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Nobody doubts that 

random probability samples with a high response rate 

are the gold standard.

The best methodology?

Sample surveys
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Nobody doubts that 

random probability samples with a high response rate

are the gold standard.

But if that is not possible, quota sampling may be the answer

(Ipsos MORI does a lot of quota sampling.

We also do a lot of random probability sampling.

No axe to grind: itõs about making the best choice in each case.)

The best methodology?

Sample surveys
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The method in any given survey will depend on its circumstances

ÁFace-to-face surveys are different from telephone surveys are 

different from online surveys

ïAll of these can and often do use forms of quota sampling

The method in any given survey should depend upon its purpose

ÁQuotas are designed to control the factors that are relevant to the 

particular measurements that the survey is intended to make

ïSamples do not need to be fully representative so long as they are 

representative with respect to what is being measured

ïMeasurements do not need to be perfect so long as they are 

GOOD ENOUGH to serve the surveyõs purpose

There is no single way of doing a quota survey

Quota -sampled surveys
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In one sense, there is no òtheoryó. 

The justification for quota sampling is empirical: it has a long track 

record of producing satisfactory results most of the time. It canõt be 

proved that it òought toó work; nevertheless, it generally DOES work.

The experience is of 

Ábillions of dollarsõ worth of commercial MR, generally found 

satisfactory by clients (at least, they carry on commissioning it)

Áopinion polls and other social surveys which have consistently found 

broadly similar results to more rigorously conducted random polls

The theory

Quota sampling



6Quota sampling.ppt | June 2017 | Version 1 | Public 

(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Total error Sampling error

That part of the error caused by 
differences between the sample 
and the universe

Measurement error

That part of the error caused by 
differences between the 
measured characteristics of the 
sample and the real 
characteristics of the sample

= +

Interactions

Of unknown size, possibly 
significant

+
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Total error Sampling error

That part of the error caused by 
differences between the sample 
and the universe

Measurement error

That part of the error caused by 
differences between the 
measured characteristics of the 
sample and the real 
characteristics of the sample

= +
Should be the same 

regardless of 

sampling method if 

the survey is 

otherwise the same
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Sampling error

That part of the error caused by 
differences between the sample 
and the universe
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Sampling error

That part of the error caused by 
differences between the sample 
and the universe

Bias

Constant in multiple replications

Random variation

Varies in multiple replications
= +

Function of sample 

size and design 

factors
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Sampling error

That part of the error caused by 
differences between the sample 
and the universe

Bias

Constant in multiple replications

Random variation

Varies in multiple replications
= +

Arithmetically 

calculable for 

probability surveys; 

empirically, of 

similar scale in 

comparable quota 

surveys
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Bias

Constant in multiple replications
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Bias

Constant in multiple replications

Selection bias

Not present in probability 
sampled surveys

Non -response bias

Potentially present in all surveys 
without 100% response rate

= +

Specification bias

e.g. non-coverage bias from 
imperfect sampling frame

+

Potential presence 

of selection bias is 

the key difference 

between probability 

and quota samples

ê?+
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Bias

Constant in multiple replications

Selection bias

Not present in probability 
sampled surveys

Non -response bias

Potentially present in all surveys 
without 100% response rate

= +

Specification bias

e.g. non-coverage bias from 
imperfect sampling frame

+

ê?+

Our task in designing a 

quota survey is to 

minimise this without 

needing to know (exact) 

selection probabilities
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Bias

Constant in multiple replications

Selection bias

Not present in probability 
sampled surveys

Non -response bias

Potentially present in all surveys 
without 100% response rate

= +

Specification bias

e.g. non-coverage bias from 
imperfect sampling frame

+

ê?+

We therefore seek the 

characteristics of a sample 

that might bias the 

measurements in which 

we are interested, and try 

to eliminate them
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(This is not intended to be a rigorously-specified model, simply a conceptual famework)

