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Sampling Purposefully

Purposeﬁf! sarupling: Selecting information-rich cases to
study, cases that by their nature and substance will ilhni-
nate the inquiry guéstion being investigated,

Perhaps nothing better illustrates the difference
between quantitative and qualitative methods than
the different logics that undergird their sampling
approaches. Qualitative inquiry typically focuses in
depth on relatively small samples, even single cases
(n = 1), sclected for a quite specific purpose.
Quantitative methods typically depend on larger sam-
ples selected randomly. Not only are the techniques for
sampling different, but the very logic of each approach
is unique because the purpose of each strategy is dif-
ferent. While qualitative methodologists prefer the
term purposeful sampling, quantitative methodologists
are more likely to label these strategies “nonprobabil-
ity sampling,” making explicit the contrast to proba-
bility sampling {c.g., American Association for Public
Opinion Research, 2013).

The logic and power of random sampling derives
from statistical probability theory. A random and
statistically representative sample permits confident
generalization from a sample to a larger population.
Random sampling also controls for selection bias. The
purpose of probability-based random sampling is gen-
eralization from the sample to a population and con-
trol of selectivity errors. '

What would be “bias” in statistical sampling, and
therefore a weakness, becomes intended focus in
qualitative sampling, and therefore a strength. The
logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in select-
ing information-rich cases for in-depth study. Infor-
mation-rich cases are those from which one can learn
a great deal about issues of central importance to the
purpose of the inquiry, thus the term purposefil sam-
pling. Studying information-rich cases yields insights
and in-depth understanding rather than empirical
generalizations. For example, if the purpose of an
evaluation is to increase the effectiveness of a pro-
gram in reaching lower-socioeconomic groups, one
may learn a great deal by studying in depth a small
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number of carefully selected poor families. Purpose-
ful sampling focuses on selecting information-rich
cases whose study will illuminate the questions under
study.

Alternative Purposeful Sampling Strategies

Case selection is the foundation of qualitative inquiry.
What you find from your inquiry will be determined
by the cases you study. The type of sample you select
should follow from and support inquiry into the
questions you are asking. The purpose of 2 purposeful
sample is to focus case selection strategically in align-
ment with the inquiry’s purpose, primary questions,
and data being collected. Exhibit 5.7 illustrates this
relationship.

The previous edition of this book presented 15
purposeful sampling strategies. This edition expands
the options to 40. This reflects the emergence of more
distinct and nuanced strategic options over the past
decade. Because of the larger number of options, I've
organized them into eight categories:

Single significant case
Comparison-focused sampling
Group characteristics sampling

Concept or theoretical sampling

Instrumental-use multiple-case sampling

A L e

Sequential and emergence-driven sampling strate-
gies during fieldwork

~

Analytically focused sampling

8. Mixed, stratified, and combination sampling
strategies

Exhibit 5.8 presents all 40 sampling options dis-
tributed within these eight categories. Each type of
sampling is discussed following Exhibit 5.8. The
importance of understanding sampling options is that
they constitute design options, in essence, different
ways of thinking and strategizing about what to study.
In the opening of this chapter, I wrote, “Prepare for
design immersion. Think design. Engage design.” Now,
we focus more narrowly on one core qualitative design
issue. So prepare for sampling immersion. Think of
sampling as a core design issue. Engage sampling as pur-
poseful and strategic thinking.




Designing Qualitative Studies

PURPOSEFUL VERSUS PURPOSIVE SAMPLING
VERSUS NONPROBABILITY SAMPLING

Purposeful sampling: Strategical'lyse'fectingr'nformdtion-rich
cases to study, cases that by thelr nature and substance wilf
rifummate thei mquny questron being mvestrgated

Purposefu! samp!rng isalso called purpos:ve samplmg There is
generally no difference in meaning. it's a matter of which term
one prefers. in the first edition of this book (Patton, 1680), 1
substituted “purposeful” sampling for “purposive” sampling. |
did so for three reasons:

. My evaluation and app[!ed research work involved ciose

collaboration with nonresearchers Who told me that they - o

found the term purposive too acadermic, offuputtmg, jar-

gon- -ish, and unclear. Orie said, “Who taiks like that?"In

contrast, they cou[d understand "purposefui * It meant for

a purpose. No one | knew, mcludlng myseEf had ever used .

