
Process Tracing and Elite Interviewing:
A Case for Non-probability Sampling

Oisín Tansey, University of Reading

T his article explores the relationship
between the method of process trac-

ing and the data collection technique of
elite interviewing. The process tracing
method has become an increasingly used
and cited tool in qualitative research, a
trend that has recently accelerated with
the publication of Alexander George and
Andrew Bennett’s text ~2005!, Case
Studies and Theory Development in the
Social Sciences. That book outlines and
explores the process tracing method in
detail, highlighting its advantages for
exploring causal processes and analyzing
complex decision-making. Yet while the
book presents a rigorous and compelling
account of the process tracing method
and its critical importance to case study
research, the value of the method itself
remains contested in some quarters, and
there are aspects of George and Bennett’s
treatment of it that require further
exploration.1

This article identifies one issue that
has considerable relevance for process
tracing, but that is under-explored in
George and Bennett ~2005!—the re-
search tool of elite interviewing. Process
tracing requires collecting large amounts
of data, ideally from a wide range of
sources. Yet George and Bennett concen-
trate largely on documentary research
and generally refer to interviewing only
in passing. This article draws together
the disparate discussions of interviewing
in George and Bennett ~2005!, and sup-
plements them with insights from the
wider literature on interview methods,
and on elite interviewing in particular.
The article focuses on three primary is-
sues: first, the uses of interview data for
the process tracing method; second, con-
siderations of how to establish the evi-
dentiary value of interview data; and
finally, the implications that the process
tracing method has for how researchers
should approach sampling their interview
subjects. In particular, the article argues
for the use of non-probability sampling
approaches to elite interviewing when
utilizing the process tracing method.

As will be discussed further below, the
goal of process tracing is to obtain infor-
mation about well-defined and specific
events and processes, and the most appro-
priate sampling procedures are thus those
that identify the key political actors—
those who have had the most involvement
with the processes of interest. The aim is
not to draw a representative sample of a
larger population of political actors that
can be used as the basis to make general-
izations about the full population, but to
draw a sample that includes the most im-
portant political players who have partici-
pated in the political events being studied.
Consequently, random sampling runs
against the logic of the process tracing
method, as it risks excluding important
respondents from the sample purely by
chance. When sampling interviewees in a
process tracing study, the ultimate goal is
to reduce randomness as much as possi-
ble, and thus non-probability sampling
approaches are the most appropriate.

These considerations in turn speak to
recent research that explores the different
criteria that can be used to evaluate cer-
tain methodological practices. As Collier,
Brady, and Seawright ~2005a! recently
observed, a core concern of research de-
sign is managing the trade-offs that come
with using different methodological ap-
proaches. Even with the common over-
arching goals of developing theory and
making causal inferences, divergent re-
search priorities can lead to different
emphases on the appropriateness of par-
ticular methodological tools ~2005a,
195–227!. Consequently, what might be
right for one study, for example random
sampling, will be inappropriate for an-
other study with a different set of re-
search objectives. The sections below
explore these issues in greater depth,
beginning with the nature of the process
tracing method itself before turning to
issues of interviewing and sampling.

Process Tracing: Definition
and Method

Recent years have seen a significant
growth in the study of qualitative meth-
ods in political science, with a wide
range of new studies addressing core
methodological issues such as concept
formation, case selection, and causal

analysis.2 One of this literature’s stron-
gest contributions has been to reinforce
and further develop the idea that robust
causal analysis can be carried out
through within-case analysis rather than,
or as well as, cross-case analysis. Within-
case analysis entails exploring causal
relationships with reference to multiple
features of individual cases, and espe-
cially through a close examination of the
intervening processes that link the vari-
ables outlined in a hypothesized causal
relationship ~Mahoney 2000, 387–424!.
Forms of within-case analysis include
pattern matching and causal narrative
~Mahoney 2000, 387–424!, the analysis
of “causal-process observations,” ~Col-
lier, Brady, and Seawright 2005b, 229–
66! and the congruence method ~George
and Bennett 2005!. One form of within-
case analysis that has received particular
attention in recent years is process trac-
ing, which has been advanced as one of
the core means by which within-case
studies can be carried out.

The process tracing method was first
developed over two decades ago,3 but
has been most comprehensively outlined
and developed in George and Bennett’s
~2005! Case Studies and Theory Devel-
opment in the Social Sciences. That
book represents a robust defense of qual-
itative methodology, and case study re-
search in particular. Touching on a wide
range of theoretical, methodological, and
philosophical issues, Case Studies and
Theory Development in the Social Sci-
ences provides guidance for case-study
research and delineates the ways in
which case studies can contribute both to
theory development and to theory testing.
At the heart of the George and Bennett
approach is a concern with developing
and testing theory in ways that incorpo-
rate attention to the causal processes at
work in political life—to the causal
mechanisms that link causes to effects.
The authors argue that causal mecha-
nisms are central to causal explanation,
and that case studies and within-case
analysis are the methods best able to ex-
amine the operation of causal mecha-
nisms in detail ~George and Bennett
2005, 12, 21!. In turn, the authors
present process tracing as the most ap-
propriate method for uncovering such
causal mechanisms. As the authors write:
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“In process tracing, the researcher exam-
ines histories, archival documents, inter-
view transcripts, and other sources to see
whether the causal process a theory hy-
pothesizes or implies in a case is in fact
evident in the sequence and values of the
intervening variables in that case” ~6!.
They continue: “The process tracing
method attempts to identify the interven-
ing causal process—the causal chain and
causal mechanism—between an indepen-
dent variable ~or variables! and the out-
come of the dependent variable” ~206!.