Broad outline

Survey measurement error

Bias

Constant in multiple replications

Selection bias

Not present in probability 
sampled surveys

Non -response bias

Potentially present in all surveys 
without 100% response rate

= +

Specification bias

e.g. non-coverage bias from 
imperfect sampling frame

+

ê?+

We therefore seek the 

characteristics of a sample 

that might bias the 

measurements in which 

we are interested, and try 

to eliminate them
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1. Identify population variables of importance to the survey 

2. Control sample composition on the variables to match population 

distributions by setting quotas and weighting

The basic assumption is that so long as the sample is representative on 

key characteristics, it will be representative in other ways as well

ÁIf there is no difference between those who are picked and those 

who are not on the questions you are measuring , the outcome will 

be the same as with a probability survey

The general principle

Quota sampling
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No reason why a quota survey cannot be specified to mimic the 

methodology of a given probability -sampled survey in every way 

except final respondent selection

ÁCan have a complex design with high degree of stratification

ÁFor example, a high-quality face-to-face quota survey might use:

ïMulti -level stratified sampling with sampling points selected 

proportional to population

ïDifferent quota for every sampling point reflecting its population 

profile

Design possibilities

Quota -sampled surveys
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Selection of quotas

ÁDesigned to control variables likely to be highly correlated with the 

variable being measured

ïMay be different for each survey. (A sample suited to measuring 

market for FMCGs may not be politically representative, and vice 

versa)

ÁConceptually, the quota design includes all specifications that restrict 

interviewer discretion, e.g.

ïIn face-to-face surveys, definition of sampling points

ïIn telephone surveys, selection of telephone numbers issued to 

interviewers (e.g. by random digit dialling)

Survey design

Quota -sampled surveys
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Each interviewer is given instructions on how to select respondents. 

In a face-to-face quota survey, these might include: 

Áthe quota (e.g. the mix of age groups, ethnic groups and working 

status that is required, usually tailored to each sampling point); 

Áa map or street listing specifying the area where they are to find their 

respondents;

Áextra restrictions, e.g. to leave a minimum number of doors between 

interviews. 

Within the bounds of these instructions the interviewer is free to 

interview anybody who will take part. 

It is the researcherõs job to make sure the restrictions are sufficiently 

stringent that this nevertheless results in a representative sample.

Process

Quota -sampled surveys
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After interviewing, weighting is applied to the data

ÁNOT an optional extra, an integral part of the sampling design

ïWith a probability sample, we rely on the randomness of the 

selection to give us a representative sample; with a quota sample, 

we rely on our specification of the respondent selection to give us 

a representative sample

ÁWeightingê

ïfine-tunes the control provided by the quotas

ïallows control by more variables than are practical for interviewr 

quotas

ïmay also allow for more complex interaction between variables

Process

Quota -sampled surveys
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Very obviously, quota samples are highly dependent on the accuracy of 

the population information used to set quotas and weighting targets

Note that this might include survey -based information from 

probability -sampled surveys. (e.g. Most GB quota surveys will use data 

from the Labour Force Survey, the National Readership Survey, etc.)

Caveats

Quota -sampled surveys
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Example 1

Academic surveys: cultural

relations between ethnic groups



23Quota sampling.ppt | June 2017 | Version 1 | Public 

Survey of c. 600 White and c. 600 Asian adults in Birmingham

ÁBoth groups sampled in high and low deprivation areas

ÁBoth groups sampled in high and low density areas for their own 

ethnicity, and areas of high and low ethnic diversity

Sampling points (PSUs) were census LSOAs (average pop. 1,500)

Á121 PSUs selected, stratified by IMD and % of Asian residents, 

skewed towards higher Asian areas

ï10 interviews in each

ïQuota for each interviewer included ethnic group, over -sampling 

Asians to achieve equal sample sizes

ïResults in 100% coverage of both groups

Aims

Academic survey
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Example 2

MORI Omnibus c. 1999


