. 

The company has offices in 10 cities across the country - all with 
roughly the same number of employees in similar roles. 

Can you do it?



Non-probability sampling methods



Non-probability sampling methods

Strengths

*Easy - convenient 

*Accessible - useful when the 
population of interest is difficult 
to access or to define

*Cost effective

Limitations

*High risk of sampling bias = the 
inferences you can make about 
the population are weaker than 
with probability samples and 
your conclusions may be limited.

*Lack of generalisability

 

Non-probability sampling techniques are often used in exploratory and qualitative 
research, where the aim is to develop an initial understanding of a small or under-
researched population.

Individuals are selected based on non-random criteria.



Convenience sample

Deliberately choose a group of people 
who are ‘most convenient’ = people 
who happen to be most accessible to 
you.

Benefit:

You have participants that are likely to 
give you the information you want to 
get Limitations:

Does not produce a representative sample of the population and 
this can distort the results.
Findings cannot be generalised to the wider population.
Creswell, J. (1994) Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches"



You want to research opinions about student support services in your 
university through a convenience sample.

Can you do it?



Voluntary response sampling

Mainly based on ease of access.

Instead of the researcher choosing 
participants and directly contacting 
them, people volunteer themselves.

Benefit:

A sense of engagement and 
involvement among respondents as 
they actively choose to participate.

Limitation
Voluntary response samples are always at 
least somewhat biased, as some people will 
inherently be more likely to volunteer than 
others, leading to self-selection bias*.
*Rosenbaum, P. R. (2010). Design of Observational Studies. Springer.



You want to research opinions about student support services in your 
university through a voluntary response sample.

Can you do it?



Purposive sampling

Involves the researcher using their 
expertise to select a sample that is 
most useful to the purposes of the 
research.

Must have clear criteria and rationale 
for inclusion - always make sure to 
describe your inclusion and exclusion 
criteria and beware of observer 
bias affecting your arguments.



You want to research opinions about student support services in your 
university through purposive sampling. 

You want to know more about the opinions and experiences of disabled 
students at your university.

Can you do it?



Snowball sampling

If the population is challenging to access, 
snowball sampling can be used to recruit 
participants via other participants. 

The number of people you have access to 
“snowballs” as you get in contact with more 
people. 

Limitation
You have no way of knowing how 
representative your sample is due to the 
reliance on participants recruiting others. 
This can lead to sampling bias.



You want to research opinions about student support services in your 
university through snowballing sampling. 

You want to know more about the opinions and experiences of students 
who have blue eyes at your university. There is no list of people with blue 
eyes available.

Can you do it?



Quota Sample

Relies on the non-random selection of a 
predetermined number or proportion of 
units. This is called a quota.

Divide the population into meaningful 
subgroups (called strata) that are based on 
certain characteristics.

Then, select a specific number of 
participants from each subgroup until you 
reach your quota.  

The aim of quota sampling is to control who 
makes up your sample.



You want to research opinions about student support services in your 
university through quota sampling. 

You want to gauge interest in new English language sessions. You want the 
sessions to be suitable for students who have reached different levels of 
fluency.

Can you do it?



Once you have chosen your 
sampling method, you should read 
some literature about it so that 
you can refer to the work of 
authors to support your decision.
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