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“Qualitative samples tend to be purposive, rather than random (Kuzel, 1992; Morse, 1989).  That tendency is partly because the initial definition of the universe is more limited (e.g., arrent-making in an urban precinct), and partly because social processes have a logic and a coherence that random sampling can reduce to uninterpretable sawdust.  Furthermore, with small numbers of cases, random sampling can deal you a decidedly biased hand.”   [Miles & Huberman, page 29]

Key points about qualitative sampling:
· Initial sample choices often look for points of contrast (similar and different cases) and comparisons that are relevant to the research problem and your questions.
· Qualitative sampling is often theory- or conceptually-driven (you sample on characteristics that your conceptual or theoretical ideas lead you to).

· Sampling is related to questions of generalizability; however, in qualitative research you are generalizing on theoretical or conceptual grounds—not on representative grounds.  You are generalizing from one case to the next, not to a larger universe (see Becker’s discussion on random sampling for example).
· When sampling multiple cases of a phenomena, you may sample on a continuum of characteristics (e.g., very experienced teachers to first year teachers or grade levels taught) or you may sample on contrasting characteristics (e.g., gender or ethnicity; highly involved in a reform vs. not involved at all).  The important thing is to make sure you have a rationale for the characteristics on which you are sampling and that the rationale maps back to your research questions and your conceptual ideas.

· Even if you are studying only one case, you will still have sampling decisions regarding such things as activities, processes, events, times, locations, individuals within an organization or group, etc.  Each of these decisions needs to be thought out and explained in ways that make sense in view of your research questions and conceptual ideas.  
· Research traditions play a role here.  Some traditions favor more “emergent” designs (e.g., ethnographic studies) and others lend themselves to more pre-planning and sampling design (many org/policy case studies, for example).  In some cases, you will begin with a sample of informants and move outward as you learn from them or from observed events about who is important to interview or observe next.  Some people refer to this as iterative or “rolling” sampling in which you work in progressive “waves” as the study progresses.  For most of you, given time constraints, you will want to make many, if not most, sampling decisions prior to beginning your study.
