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Abstract: 

 

The use of ësnowball recruitingí has been criticised due to the tendency for in-

group recruitment and over-sampling of groups with larger personal networks.  

Yet this type of recruitment is valuable within studies where the participants 

required represent a narrow subgroup of the general population for which 

adequate sampling frames are not available.  Despite the mistaken belief that the 

researcher only needs one or two contacts for the information to snowball until 

the required sample size is achieved, in reality this methodology requires much 

research in order to be effective (Streeton, et al, 2004).  However, if Milgramís 

(1967) largely unproven theory of ësix degrees of separationí between strangers 

is to be believed, information can be transmitted effectively to a large number of 

people through an informal network of communication, thereby increasing 

recruitment options.  Current studies by Columbia and Ohio Universities are 

testing Milgramís (1967) theory in relation to Internet communication, and 

hypothesize that there are actually less than six degrees of separation between 

strangers connected through technology.  This paper documents the recruitment 

process for a doctoral dissertation using ësnowballí methodology, discussing the 

positive and negative aspects of this type of recruitment in relation to its 

efficiency in providing a fair population sample for research. 
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The proposed project involves in-depth narrative inquiry into the life stories of 

gifted adults within multicultural Australia.  The project involves interviewing a 

small number of adults, who have been nominated as gifted within their field 

and/or culture, with a view to building individual narratives of their life 

experiences.  These narratives will be recorded and compared to investigate 

commonalities of educational and developmental experiences amongst the gifted 

adult population within multicultural Australia. 

 

The participants will all be adults, between the ages of eighteen to eighty plus 

years of age, who meet the criteria of gifted characteristics as outlined in the 

information letter. The project does not target any particular ethnic or community 

group, but rather seeks participants from a range of ethnicities and cultures.  

Therefore the recruitment method involves initial contact with representatives 

from various cultural and religious groups in order to provide consultation prior to 

direct contact with participants and determine whether any specific strategies 

should be employed in order to address cultural sensitivities and concerns.  

 

Participant recruitment 

 

Due to the intensive nature of narrative investigation a case study approach will 

be used. A case study ìallows, indeed endorses, a focus on just one example, 

orÖone individual, or a small number of individualsî (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 

2001:7), in order to gain an in depth understanding of the subject by focusing on 

discovery rather than confirmation (Burns, 1997).  A case study is defined by an 

interest in individual cases (Stake, 2000). It is rich in subjective data (Burns, 

1997) and allows the exploration of deeper meaning within the ëstoriesí provided 

by the participants (van Manen, 2000). A case study generally requires a small 

sample group, typically seven to eight participants (Burns, 1997). As only small 

sample size is required at least 10-12 participants will be recruited to ensure that 

even if some participants withdraw from the study at least eight participants will 

remain. 
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Due to the small number of participants required ësnowball samplingí (Rowan & 

Huston, 1997), a type of ìchain-referral samplingî (Jeffri, 2004), methodology will 

be used to recruit subjects.  This type of recruitment is valuable within studies 

where the participants required represent a rather narrow subgroup of the 

general population for which adequate sampling frames are not available 

(Patrick, Pruchno & Rose, 1998). For instance the participants may represent a 

small percentage of the population, are not commonly gathered in specific 

groups, and may be ëhiddení or difficult to identify or contact (Brown, 2003; 

Hignett & Wilson, 2004; Streeton, Cooke & Campbell, 2004). As gifted individuals 

represent a statistically small minority of the population, and are not typically 

gathered in groups, other recruitment methods are not suitable to this study.  

Although this method has been criticized as it ìcannot claim representativenessî 

(Jeffri, 2004:11) of the wider population, and there is a tendency toward in-group 

recruitment and the over-sampling of groups with larger personal network links, 

strategies to address these issues will be incorporated into the study.  