As the first quotation makes clear,
George and Bennett envisage interviews
as one of the central tools of research
that can be used to apply the process
tracing method. Yet throughout their
book, interviews are mentioned infre-
quently and are only rarely considered in
isolation from other data sources, espe-
cially archival material and historical
secondary sources. As John S. Odell
~2006, 38! has noted, George and Ben-
nett tend to equate the case study method
with the historian’s method, and in par-
ticular with archival and document-based
research. As a result, while the role of
archival work, and its inherent strengths
and weaknesses, is discussed in detail,
other forms of data collection, including
interviewing, are left largely under-
explored.

I argue, however, that interviewing,
and especially elite interviewing, is
highly relevant for process tracing ap-
proaches to case study research. Particu-
larly in political science, process tracing
frequently involves the analysis of politi-
cal developments at the highest level of
government, and elite actors will often
be critical sources of information about
the political processes of interest. Also,
as George and Bennett ~2005, 223! point
out, the process tracing method requires
enormous amounts of data in order to
identify causal mechanisms at every step
of the process of interest. It is thus im-
portant that we consider all data collec-
tion options, and that we explore their
strengths, weaknesses, and uses in detail.

Elite Interviewing for
Process Tracing: Uses,
Strengths, and Weaknesses

In their more general discussion of
process tracing and case study research,
George and Bennett outline a range of
uses for process tracing data, including
interview data. These range from gather-
ing basic information about a case ~89!
and filling in gaps in existing historical
accounts ~96!, to more theoretical con-
cerns such as finding omitted variables
and hypotheses ~fn32, 20! and uncover-

ing causal processes ~6!. In this section I
focus in particular on elite interviews,
and examine the uses of elite interview-
ing when applying the process tracing
method, and also the issues of evaluation
that are raised when using this data col-
lection technique to uncover causal pro-
cesses ~see Table 1!. The subsequent
section of the article then turns to exam-
ine issues of sampling that arise when
conducting elite interviews in the context
of the process tracing method.

The wider literature on elite interviews
has identified a broad number of uses for
this particular form of data collection:

1) To Corroborate What Has Been
Established from Other Sources

Elite interview data are rarely consid-
ered in isolation, and the goal of col-
lecting such data is often to confirm
information that has already been col-
lected from other sources. When docu-
ments, memoirs, and secondary sources
provide an initial overview of the events
or issues under examination, interviews
with key players can be used to corrobo-
rate the early findings. In this way, inter-
views contribute toward the research goal
of triangulation, where collected data are
cross-checked through multiple sources to
increase the findings’ robustness. By en-
suring that data are not collected from
only one source, or one type of source, the
triangulation strategy can increase the
credibility of findings that are supported
across multiples sources, and can reveal
the weakness of some sources that might
otherwise have been viewed as reliable.4

Conducting interviews with elites can
therefore confirm the accuracy of infor-
mation that has previously been collected
from other sources.

2) To Establish What a Set of
People Think

As well as serving a corroborative
purpose, elite interviews can also be used

for additive purposes—to provide new
information that will advance the re-
search process ~Davies 2001!. One such
additive function is to establish what
people think—what their “attitudes, val-
ues, and beliefs” are ~Aberbach and
Rockman 2002, 673!.5 While it may be
possible to obtain this information from
other sources, the interview format al-
lows analysts to probe respondents at
length regarding their thoughts on key
issues relevant to the research project. As
opposed to surveys, interviewing allows
researchers to ask open-ended questions
and allows respondents to talk freely,
without the constraint of having to an-
swer according to fixed categories. Re-
searchers can thus gather rich detail
about key elites’ thoughts and attitudes
on central issues.

3) To Make Inferences about a
Larger Population’s Characteristics
and Decisions

Interviews can be used not only to
gather new data about the beliefs or ac-
tions of specific individuals, but also to
make inferences about the beliefs or ac-
tions of a wider group without interview-
ing everyone. When analysts choose
interview subjects through random selec-
tion, and when the broader population of
interview subjects is sufficiently large,
analysts can obtain a representative sam-
ple and generalize from the findings of
that sample to the wider group ~Babbie
1995!. In the context of elite interviews,
this can be particularly important when
seeking to research the beliefs or activi-
ties of key political groups, such as poli-
ticians or civil servants, that are too large
in number to interview individually. Ex-
amples of such generalizations include
the work of Joel Aberbach and his col-
leagues, who sampled both politicians
and top civil servants in the United
States and generalized their findings to
the wider population of Congress mem-
bers and government administrators.
Characteristics, traits, and actions found
through the sample group were inferred
to exist also in the population from
which the sample was drawn, and the
authors made general conclusions con-
cerning the wider political elite ~Aber-
bach, Putnam, and Rockman 1981;
Aberbach and Rockman 2000!.

