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Stop Apologizing for Your Samples, Start
Embracing Them

Xiaoyuan (Susan) Zhu, Janet L. Barnes-Farrell, and Dev K. Dalal
University of Connecticut

Landers and Behrend (2015) call for editors and reviewers to resist using
heuristics when evaluating samples in research as well as for researchers
to cautiously consider choosing the samples appropriate for their research
questions. Whereas we fully agree with the former conclusion, we believe
the latter can be extended even further to encourage researchers to embrace
the strengths of their samples for understanding their research rather than
simply defending their samples. We believe that samples are not inherently
better or worse but rather better suited for different research objectives. In

Xiaoyuan (Susan) Zhu, Janet L. Barnes-Farrell, and Dev K. Dalal, Department of Psy-
chology, University of Connecticut.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Xiaoyuan (Susan) Zhu,
Department of Psychology, University of Connecticut, 406 Babbidge Road, Unit 1020, Storrs,
CT 06269-1020. E-mail: xiaoyuan.zhu@uconn.edu

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2015.30 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2014.03.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0886260504263249
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1069072713493981
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.280.5365.867
http://www2.census.gov/econ/susb/data/2011/us_state_naicssector_small_emplsize_2011.xls
http://www2.census.gov/econ/susb/data/2011/us_state_naicssector_small_emplsize_2011.xls
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1948550614559604
mailto:xiaoyuan.zhu@uconn.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2015.30


stop apologizing , start embracing 229

this commentary, we identify three continua on which research goals can
differ to demonstrate that all samples can inform science. Depending on the
position of one’s research on these continua, different samples exhibit dif-
ferent strengths; the continua described below can be used to anchor one’s
sample to demonstrate how it can benefit, rather than limit, research con-
clusions. As discussed in the focal article, researchers will often apologize
for their convenience samples as one of a litany of limitations; we hope that
researchers will move sampling issues out of the limitations section and into
the main discussion.

Generalizing to Contextualizing
Research efforts can differ with respect to whether the goal is to generalize an
effect across situations or contextualize an effect to a specific setting. On one
end of the continuum, researchers aim to generalize their findings across
situations or organizations (i.e., external validity). The emphasis here is to
understand theoretical relations andunderlyingmechanisms rather than test
effects within a specific sample (Highhouse, 2009). To the extent that con-
textual effects are absent—that is, the phenomenon under investigation can
be expected tomaterialize across contexts—the specific type of sample is less
relevant. When studying a fundamental psychological process applicable to
multiple settings and groups of people, then a sample on this end of the con-
tinuum is advantageous, and the sample can be used to support the argument
that the theoretical principles generalize across samples (Calder, Phillips, &
Tybout, 1981; Highhouse & Gillespie, 2009). A good example of this type of
reasoning is seen in the judgment and decision-making literature wherein
student and nonstudent convenience samples are used to demonstrate ba-
sic judgment and decision-making effects that manifest across samples (e.g.,
Schwarz & Vaughn, 2002).

The emphasis on the other end of this continuum is to understand
whether an effect functions in a fundamentally different manner in settings
with particular characteristics; that is, researchers are seeking to identify
boundary conditions of a theory or effect. With the goal of further devel-
oping theory, the sample naturally becomes part of the research design as
a potential moderator in order to consider how characteristics of a specific
sample may alter the relations typically found. In turn, the type of sample
augments the conclusions and becomes an important strength of the study.
For instance, studying effects of physical proximity on interpersonal rela-
tions in settings wherein physical proximity is unconstrained, such as typ-
ical organizations, versus settings that naturally constrain proximity, such
as submariners and National Aeronautics and Space Administration astro-
nauts, makes sampling an important strength of the study. Indeed, the latter
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two samples allow organizational scientists to explore more nuanced effects
and to provide direct and practical conclusions.

Shared Experiences to Diverse Experiences
Research ideas can span a continuum from, on the one end, requiring shared
experiences to, on the other end, requiring diverse experiences to emerge.
One may be interested in psychological processes that need participants to
have a shared experience, such as emergence of culture or leadership. For
instance, understanding how adaptive personality influences turnover in the
event of organizational change (e.g., new leadership team) requires using an
organizational sample wherein employees experience the same event. On the
one hand, members of a sports team who experience a large-scale coaching
or ownership change can be a viable proxy. On the other hand, convenience
samples such as panel, crowdsourced, or snowball samples would certainly
be inappropriate in this case.