 

This method of recruitment is often misrepresented, and the potential for bias in 

passing invitations along a line of contacts within similar fields or with similar 

information is acknowledged (Streeton, et al. 2004). Rather than the mistaken 

belief that all the researcher has to do is begin with one or two contacts and then 

let the information snowball until the required sample size is achieved, in reality 

this methodology requires much research in order to be effective (Streeton, et al, 

2004).  Characteristic of this approach is the use of groups or individuals to gain 

access to the population sample (Faugier & Sergeant, 1997, cited in Streeton, et 

al. 2004).  These contacts enable access to some of the ëhiddení or difficult to 

reach participants by sending out letters of introduction to possible participants 

and/or nominating contacts to the researcher (Streeton, et al. 2004).   
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These initial contacts take the form of ëkey informantsí or ëinformal research 

assistantsí (Streeton, Cooke & Campbell, 2004:38) within the research study by 

providing information on cultural sensitivities or expectation that may be 

otherwise unknown to the researcher, and negotiating contact with the 

participants. Full disclosure of the focus of the study, the commitment and 

expectations of the participants will be explained in the initial contact phase. 

Initial contact with these groups will be through telephone contact, to identify the 

correct addressee for letters to each group, and ascertain whether any cultural 

sensitivities need to be addressed. The representative of the group will then be 

asked to forward the information about the study to the any person they feel 

meets the criteria of giftedness as outlined in the information letter. Participants 

will then be contacted via the nominee, who will forward the information letters 

and expression of interest form, and invited to participate in the study, once they 

have expressed interest in participating. 

 

Therefore, as the sample is to be drawn across cultures, religions and socio-

economic status, various groups will be contacted and requested to nominate a 

ëgiftedí individual to represent their particular group.  For example groups 

representing religious populations such as Islamic, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, 

Arabic, Asian and other cultural groups, will be contacted and asked to nominate 

a ëgiftedí individual for the study.  Full disclosure of the focus of the study, the 

commitment and expectations of the participants will be explained in initial 

contact phase. 

 

In order to address the issue of giftedness identification, participants will be 

identified through nomination, and the nominees will be requested to explain the 

reasons for their nomination of participants.  Gifted individuals are those that 

ëstand outí within their cultural groups, displaying ëexcellenceí relative to their 

peers (Sternberg, Grigorenko & Bundy, 2001; Renzulli, 1996) therefore 

nominations will be examined for characteristic traits of gifted individuals 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2001).  Participants will then be contacted and 
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invited to participate in the study.  Once identified, the participants will be 

requested to complete a questionnaire/Likert scale in order to assess the 

commonalities of gifted traits and characteristics.  However, it should be noted 

that each culture may have their own definition of giftedness. Hence 

characteristics as identified via the Commonwealth of Australia (2001) definitions 

or within other studies (Macy, 1996) may not be applicable and will be used as a 

guide only. 

 

 

Six degrees of separation 

 

Snowball recruiting in its essence relies on Milgramís (1967) largely unproven 

theory of ësix degrees of separationí. This theory has trickled down into popular 

culture as a ësmall worldí phenomenon, where social networks interconnect in 

often surprising ways.  

 

Milgramís (1967) work went largely unnoticed until Guare (1990) used the 

concept in the title of his play: 

 
 One of the characters, Ouisa Kittredge, makes an oblique reference to Milgramís 
findings when she says: ëI read somewhere that everybody on this planet is 
separated by only six other people. Six degrees of separation between us and 
everyone else on this planetî. The play and then its movie version, which 
appeared in 1993, helped make large numbers of people aware of Milgramís 
pioneering work on the small-world phenomenon(Blass, 2004:285).  

 

However, Milgram was not the first to suggest this idea. Frigyes Karinthy, the 

Hungarian writer, conjectured in a1929 short story entitled ëchainsí that any two 

people on Earth could be connected by five handshakes. Pool and Kochen 

(1978) attempted a mathematical solution to this problem in the late 1950s and 

hypothesized that no more than three or four degrees of separation would be 

required to connect any two people (Cho, 2003).  
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Inspired by these ideas Milgram (1967) set out to test the theory another way. 

Rather than measure mathematical probabilities, Milgram (1967) measured the 

participantsí actions. Selecting roughly 300 people he gave each letters destined 

for one target person, a person not known to be connected in any way to the 300 

participants.  Each of these people then passed their letters to another person, 

who passed it to another person and so on, until the letters were delivered. 