4) To Help Reconstruct an Event
or Set of Events

Finally, the usage that is arguably
most relevant to process tracing entails
conducting elite interviews to establish
the decisions and actions that lay behind

Table 1
Uses of Elite Interviews

1. Corroborate what has been
established from other sources

2. Establish what a set of people
think

3. Make inferences about a larger
population’s characteristics/
decisions

4. Reconstruct an event or set of
events
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an event or series of events. Through
direct and focused questioning, research-
ers can reconstruct political episodes on
the basis of the respondents’ testimonies,
stitching together various accounts to
form a broader picture of a complex phe-
nomenon. Elite interviews can shed light
on the hidden elements of political action
that are not clear from an analysis of
political outcomes or other primary
sources. By interviewing key participants
in the political process, analysts can gain
data about the political debates and de-
liberations that preceded decision making
and action taking, and supplement offi-
cial accounts with first-hand testimony.

Elite interviews are thus a potent
source of data for political researchers,
and can contribute to empirical research
in important ways. To a great extent,
researchers can pursue each of the uses
listed above using other forms of data
collection, but elite interviews have spe-
cific advantages that can compensate for
weaknesses in alternative techniques.

One of the strongest advantages of
elite interviews is that researchers can
interview first-hand participants of the
processes they are investigating and ob-
tain accounts from direct witnesses to the
events in question. While documents and
other sources may provide detailed ac-
counts, there is often no substitute for
talking directly with those involved and
gaining insights from key participants.
The nature of interviewing also allows
interviewers to probe their subjects, thus
moving beyond written accounts that
may often only represent an official ver-
sion of events to gather information
about the underlying context and build
up to the actions that took place.6

Other advantages contrast the particu-
lar weaknesses of archival documents, as
interviews can compensate for both the
lack and limitations of documentary evi-
dence ~Davies 2001!. Important political
processes often lack an accompanying
body of documentation, for a range of
reasons. Not all participants document
important processes with written mate-
rial, as they either feel their actions are
not important enough to merit recording
them, or instead feel they are too sensi-
tive to document in written form. Over
time important documents may also be
lost, as they are unintentionally discarded
or as archives are destroyed. Governmen-
tal secrecy rules can also ensure that key
documents are withheld from public
analysis ~Davies 2001; George and Ben-
nett 2005, 99!.

Furthermore, even when relevant ar-
chival material is available, documents
can still entail some inherent weaknesses
of which the researcher must remain
aware. In particular, documents can often

be incomplete and present a misleading
account. By presenting the official ver-
sion of events, documents often conceal
the informal processes and considerations
that preceded decision making ~George
and Bennett 2005, 103!. They may also
imply consensus and agreement with a
decision, when in reality disagreements
may have been widespread and that
other, undocumented, decisions may have
been considered extensively ~Davies
2001!. Finally, in cases where there is an
abundance of documentation, the wealth
of primary data can become a liability, as
the difficulty of sorting through the evi-
dence and prioritizing the most important
documents increases. Interviewees can
often help the researcher cut through this
surplus of data since respondents can
distinguish the most significant or accu-
rate documents from those that may be
marginal or may present a selective ac-
count of events ~Seldon and Pappworth
1983!.

When considered together, these ob-
servations highlight the particular role
that elite interviewing can have in facili-
tating the process tracing method and in
providing the kind of data that can be
critical in uncovering the causal pro-
cesses and mechanisms that are central
to comprehensive causal explanations.
Process tracing requires data collection
on key political decision-making and
activity, often at the highest political
level, and elite interviews will frequently
be a critical strategy for obtaining this
required information. While their corrob-
orative function should not be under-
played, it is their additive role that is
most relevant in association with process
tracing. Such interviews can allow the
researcher to collect first-hand testimony
from direct participants and witnesses
regarding critical events and processes.
They provide the researcher with a
means to probe beyond official accounts
and narratives and ask theoretically
guided questions about issues that are
highly specific to the research objectives.
When interviewees have been significant
players, when their memories are strong,
and when they are willing to disclose
their knowledge of events in an impartial
manner, elite interviews will arguably be
the most important instrument in the pro-
cess tracer’s data collection toolkit.

Yet elite interviews are not a panacea,
and have their own limitations and weak-
nesses as well as strengths. As George
and Bennett ~2005, 99! highlight in rela-
tion to evidence more generally, re-
searchers need to critically assess and
weigh the value of collected data, recog-
nizing the pitfalls that may limit its use-
fulness along with its benefits. While in
many circumstances interviews can com-

pensate for the distortions that exist in
written sources, it is also sometimes the
case that interviewees misrepresent their
own positions in ways that raise ques-
tions over the reliability of their state-
ments. In particular, politicians may
attempt to slant their accounts and inflate
or minimize their own role in an event or
process depending on whether there is
political capital to be gained or lost
~Kramer 1990!.7 Also, in their discussion
of “instant histories,” which rely exten-
sively on interviews with policymakers
in the immediate aftermath of a particu-
lar event, George and Bennett ~2005,
102! observe that policy-makers have an
incentive to slant their accounts in order
to portray a “careful, multidimensioned
process of policymaking” to the public.
Other scholars note that civil servants in
some countries are prone to under-
representing their role in political
decision-making ~Seldon and Pappworth
1983!. Furthermore, in many cases inter-
views will be held some years after the
events of interest have taken place and
simple memory lapses can limit the use-
fulness of one-on-one meetings ~Kramer
1990!.

