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                        Sampling in qualitative research

Qualitative vs. quantitative research:


In both qualitative and quantitative research, sampling decisions are decisions about whom to collect data from.  However, the goals of quantitative and qualitative research are quite different, and therefore their sampling decisions are different as well.  

Quantitative research has roots in positivist philosophy, which stresses neutrality and objectivity.  Quantitative research aims to produce results that can be verified mathematically.  Sampling in quantitative research therefore follows statistical methods: a large, random sample is drawn from the population on the premise that this will produce less variation in each selected sample and therefore be more representative of the population as a whole.  In this way, quantitative research attempts to find patterns that can be generalized across an entire population or area of study.  


Unlike quantitative research, the principles guiding the collection of data samples from a focus population in a qualitative research project are not based on statistical theory.  Qualitative analysis is part of the naturalistic method of inquiry, which assumes that reality is continually changing and that human social phenomena are so complex that it is impossible to discover anything approximating a scientific law.  A goal of qualitative research is to locate our understanding of a phenomenon such as an aspect of human social behavior within the context of a network of other phenomena that, taken together, make up human life.  
Qualitative research places human behavior in context and does not try to extrapolate what is learned from data taken from a sample to a larger population.  Qualitative research samples are not randomly drawn from a population; instead they are carefully and purposefully selected by researchers who hope to find information rich cases for in depth study.

Sampling methods in qualitative research:


Although it has been said that all types of sampling in qualitative research can be called ‘purposeful sampling,’ it should be noted that there is no fundamental reason why a qualitative study could not use random sampling to identify its focus population.  However, since qualitative researchers aim to investigate phenomenon in depth and to elucidate the social and human context of a phenomenon, random sampling, which requires a large sample size in order to ensure that data is representative and valid, is usually too time consuming to be a practical sampling method.
 Typical qualitative sampling methods are considered to be purposeful because the researcher selects people to be studied based on the aims of her research.  The size of a sample may be shaped by practical considerations such as the amount of time available to the researcher, or by restrictions placed upon the researcher by her subjects.  The sample is also shaped by the focus of the research problems and questions: categories such as age, gender, experience or status may serve as starting points for a researcher. 
Another sampling method, theoretical sampling, is similar to purposeful sampling.  Theoretical sampling builds on the initial sample identified via purposeful sampling.  Qualitative researchers frequently analyze data as it is collected.  As the researcher discovers categories and themes in the data set, she is able to modify the sampling decisions while the data is collected so that the sample population narrows along with the research focus. For example, if a researcher studying how infertile women react to hysterectomy finds that the subject of the data and interviews for those participants that have recently been divorced relate to divorce and not to hysterectomy, the researcher might choose to change the sample to exclude divorcees.  The process of theoretical sampling is a key part of ‘grounded theory,’ which aims to develop social theory based on continuous comparative analysis of data gained from theoretical sampling.  In the grounded theory research process, the researcher begins to develop a theory based on patterns found in the collected data, and decides where to sample next according to the codes and categories that she has discovered.  
Data saturation—how do we know when to stop?
When a researcher is able to recognize themes or categories in the data, she can decide that if the next few data samples fit into these categories, then her categories represent the phenomena being studied.  At this point the data is saturated and data collection is complete.  

Criticism of qualitative research methods:
 Qualitative methods are said to produce results that are anecdotal and easily biased by the hopes and wishes of the researcher. But good qualitative research does not pretend to be objective.  Since the researcher is able to influence the sampling process, it is imperative that the sampling methodology be explicit in the research documentation so that other researchers are assured of the study’s trustworthiness. Researchers should be assured that they have been given all the information about how the study was conducted that they need to place the study in its context and determine how it might relate to their area of inquiry.   
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