"purposwe" in common conversation. Ordmary people
did know, understand, and sometimes used "purposeful.”

My aim was to communicate clearly and be user-friendly, -

so | introduced "purposeful sampling” and ceased using
“purposive” However, readers should know that purposive
remains the térm of choice among academic qualitative
researchers. : :

2. In deciding whether to abandon"purposive”for“purpose-

ful;’ I investigated the otigin of the term and found that it -

orlgmated as a type of statistical sampling. The 1925 meét-
ing in Rome of the International Statistics instrtute included
vigorous debate on various sampling approaches The del-

egates ended by adopting a formal resolution that distin-

guished two principal kmds of representatrve samphng
random and purposive, Purposrve sampling rnvo!ved sam-

pling popuiatlon elements such that the chosen groups :
should have average values approximatety equai to the.
popuiatlon averages for the characterrstrcs already known '

Steps for Design Alignment

of the population. By the 1930s, however, random sampling
. was ascendant, and “purposive samp[rng lost its appeal”
(Kruska & Mosteiier, 1980 p 188} Subsequently, quota sam-

- phng emerged as . .

akind of purposive samplrng that attempts to mimic the
population in patticular respects. Like all purposive sam-
pling, quota sampling procedures suffer from potential
bias because the similarity to the population in some
respects by no means |mphes similarity in others (Kruska
& Mostelier, 1980, p 190} ' : :

: 'fhis o__rigin of p_urp_osi\_.re s_ampli_ng can stilf be fé_uno_:_i in some

- gualitative definitions ~of the approach For -example, in
Barbour’s (2001) checklist for improving rigor in qualitative
research, purposive samplmg is deﬁned as aiming to capture
the diversity within a population Gwen the hrstor:cal otigins

" of purposive sampling as an attempt to get a statistically rep-

resentative samp!e of a popu!atron |n order to generahze,
thought it approprrate to abandon the term aEtogether So

" | introduced purposeful sampling as a specrﬁca!iy qualitative .

approach to case selection. My mistake, | now realize {and
confess), was In not explaining the substitution when | origi-
nally made itin 1980.1 simply started usrng the new term, and
ihave aver. smce Now |ts your chorce

3. Whiie qualrtati\re methodologists usé the terms purpose—
fuf of purposrve samph‘ng, guantitative methodologrsts
are more irkely to label these strategies "nonprobabllrty

:samphng makmg explrat the contrast to probahility

sampling (e.q., Amerlcan Assocratlon for Public Opinion

: .Research 2013) Thrs defines qualrtatrve sampllng by

. ‘what it is not (nonprobabtlaty) rather than by what it is
o (strategrcally purposefui)

Focus -
inquiry
guestions

Determine
inquiry
purpose

Select
relevant

- 1 cases
Decide " (purposeful
what sampie)
data to
collect




QUALITATIVE DESIGNS AND DATA COLLECTION

Purposeful Sampling Strategies

Selecting Information-Rich, lliuminative Cases for Qualitative Inquiry

{For detailed discussion and references,

A, Single significant
case

One in-depth case {n=1) that provides rich
and deep understanding of the subject and
breakthrough insights, and/or has distinct,
stand-out importance.

Single-case examples.

see the accompanying text following this exhibit.)

2. Exemplarofa
phenomenon of
interest

Examining an issue in depth and over time
through a single case that manifests the
important major dimenslans of the Issue and
that is accessible for intense [ongitudinal
study.

Understand and illuminate how an elderly
man and his family coped with and
aclapted to his severe memory loss over
time, and the various medical, behavioral,
and psychological interventions attempted
over a span of 15 years.

4, High-impact

case

A case studied and documented in depth
because of the impacts it illuminates and its
significanceto a field, problem, or society; a

Extract lessons from a case study of the
successful campaign to overturn the
juvenile death penalty leading up to the
Supreme Court's Roper v. Simmons case.

high-visibility case. -

-depth cas

6. Critical case {or
crucial case}

|

The weight of evidence from a single critical
case permits logical generalization and
maximum application of information to
other, highly similar cases, because if it’s true
of this one case, it’s likely to be true of all
other cases in that category: If it works here,
it will work anywhere, or if it doesn't work
here, it won't work anywhere.