As a result of these potential limita-
tions, it becomes incumbent on the re-
searcher to be aware of the possible
drawbacks, and to critically evaluate any
interviews that are carried out. In order
to evaluate such interviews, however, it
is necessary to have criteria against
which such interview data can be as-
sessed. George and Bennett ~2005, 99!
themselves provide one framework for
assessing the evidentiary value of pri-
mary sources and counsel that research-
ers should ask four questions when
considering particular documents or in-
terviews: ~1! who is speaking; ~2! to
whom are they speaking; ~3! for what
purpose are they speaking; ~4! under
what circumstances? Another set of eval-
uation principles has been proposed by
Davies ~2001!, who suggests three more
specific criteria that need to be met be-
fore elite interviews can be considered
reliable. These are: ~1! that the informa-
tion obtained should be from a first-hand
witness, and not based on hearsay; ~2! that
the level of access of the interviewee to
the events in question should be known,
with senior-level elites to be viewed as
more reliable;8 and ~3! that, if possible,
the interviewee’s track record of reliabil-
ity should be established, with a proven
record of reliability ideally established
before recollections are taken at face
value. The literature mentions many other
criteria, including a wide range suggested
by Lewis Anthony Dexter ~1970! in his
classic text on elite interviewing. Dexter
discusses the evaluation of interview data
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in broad terms, citing a range of factors to
be taken into account, including the style,
manner, experience, and social position of
the interviewee and the comprehensibility,
plausibility, and consistency of the testi-
mony ~7!.

Ultimately, the final criteria used
should be a function of the research ob-
jectives, and researchers will have to
decide which criteria are the most rele-
vant given the type of person they are
interviewing and the kind of issues that
are under discussion. What is generally
applicable, however, is that researchers
should consider these issues consciously
and clearly specify the criteria being
used. Furthermore, as Davies ~2001!
counsels, even when researchers consider
the interviewees reliable, they should
consult multiple sources for all signifi-
cant data points and report levels of un-
certainty concerning the reliability and
validity of such data.

Sampling: Probability and
Non-probability Approaches

Elite interviewing is thus well-suited
to the process tracing method, and al-
though the technique should be used cau-
tiously, its particular advantages can
enhance the search for causal mecha-
nisms. It is not only that case, however,
that the potential of elite interviewing
has implications for the way process
tracing should be carried out. It is also
the case that the nature of the process
tracing method itself has implications for
the way researchers should pursue elite
interviews. In particular, using elite inter-
views for data collection in a process
tracing study has implications for the
manner in which elite interview subjects
should be selected, and researchers must
therefore take sampling considerations
into account when pursuing this form of
research design.

In much of the work that involves
elite interviews, elites are selected
through random sampling so that find-
ings from the sample can be generalized
to the wider population. As Berry ~2002!
observes, most elite interviewing de-
pends on a few well-established tem-
plates, especially ones where elites are
chosen at random and are then subjected
to a common interview protocol. For
research studies that seek to make
causal inferences about large groups of
elites, such as politicians and civil ser-
vants, limited time and resources tend to
preclude the possibility that researchers
can conduct detailed interviews with all
the subjects of interest. Instead, they
choose a sample of the group to make
studies feasible and retain the ability to

make statements that concern the wider
group. Through probability sampling, the
rules of selection ensure that the re-
searcher will be able to estimate the
relationship of the sample to the
population of subjects from which it
was drawn. As Kidder, Judd, and Smith
~1991, 132! state, certain sampling strat-
egies “can guarantee that if we were to
repeat a study on a number of different
samples selected from a given popula-
tion, our findings would not differ from
the true population figures by more than
a specified amount in more than a spec-
ified proportion of the samples.”

The key to achieving this link between
the sample and the population is to draw
a representative sample from the wider
population of subjects by using random
selection, where the probability that each
unit of the population will be selected for
the sample can be specified. The re-
searcher can then estimate the extent to
which findings based on the sample are
likely to differ from findings that would
have been obtained from an analysis of
the full population ~Kidder, Judd, and
Smith 1991, 132!. Random sampling,
however, does not equate to a disorga-
nized or ill-considered selection of the
sample, but rather to a selection of the
sample according to a set of rules that
ensures each unit of the population has a
known probability of being selected. Ex-
amples of probability sampling include
simple random sampling, where all mem-
bers of the population are listed and sub-
jects are chosen from that list in random
order. Stratified random sampling is an
alternative method of probability sam-
pling, where random selection is bal-
anced with the intentional manipulation
of the population list to ensure that cer-
tain important categories of subjects are
not excluded from the sample through
chance. For example, a population of
voters in the U.S. may be divided into
two strata, one including Democrats and
one including Republicans, and half of
the sample is then selected at random
from each sub-group.9

When the goal of a study is to gener-
alize from a sample to the wider group
from which the sample is drawn, some
form of probability sampling is essential
for the robustness of such generaliza-
tions. Without the randomness that prob-
ability sampling entails, it would be
impossible to be certain that the sample
was not selected in a biased manner, and
that the selection rule is not in some way
related to the variables being used in the
study. As Epstein and King ~2002! state,
“random selection is the only selection
mechanism in large-n studies that auto-
matically guarantees the absence of se-
lection bias.”