Alternatively, onemay be interested in how people with different experi-
ences exhibit the same psychological processes. For example, studying peo-
ple’s use of heuristics during interviews should manifest across situations.
Demonstrating this effect with an intentionally diverse sample can buffer
against organizational/setting specific explanations and bolster the applica-
bility of one’s research findings. These types of studies would benefit from
random samples of the adult workforce, to be sure, but could also be ad-
dressed withMechanical Turk (MTurk) or online panel samples, given these
participants likely vary widely in their past experiences with interviewing.

Science as a Process: Initial Stages to Later Stages
Finally, researchers should consider at which stage in the scientific process
are the effects/theories they are studying, as this also speaks to the benefits of
a sample. In the early stages of a research study, researchers are likely study-
ing novel phenomena that have not been robustly observed. In other words,
many early studies in an area of research are looking to establish a proof-
of-concept (i.e., does this effect even exist?) to start the theory development
process. Because science is advanced in incremental steps, these early stud-
ies benefit from a focused attempt at demonstrating and replicating an effect
with less concern for specific samples and/or generalizing. In such studies,
assuming they are appropriate for the research question, any convenience
sample can be useful. In addition, these more convenient samples (e.g., un-
dergraduate students, MTurk) facilitate randomized experiments that can
control extraneous variables to establish internal validity (Hovland, 1959),
as the initial goal is to test the theorized effect in situations in which it may
not naturally occur (Highhouse, 2009). The ability to test for generalizabil-
ity first requires a robust understanding of the underlying principles. In this
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case, easy to obtain samples such as student samples, MTurk, and archival
data (e.g., sports teams) appropriately facilitate investigating research ques-
tions located at the “initial stages” end of the continuum.

As the effect gets better understood, samples becomemore important—
particularly when testing for boundary conditions of the effect. At this point,
researchers can think about how their sampling decisions replicate and ex-
tend the earlier studies. In these stages, the use of random and organiza-
tional samples becomes beneficial. In addition, however, other convenience
sampling techniques might be necessary. For instance, studying the adjust-
ment of military personnel to civilian occupations likely requires some sort
of snowball sampling to reach such a unique sample.

Conclusions
Although all samples have their strengths and limitations, it seems that or-
ganizational researchers are quick to apologize for their samples’ limitations
rather than acknowledging what makes their samples beneficial for their
studies. To be clear, samples should be considered in the design stages of
a study, but default admonishment (and apologizing) for not using organi-
zational samples is inappropriate and hinders the growth of the field. In-
deed, carefully considering what samples tell us about an effect can help
researchers more fully understand the phenomena we study. Although fea-
sibility and appropriateness of using a particular sample are important to
consider, they should not be confused with convenience. A sample that best
answers a research question, regardless of its convenience, is the best sample
(Vogt, Gardner, & Haeffele, 2012). Researchers should embrace the utility of
their samples, especially when one can bolster the case for their sample by
matching it to the purpose of their research on the continua provided above
and other continua that are not discussed here. Again, we are not suggesting
that one should ignore the limitations of a sample; rather, we suggest criti-
cally evaluating the potential advantages of a sample and utilizing them to
strengthen the research conclusions.
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Sampling in Industrial–Organizational Psychology
Research: Now What?

Gwenith G. Fisher and Kyle Sandell
Colorado State University

We agree with the authors of the focal article that too little attention is paid to
sampling in industrial–organizational (I-O) psychology research. Upon re-
flection and in response to the focal article by Landers and Behrend (2015),
we answer three primary questions: (a) What is it about our training, sci-
ence, and practice as I-O psychologists that has led to less focus on sam-
pling issues? (b) Does it matter? (c) If so, then what should we do about
it?

At the heart of research methods are two primary issues: sampling and
measurement. There seems to be consistent agreement among I-O psychol-
ogists that we place a high value on and great deal of effort toward measure-
ment precision: What constructs do we aim to measure, and what evidence
do we have for the reliability and validity of those measures (e.g., DeNisi,
2013; Guion, 1998; Hough & Connelly, 2013)? However, much less attention
has been paid to sampling. Effective sampling involves clearly identifying
the population of interest for a particular research study and learning ap-
propriate strategies and best practices for representatively sampling from that
population (Hanges &Wang, 2012).

Why Is Little Attention Paid to Sampling?
There are many reasons why we have not focused much on sampling in I-
O psychology. First, we would like to add to the list of reasons offered by
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