Document the generalizing value of one
critical case when Australian medical
researcher Barry Marshall injected a
bacterium, Helicobacter pyfor, into himself
to demonstrate the physiological cause

of peptic ulcers and to discredit the
psychosomatic theory of ulcers dominant
at the time. His carefully documented study
of his own body's reactions constituted a
critical medical case.
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7. Qutlier sampling

Cases on the tails of a distribution that would
have little or no visibility In a statistical
analysls; but outhier cases can reveal a great
deal about intense manifestations of the
phenomenon of interest,

disasters manifesting great ineffectiveness.

In program evaluation, comparing
suiccesses (high outcomes) with failures
{low outcomes and dropouts); studying
high achievers, excellent organizations,
and/or outstanding communities; studying

9, Positive-
deviance
comparisons

Comparing individuals or communities
that have discoverad solutions to problems
(positive deviants) with those peer
individuals or communities where the
problem endures.

In the rural area of a developing country,
most children were malnourished, but a few

communities had healthy children: “positive
deviatas” Understanding the differences led
to scalable solutions.

11. Criterion-based
case selection

Based on an important criterion, all cases
that meet the criterion are studied, implicitly
{or explicitly) comparing the criterion cases
with those that do not manifest the criterion.
This Includes critical incident sampling.

Quality assurance programs: Deaths

in foster care, hospitals, or prisons, as
examples, trigger an in-depth investigation
into cause of death. Accidents or errors in
hospitals trigger case studies. Al airline
crashes are investigated.

C. Group
Characteristics
Sampling

Select cases to create a specific information-
rich group that can reveal and illuminate
important group patterns. ’

(Continued)




(Continued)

14. Homaogeneous
sampling

QUALITATIVE DESIGNS AND DATA COLLECTION

Select cases that are very similar to study the
characteristics they have in common.

Study the subpopulation of female
immigrants in a job tralning program to
evaluate the program from thelr unigue
perspective as a subgroup. Focus groups
typically bring similar people together.

16. Key informants,
key knowledge-
ables, and
reputational

sampling

Identify people with great knowledge andfor
influence (by reputation} who can shed light
on the inquiry issues.

interview long-time employees about the
history of an organization, or long-time
residents about the history of a community.

18. Quota sampling

A predetermined number of cases are
selacted to fill important categories of cases
in a farger population. Quota sampling
ensures that cerfain categories are Included
in a study regardless of their size and
distribution in the population.

Quota sampling ean be flexible, a bedinning
point to frame the initial design and to
facilitate entering the field rather than a
fixed and rigid sample size; the size and
composition of the sample can be adjusted
based on what is learned as the inguiry
deepens.

A statewlde evaluation contract specifies
that the study will conduct 12 community
case studies with three cases from each of
four regions, Having equal cases from each
region is a political consideration.

Janice Morse (2000) advocates guota
sampling as the foundation for"organic”
qualitative inquiry that grows as the inquiry
unfolds and deepens.

20, Time-location
sample

Interview everyone presentata particular
location during a particular time period.

L

Study everyone who works outata fitness
center every day after work (or every day
before work).
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21. Deductive
theoretical
sampling;
operational
construct
sampling

Find case manifestations of a theoretical
construct of interest so as to examine and
elaborate the construct and its variations
and implications. Theoretical constructs are
based in, are derived from, and contribute to
scholarly literature. This involves deepening

Cases of resilience, posttraumatic stress, or
other psychological constructs; case studies
of organizational culture, or soclal capital

in communities as sociological constructs;
studying ecological diversity in natural
ecosystems.

23. Realist sampling

“Theoty always precedes data collection inta
scientific realist sampling strategy” (Emmel,
2013, p. 95).

Explanation and interpretation in a realist
sampling strategy tests and refines theory.
Sampling choices seek out examples of
mechanisms in action, or inaction toward
being able to say something explanatory
about their causal powers. Sampling ... 1s
both pre-specified and emergent, it is driven
forward through an engagement with what
is already known about that which is being
Investigated and ideas catalyzed through
engagement with empirical accounts,
{(Emimel, 2013, p. 85},

A realist researcher evaluating a
program aimed at helping poot families
transition out of poverty would begin by
identifying ideas about how the program
was intended to help these families,
essentially identifying hypothesized causal
mechanisms within the context of the
program. This conceptualization would
direct the sampling. “The realist sample is
always bootstrapped with theory” (Emmel,
2013, p. 83). See an example of studying
perceptions of health in a Mumbai shum
{Emmel, 2013, pp. 103-105).