Sampling can also take alternative
forms, however, and non-probability
sampling techniques involve researchers
drawing samples from a larger popula-
tion without requiring random selection.
The distinguishing character of non-
probability sampling is that subjective
judgements play a role in the selection of
the sample because the researcher de-
cides which units of the population to
include ~Henry 1990!. While this means
the researcher has greater control of the
selection process, the trade-off is that
such sampling techniques severely limit
the potential to generalize from the find-
ings of the sample to the wider popula-
tion. Given the role that subjective
selection plays in drawing the sample,
selection bias can easily be introduced,
compromising the possibility of arriving
at robust findings and generalizations.
For example, a researcher may tend to-
ward selecting a certain type of respon-
dent and certain sectors of the population
can be systematically omitted from the
sample. Similarly, there is no clear way
for the researcher to estimate the extent
to which the sample resembles the popu-
lation of interest once the sample is
drawn. As a result, many argue that non-
probability sampling is inherently infe-
rior to probability sampling, and that it
should only be used under limited cir-
cumstances, such as when resources are
limited ~see Table 2!. Henry ~1990, 32!,
for example, states unequivocally that
“only in the cases where probability
samples cannot be used are non-
probability samples viable.”

Yet is it also the case that non-
probability sampling has its own advan-
tages, and that the strength of each
approach depends heavily on the aim of
the particular study. When the aim is to
generalize about a large group of elites,
probability sampling has clear advan-
tages that cannot be matched without
random selection. However, if the aim is
not to make generalizations from the
sample to the population, as with the
process tracing method, then non-
probability sampling can be assessed
using a separate set of criteria, and con-
siderations of the relationship between
the sample and population become much
less important ~Kidder, Judd, and Smith
1991!.

This is precisely the situation that ex-
ists in the context of process tracing,
when such generalizations are not an
aim, and the goal is rather to obtain in-
formation about highly specific events
and processes. To recap, the aim of pro-
cess tracing is to uncover the causal
mechanisms that link independent and
dependent variables to one another in
a particular context. Often, the causal
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processes of interest are very specific
episodes of decision-making at the elite
level, where a limited set of actors are
involved in deliberations, decisions, and
actions regarding a particular political
outcome. In some cases, the number of
actors will be so small that sampling of
any kind will not be necessary, and it
may be possible to interview the total
population of relevant elites. More often
than not, however, many actors will
work on a particular political process,
often in different contexts and at differ-
ent levels of seniority. Limitations of
time and resources will make it difficult,
or impossible, to interview all those who
played a role in the process, and it will
thus be necessary to draw some type of
sample.

The goal with the process tracing
method, however, will not be to draw a
representative sample in order to use in-
terviews to make generalizations about
the characteristics, beliefs, or actions of
the full population of relevant actors, but
rather to obtain the testimony of individ-
uals who were most closely involved in
the process of interest. While the sample
should be representative of the wider
population to the extent that it does not
systematically exclude a set of actors
who played an important role, it does not
need to be drawn from the population
through random selection. This does not
mean that process tracing is not con-
cerned with generalization of any
type—on the contrary, once an under-
lying causal mechanism is established,
the goal will often be to generalize about
this mechanism to other contexts. Rather,
the method requires focused attention to
very specific actors, events, and pro-
cesses to determine the mechanisms at
work to begin with.

Thus, when researchers use process
tracing, the key issues to consider when

drawing the sample are to ensure that the
most important and influential actors are
included, and that testimony concerning
the key process is collected from the
central players involved. In such circum-
stances, random sampling would be a
hindrance rather than a help, as the most
important actors of interest may be ex-
cluded by chance. Instead, the principal
goal with process tracing is to reduce
randomness as much as possible, which
in turn requires that researchers establish
the identities of the most important ac-
tors and approach them directly for
interviews.

