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THINKING CRITICALLY 

Non-generalizable Sampling 
 

Why This Course is Important 

 This course covers the principles and practices of nonprobability and other 
nongeneralizable sampling techniques.  
 
Take this course and:  

• Understand what nongeneralizable sampling is and when to use it  

• Learn about different types of nongeneralizable samples 

• Become familiar with how to describe nongeneralizable samples in GAO 
products 

 

The course objectives are to familiarize participants with (1) deciding whether a 
non-generalizable sample is appropriate, and (2) selecting a non-generalizable 
sample.  

Participants will learn how to draw non-generalizable samples that are 
systematic, carefully considered, valid and reliable.  Participants will also learn 
how and why to articulate these considerations in work paper documentation, 
and in the GAO product. 

 

 

 

Questions to Ask the Learner 
after Class 

 How does non-generalizable 
sampling fit into GAO’s work 
and when should we 
consider using it? 

 What are the advantages 
and disadvantages of using 
various types of sampling? 
When does it make sense to 
choose one over another? 

 What should we keep in 
mind when writing up a GAO 
product that has used non-
generalizable sampling? 

 

 

This course is on using non-
generalizable sampling techniques, 
such as nonprobability sampling. 
 
Non-gernalizable sampling is 
commonly used at GAO, and this 
course will describe this type of 
sampling, compare it to probability 
sampling, and provide discussion 
of various types of non-
generalizable samples and when 
they might best be used. 
 
The course will also provide 
examples of language that can be 
used to describe the use of 
nonprobability samples in GAO 
products. 

 

The Knowledge and Skills This Course Covers 

For more information, contact Training at 
training@gao.gov.  

_____________________________________________United States Government Accountability Office 

mailto:training@gao.gov�
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This course covers the principles and practices of nonprobability 
and other non-generalizable sampling techniques.  
 
Take this course and:  
 
-- Understand what non-generalizable sampling is and when to use it  

-- Learn about different types of non-generalizable samples 

-- Become familiar with how to describe non-generalizable samples 
in GAO products 

Open to all who wish to learn about the principles and 
practices of non-generalizable sampling, and to understand 
when it is appropriate. 

None 

None 

 

None 

The course objectives are to familiarize participants with (1) 
deciding whether a non-generalizable sample is appropriate, and (2) 
selecting a non-generalizable sample.  

Participants will learn how to draw non-generalizable samples that 
are systematic, carefully considered, valid and reliable.  Participants 
will also learn how and why to articulate these considerations in 
work paper documentation, and in the GAO product. 

Thinking Critically 

Classroom   

2 hours 

1 (government-related), 2 (non-government-related) 

Linda Hawkins, (202) 512-3094 

The first business day after the class ends, participants will 
receive an electronic evaluation. The first question on the 

Non-Generalizable 
Sampling 
(COAN937) 
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Course Manager 

Course Evaluation 
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evaluation asks whether or not the participant attended and 
completed the entire course. Marking “yes” and going on to 
complete the course evaluation will automatically update 
training records to reflect completion data and CPE credit.  
Note: Participants must attend and participate in the entire 
class to be eligible for CPE credit. 
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We will cover content through the use of PowerPoint slides. 

We will have a practice quiz. 

We will have a table exercise. 

Examples will be provided throughout. 
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• There are no right or wrong answers.   

• Read the exercise example that your table has been 
assigned. 

• Discuss the pros and cons for each sampling strategy shown 
in the framework below. 

• You’ll have 10-15 minutes to work on it together, and then 
each table will report to the larger group. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Instructions for 
Table Exercise 
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The Senate Small Business Committee has asked you and your 
team to explore how well small businesses (for example, the 
self employed, farmers, and anyone running a small 
corporation or partnership with a small number of employees) 
are being served by the IRS.  Specifically, they’ve asked you to 
1) identify what factors, if any, complicate the interactions 
between small businesses and IRS, and 2) how, if at all, IRS is 
responding to those factors.  In particular, the committee 
wants to make sure to include very small businesses, such as 
sole proprietors and family-run businesses with no employees 
or a very small number of employees. 

• IRS does not maintain a list of ‘small businesses,’ and they 
won’t disclose any identifying info on taxpayers anyway. 

• There may some commercial databases available with 
contact info for small businesses, and the companies may 
be able to focus on sole proprietorships for you. 

• There are a handful of organizations that represent small 
businesses (e.g., they do lobbying and often provide 
insurance), and these groups might share their membership 
data with you, or send a survey out for you, but each group 
takes official positions on policy issues; in particular most 
of these groups do not like the IRS or the current tax code 
for small businesses.  And, you don’t know how well the 
memberships of these groups represent small businesses in 
general. 

Exercise Example 
Number 1 
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GAO has been asked to look into recent severe wildfire events, 
in particular with regard to dangers posed to human life, 
endangered species, and habitat.  Specifically, requesters want 
to know 1) what data, if any, the Forest Service is 
systematically gathering on the environmental effects of severe 
wildfires, and 2) to what extent the Forest Service is using this 
kind of information in planning and decision making for land 
stewardship. 
 
The following should be considered.  The data in question are 
gathered at the local level, and not electronic.  Also, land 
stewardship decisions which could help mitigate wildfires are 
made by multiple agencies with jurisdiction over the land areas 
in question and require input from the public at various points 
before actions can be taken.  Lawsuits can stop or slow 
proposed actions for many years. 

Exercise Example 
Number 2 
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Place the letter of the possible strength with the corresponding type of sampling. 

Type of Sampling Possible Strength 

___1. Stratified Purposeful 

___2. Convenience 

___3. Critical Instance 

___4. Expert Referral 

___5. Best or Worse Case 

___6. Purposeful 

___7. Intense Case 

___8. Snowball 

___9. Typical Case 

a. May allow you to conclude that a problem, challenge, 
success, or understanding that occurred in cases you 
collected data from is highly likely to occur elsewhere. 

b. Can help in interpreting other data; can provide 
anecdotes and illustrations about program operations 
under a variety of conditions. 

c. Might be the only way to obtain information about a 
population that is difficult to track down. Since all 
group members are related in some way, you can study 
their relationships and interactions. 

d. Helpful when you are unfamiliar with a topic and can 
save time in identifying cases that are appropriate to 
the subject area. 

e. Allows you to describe issues facing the typical case 
chosen or about the most likely situation. 

f. Approach allows you to make statements about 
possible success (giving an upper bound to the issue) 
or about possible problems (giving a lower bound to 
the issue). 

g. Allows you to make qualified comparisons between 
different subgroups of a population and to discuss 
issues each subgroup faces. 

h. Often requires fewer resources since little preparation 
is required. 

i. May be less resource intensive; it is like a one-stop-
shop for information. Does not require a complete 
population list. 
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