25, Sensitizing

concept sensitizing concepts: terms, labels, and sustalnable development, complexity, and
exemplars phrases that are given meaning by the innovation are sensitizing concepts,
sampling people who use them in a particular context.

select information-rich cases that Hluminate

Empowerment, leadership, inclusivity,

(Continued)
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{Continued)

Tracking an¢d documentlng complex

27. Complex, Selecting cases where complex dynamic
dynamic systems | processes can be tracked, studied, and dynamic phenomena, fike vicious and
case selection: documented over time; such studies are virtuous circles, Tipple effects, adoption and
ripple effect inherently highly emergent. The unit of adaption of innovations, viral-like spreading
sampling analysis is a complex phenomenon. phenomena, crowd-sourcing dynamics,

work dynamics, etc.

. Utilization- Select a set of

cases concerning a problem Detailed, systematic case studies of railroad

focused or issue where sufficient depth and detail switching operation fatalities identified five
sampling in specific cases will support rigorously changed practices and 10 hazards to be
identifying key factors that can credibly corrected that would save lives.

inform future decision making
e

o | qualitative research udies), e
F. Sequential and Build the sample during fieldwork. One case Sequential and emergence sampling
emergence-driven leads to another, in sequence, as theinguiry | examples. '

sampling strategies unfolds. Follow leads and new directions that
during fieldwork

Researcher.does the recruiting:

Identify sex workéré living with HIV to

31. Respondent- A network-based strategy in which a small
driven sampling, | number of initial participants from the target docurnent and understand their coping
network population {“seeds”} are studied and asked and mutual support strategies. Trust and
sampling, and to recruit up to three new contacts in their confidentiality are critical to obtaining
link-tracing network; initial interviewees do the recruiting, | a sample among rare and hard-to-reach
sampling usually for compensation; used to find hard- | people involved in of affected by illegal or

to-access research participants because ofthe | stigmatized behaviors.
rarity of the phenomenon of interest and/or

|l the sensitivity of the topic being studied. !
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33.

Opportunity
sampling

During fieldwork, the opportunity arises to

interview someone or ohserve an activity,
neither of which could have been planned In
advance.

Dunng asitevisittoa youth homeless

shelter, a former staff member who helped

open the shelter happens to have come for

iunch and a visit with current staff friends.

This is an opportunity to learn about the
history of the sheltet.

G. Analytically
focused sampling

Cases are selected to support and

deepen qualitative analysis and
interpretation of patterns and themes.
This is a form of emergent sampling at the
anaIySIS stage

.'35

Conﬁrming and ey

36.

illumination

and elaboration
additions to the
otiginal sample

Deepen understanding of a finding that
emerges in analysis of the original sample by
adding cases that can specifically llluminate
that finding.

the ﬁndmgs

Case stud:es of homeless youth (n =14)
turned up evidence that gay, lesbian, and
transgender youth faced special problems.
Three such cases were added to the sample,
when that pattern emerged, to strengthen

38.

Sampling
politically
important cases

Attract attenﬁon to a study {or avold
attracting controversy} by adding or omitting
politically important cases.

A study of adult literacy programs across the

state purposefully includes a program located
in the district of the chair of the legislative
committee that oversees those programs.

(Continued)




QUALITATIVE DESIGNS AND DATA COLLECTION

(Continued)

39.

Combined

ar stratified
purposeful
sampling
strategies

Begin with one sampling strategy, and then
add a second to further focus the sample,
e.q., (a) begin with outliers, then do snowhball
sampling or {b) begin with key informants to
construct a maximum-variation sample.

Discussion of the 40 purposeful sampling op

Evaluating the implementation of the Paris
Declaration Principles for Development Aid,
key informants were sampled and interviewed
to then identify exemplary cases of
implementation for in-depth study (outliers).

tions in Exhibit 5.8 foflows in Modules 31 through 38.