The suitability of any research tool is
a function of the specific research goals
being pursued. In the case of sampling
procedures for elite interviews, the
choice of either probability or non-
probability approaches will not depend
only on practical issues such as available
time and resources, but also on method-
ological considerations derived from the
research objectives. While many argue
that probability sampling is inherently
superior to non-probability sampling, that
position may only hold if the aim is to
extrapolate broader generalizations from
the sample to a wider range of respon-
dents. In much qualitative research,
however, including process tracing, gen-
eralizing from a sample to a wider popu-
lation is not the aim, and non-probability
sampling can be judged on the basis of a
different set of criteria. These consider-
ations also hold for other forms of meth-
odological practice and the standards we
use to evaluate them. In a recent compar-
ison of quantitative and qualitative tradi-
tions in political research, Mahoney and
Goertz ~2006, 246! highlighted that the
different norms and assumptions underly-
ing the two traditions will suggest differ-
ent methodological practices, and that
“what is good advice and good practice

in statistical research might be bad ad-
vice and bad practice in qualitative re-
search and vice versa.” As discussed
above, methodological choices involve
trade-offs, and how we evaluate those
trade-offs and develop research designs
on the basis of those evaluations will
depend strongly on the assumptions we
hold and the research aims we are seek-
ing to pursue.

Types of Non-probability
Sampling

The considerations above suggest that
when using the process tracing method
there are also strong imperatives for
using non-probability sampling ap-
proaches with elite interviewing. This in
turn raises the issue of which form of
non-probability sampling is most appro-
priate when applying the process tracing
method. As with probability sampling,
there are a number of types of non-
probability sampling, each with varying
rules for selecting the final sample.

Convenience Sampling (also
known as availability or
accidental sampling)

This form of sampling involves the
researcher selecting the most readily
available respondents, regardless of char-
acteristics, until the required sample size
has been achieved. As its title suggests,
its primary advantage lies in its con-
venience—there are no strict selection
rules and the sample can be drawn in
whatever way is easiest for the re-
searcher. Yet its primary drawback de-
rives from exactly the same feature—
without any selection rules, there is no
way to tell what wider population the
sample group represents or how the sam-
ple might differ from other potential
samples. An example of this form of
sampling is the use of the students in a
professor’s class as a sample of the
wider student body—while interviews
with members of the class may reveal a
range of student opinions, without
knowledge of the relationship of the
sample group to the wider student popu-
lation the scope for robust generaliza-
tions will be severely limited.

Quota Sampling

Another method overcomes some of
convenience sampling’s problems by
seeking to ensure that certain characteris-
tics are present in the sample in propor-
tion to their distribution in the wider
population. For example, a researcher
might ensure that the chosen sample

Table 2
Advantages and Disadvantages of Probability and
Non-probability Sampling

Probability Sampling Non-probability Sampling

Advantages: Advantages:
• avoids selection bias • control over selection process
• enables generalizations from the

sample to the wider population
• inclusion of important political

actors
• particularly suitable for Use 3 in

Table 1 (as well as Uses 1 and 2).
• particularly suitable for Use 4 in

Table 1 (as well as Uses 1 and 2).
Disadvantages: Disadvantages:

• risks omitting important respondents • greater scope for selection bias
through chance • limited potential to generalize

from the sample to the wider
population
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includes ethnic groups in the same pro-
portion as they exist in the wider popula-
tion so that no groups of interest are
excluded through chance. This method
provides the researcher with a greater
degree of certainty regarding the
sample’s makeup and its relationship to
the broader population of interest.

As with most sampling methods, how-
ever, there are certain drawbacks to this
selection method. First, the researcher
must know the population’s characteris-
tics beforehand, which is not always
possible. Second, while the sample is
representative of the population on the
characteristics of interest, there is no way
for the researcher to be sure that it is
also representative of other characteris-
tics that may be important, for example
class and ethnicity. Even though certain
proportions are guaranteed, the selection
rules or the interviewers’ inadvertent bi-
ases may lead to the over-representation
of subjects with other particular charac-
teristics ~Kidder, Judd, and Smith 1991!.

Purposive Sampling

Purposive sampling is a selection
method where the study’s purpose and
the researcher’s knowledge of the popu-
lation guide the process. If the study en-
tails interviewing a pre-defined and
visible set of actors, the researcher may
be in a position to identify the particular
respondents of interest and sample those
deemed most appropriate. As Kidder
et al. ~1991! suggest, the basic assump-
tion is that with good judgement and an
appropriate strategy, researchers can se-
lect the cases to be included and thus
develop samples that suit their needs. An
example here is the strategy of market
researchers who stand on busy streets
and seek to question passers-by—often
they have a specific target group in mind
and will purposefully try to interview
people of a certain age, race, or gender,
ignoring those who do not fit the criteria.

Snowball/Chain-referral Sampling

One of the most well-known forms of
non-probability sampling is the snowball
sampling method, which is particularly
suitable when the population of interest
is not fully visible and when compiling a
list of the population poses difficulties
for the researcher ~Babbie 1995!. This
approach is commonly used in sociologi-
cal studies on hidden populations that
may be involved in sensitive issues or
illegal activities, such as drug use and
prostitution ~Biernacki and Waldord
1981!. Yet the method is also used in
political science and the study of elites,

where the most influential political actors
are not always those whose identities are
publicly known.

The snowball, or chain-referral, sam-
pling method involves identifying an ini-
tial set of relevant respondents, and then
requesting that they suggest other poten-
tial subjects who share similar character-
istics or who have relevance in some
way to the object of study. The re-
searcher then interviews the second set
of subjects, and also requests that they
supply names of other potential interview
subjects. The process continues until the
researcher feels the sample is large
enough for the purposes of the study, or
until respondents begin repeating names
to the extent that further rounds of nomi-
nations are unlikely to yield significant
new information.

As with random sampling, the snow-
balling method is not as uncontrolled as
its name might suggest. The researcher is
heavily involved in developing and man-
aging the initiation and progress of the
sample, and seeks to ensure that the
chain of referrals remains within bound-
aries that are relevant to the study at all
times ~Biernacki and Waldord 1981!.
One of the dangers with snowball sam-
pling is that respondents often suggest
others who share similar characteristics,
or the same outlook ~Seldon and Papp-
worth 1983!, so the researcher needs to
ensure that the initial set of respondents
is sufficiently diverse so that the sample
is not skewed excessively in any one
particular direction.

Sampling for Process Tracing
As discussed above, non-probability

sampling is particularly well-suited to the
process tracing method, where the aim is
not to generalize to a wider population
from a smaller sample. Yet the question,
therefore, is whether there is a particular
form of non-probability sampling that is
best for process tracing projects. Answer-
ing this question requires considering the
kind of criteria that researchers may wish
to use to select their respondents, which
in turn may vary from project to project.
This section discusses two criteria in par-
ticular that will have relevance for many
process tracing studies, and explores
which forms of non-probability sampling
might be suitable to apply once research-
ers select their criteria of choice.

In the first approach, researchers use
positional criteria to identify desirable
respondents; that is, analysts specify a
set of positions, or occupations, of key
elites that are the focus of the study. The
central characteristic of this approach is
that researchers have sufficient knowl-
edge of their area of interest, and suffi-

cient knowledge of the political
structures of relevance, to identify ex
ante the type of actor that will be of in-
terest. For example, in a study that seeks
to examine the involvement of senior
civil servants in specific governmental
processes, it may be possible to specify
in advance the type of respondent that
will be required, and the positional crite-
rion might simply be that all respondents
are top-level bureaucrats in a particular
government department. In some cases,
these individuals may be publicly known
or easily identifiable, and a form of pur-
posive sampling will be most appropriate
for selecting the specific subjects for in-
terview. If information on the identity of
top-level bureaucrats is lacking, however,
researchers may need to initiate a snow-
ball sampling process to identify the key
individuals who hold these positions,
starting with the known civil servants
and using a chain of referrals to identify
the unknown actors who occupy the spe-
cific positions of interest.10

An alternative approach to positional
criteria is one that references reputational
criteria in the selection of respondents.
This approach does not involve defining
the desired set of respondents according
to the particular positions they hold, but
rather according to the extent to which
they are deemed influential in a particu-
lar political arena by their own peers.
Instead of having a fixed category of
actors, researchers are open to including
respondents from any political arena or
position who may have played an impor-
tant role in the political process of inter-
est. With this method, the snowball
sampling method is particularly appropri-
ate, as it is impossible for the researcher
to know, in advance of consulting an
initial set of elites, which individuals will
be viewed as having the greatest influ-
ence in the area of interest. Conse-
quently, the most appropriate method of
establishing a sample based on reputa-
tional criteria is to identify an initial sub-
set of respondents based on their known
relevance to the research topic, and then
initiate a chain-referral process whereby
these respondents are then asked to pro-
vide a list of people they feel are influ-
ential in the same field. This procedure
is then repeated with the new nominees
once initial respondents propose fresh
names. Farquharson ~2005! has argued
that this reputational snowball method is
successful at identifying influential actors
who might otherwise have been ignored,
as elites can often suggest influential
players who researchers may not initially
have presumed relevant to the study.
Similarly, this method has advantages in
assessing the level of influence of key
elites, as the number of nominations that
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each person receives provides an indica-
tion of their stature within a policy or
issue arena. When individuals receive
several nominations from peers, it sug-
gests they may be particularly influential
in their fields, and thus be critical inter-
viewee subjects.

Deciding between these alternative
approaches to sampling elites for inter-
views will often be a function of the re-
search goals, and in some cases it may
be clearly preferable to choose one ap-
proach over another. However, when
using elite interviews as part of a process
tracing method, this article contends that
a combination of the two approaches is
an optimal method. As process tracing
involves obtaining information about a
very specific set of events or processes,
it will usually be the case that it is possi-
ble for the researcher to identify a key
set of relevant actors according to their
positions, for example, by virtue of their
membership in a government committee,
or their holding a senior cabinet position
in a relevant department. Process tracing
will thus generally involve some form of
purposive sampling, especially in the
early stages of a project, as researchers
select respondents according to the posi-
tion they have held and their known in-
volvement in a political process.

However, as process tracing seeks to
uncover as much information as possible
about political processes, and establish
the fine-grained associations that link
independent and dependent variables, it
is imperative that researchers strive to
obtain all the information that could con-
tribute to reconstructing the processes of
interest. They need to be open to the
possibility that the process in question
was influenced by unknown or un-
expected political actors who may have
held political positions that were initially
not considered relevant or important. In
order to avoid missing such individuals,
and thus omitting key political figures
from the sample of interview respon-
dents, researchers need to select respon-
dents according to reputational as well as
positional criteria. Initiating a snowball
sample with known participants can
identify not only the individuals that oc-
cupy key positions that researchers have
identified in advance as being important,

but can also shine light on the identity of
important actors who may have played a
role from unlikely or unpredictable posi-
tions. The sampling method can thus
contribute to the process tracing method,
as information is collected from a com-
plete set of relevant players and no sig-
nificant actors are omitted from the study
as a result of the selection rules.

Conclusion
Process tracing provides a crucial

method for the analysis of complex polit-
ical phenomena, and rightly places an
emphasis on uncovering the causal
mechanisms that connect independent
and dependent variables. By prioritizing
fine-grained research that seeks to iden-
tify the critical steps and stages of politi-
cal processes, the process tracing method
allows scholars to both generate and as-
sess critical data, and thus enhance their
efforts both at theory development and at
theory testing. Yet discussions of process
tracing to date have been somewhat se-
lective in their treatment of the kinds of
data collection strategies that are appro-
priate for this method. In particular, there
has been a tendency to emphasize the
historical method and archival research
over other forms of data collection. This
article has argued that elite interviewing
should also be viewed as an appropriate,
and at times critical, form of data collec-
tion in the context of a process tracing
project. Although interviewing produces
data that face many of the same chal-
lenges of evaluation and reliability as
other forms of data, it enables research-
ers to move beyond written sources, and
ask probing, theoretically-driven ques-
tions of key participants in the events
and processes of interest. By allowing
researchers to communicate with key
players directly, and by enabling them to
frame that communication according to
theoretical interests and priorities, inter-
views can facilitate the collection of data
that is highly relevant and specific to the
research objectives being pursued.

This article also highlights the impli-
cations that the process tracing method
has for approaching the elite interview
process, and especially for selecting the
interview sample. Political scientists reg-

ularly suggest that the ideal selection
method is probability sampling, and that
the advantages of non-probability sam-
pling are limited. Yet such suggestions
rest on the assumption that the sample
will be used as a source from which to
generalize findings to the population, and
this is not the case when researchers pur-
sue process tracing. In this situation, the
aim is profoundly different, as scholars
seek highly specific information about
highly specific events and processes.
Once the researcher reconstructs such
processes and makes findings about the
relationships between the variables and
causal mechanism, it may then be desir-
able to generalize those processes to
other cases. But in reconstructing that
initial process, the aim of collecting in-
terview data is to obtain specific data to
fill in a specific gap, and not to abstract
to a wider population of interviewees.

In order to pursue non-probability
sampling, however, researchers need to
consciously consider the criteria they
will use to select their interview respon-
dents. Two approaches have been dis-
cussed, based respectively on positional
and reputational criteria, and both have
relevance for process tracers. It is this
article’s contention that neither approach
should be pursued in isolation of the
other, and that the ideal strategy when
using the process tracing method is to
combine the positional and reputational
approaches when sampling potential in-
terview subjects. In this way, researchers
can not only interview a set of political
actors that their research objectives sug-
gest will be highly relevant, but will also
open their research to the possible inclu-
sion of other influential players who may
not be obvious ex ante—that is, political
actors who will only be identified by
their peers through a process of sampling
based on reputational criteria and snow-
ball sampling. Whichever method quali-
tative researchers ultimately select, it is
imperative that they be aware of both the
advantages and disadvantages of elite
interviewing, especially when used in
conjunction with process tracing, and
that the decision to use this form of data
collection and the manner in which they
collect interview respondents are based
on informed methodological reasoning.

Notes
1. For recent critical discussions of George

and Bennett ~2005!, see Qualitative Methods:
Newsletter of the APSA Qualitative Methods
Section; and of process tracing specifically, see
Checkel ~2006!.

2. For a review of this recent literature, see
Bennett and Elman ~2006!.

3. See George ~1979! and George and
McKeown ~1985!.

4. For a discussion of triangulation and
elite interviewing, see Davies ~2001!.

5. See Aberbach and Rockman ~2002! and
Goldstein ~2002!.

6. While this paper is not directly con-
cerned with interview techniques, the above
point suggests that a form of semi-structured
interview techniques would be appropriate for
process tracing related interviews. Set questions
can ensure the interview is focused on the theo-
retical concerns of the research project, and the
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ability to ask probing follow-up questions will
be necessary to ensure as much relevant infor-
mation as possible is gained from the respon-
dent. For more on the nature of semi-structured
interviewing, see Hammer and Wildavsky
~1989!.

7. For a more comprehensive survey of the
limitations of elite interviewing, see Seldon and
Pappworth ~1983, Chapter 2!.

8. Note that this is in contrast to a point
raised by George and Bennett ~2005, 103!—that
often lower-level officials may be better inter-
view sources given their day-to-day involvement
with political processes.

9. See the discussion of sampling in
Epstein and King ~2002!.

10. For examples of the use of positional
criteria, see Denitch ~1972! and Rivera,
Kozyreva, and Sarovskii ~2002!.
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