Obviously they were not permitted to use the ordinary mail service, and indeed 

were not given a complete mailing address.  Although many people dropped out 

of the study, or at least failed to forward their letters onto the next person in the 

chain, a surprising number found their way to the designated person.  Milgramís 

(1967) calculations ascertained that only four intermediary persons were 

necessary to deliver each letter.  Therefore including the original participant and 

the target recipient, these people were separated by only six steps. 

 

Milgramís (1967) work has been criticized in terms of reliability and validity, as 

the research methods were not considered to be sound.  In fact Gewolb (2001) 

argues that less than thirty percent of the letters within each chain reached their 

target in the original ësmall-world studyí, and only five percent were delivered in 

the pilot study.  Kleinfeld (Cited in Gewold, 2001) contends that by not counting 

the uncompleted chains, Milgram skewed the results. Nevertheless, more recent 

studies have found merit in Milgramís (1967) theory. 

 

Both Columbia and Ohio State Universities are engaged in separate projects 

measuring the phenomenon.  Columbiaís ëSmall World Research Projectí is 

enlisting participants worldwide to send thousands of emails to as many as 

twenty target recipients (Mayfield, 2002).  Researchers at Ohio State are 

attempting to create a social map of the Internet via both random recruitment and 

chain-referral sampling, where one participant has provided the email address of 

others (Moody, 2003).  Data from these projects is still being analysed, however 

early results are proving, not disproving, Milgramís theory (Mayfield, 2002; 

Moody, 2003).  
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Dodds, Muhamad & Watts (2003) conducted a similar Internet experiment with 

emails and found the average chain length between sender and final recipient 

was about four messages. Unfortunately, as with Milgram (1967), they had a very 

low completion rate, however when mathematically extrapolated the results of 

the average chain length, if all messages had reached their targets, would have 

been between five and seven messages.  Internet sites such as ëthe oracle of 

Baconí trace connections between actors world wide, and researchers such as 

Strogatz (cited in Shulman, 1998 ) have found on average only three steps exist 

between them. îThat includes silent movies, movies made in India-everythingî 

(Strogatz, cited in Shulman, 1998).  

 

More recently other studies have attempted to prove this theory more reliably; 

 
Milgramís pioneering work on the small-world problem is enjoying a renaissance 
in some unexpected fields. It has recently stimulated a lot of work in 
mathematics, computer science, physics, epidemiology, neuroscience (Watts & 
Strogatz, 1998).  

 

 

It seems that the small-world phenomenon is more than a curiousity of social 

networks.  Barabasi (2002) states that such networks exist ëfrom a cocktail party 

to a terrorist cell, from ancient bacteria to an international conglomerateí ñ all are 

networks.  Albert, Jeong and Barabasiís (1999) research indicates there can be 

up to nineteen degrees of separation between randomly selected documents on 

Internet sites and search engines. But Barabasiís (2002) latest research 

contends this is due to some sites operating as separate entities rather than as 

global wide web.  The majority of studies indicate there are between two and ten 

degrees of separation between people, yet this does not dispute Milgramís 

original work. Milgramís (1967) six-link model was never meant to be an iron-clad 

rule, it was merely an average. ìIn his small-world studies the number of links 

ranged from two to tenî (Blass, 2004:288). Also, it must be noted that email did 

not exist in Milgramís time, therefore his original hypothesis could not possibly 

include the ease of technological communication enjoyed today. 
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Despite the contentions regarding the efficacy of Milgramís findings, ësnowball 

recruiting has been used successfully in a number of studies.  It has been used 

most effectively when contacting hidden, hard-to-reach or deviant groups such as 

communities involved in illegal activities or when investigating sensitive issues 

such as child abuse or euthanasia (Streeton, et al, 2004). It has been used in 

studies of educational interaction between general practitioners and hospital 

specialists (Marshall, 1998, cited in Streeton, et al. 2004); To reach participants 

such as artists (Jeffri, 2004); older mothers of offspring with lifelong disabilities 

(Patrick, Pruchno & Rose, 1998); smokers within the broader population (Etter & 

Perneger, 2000); women who use the drug ëcrackí (Brown, 2003); and patients to 

assess the effectiveness of the health care industry (Hignett, 2003).  These 

researchers have capitalized on the ësix degrees of separationí to increase their 

participant pools. Researchers using ësnowballí recruiting are increasingly relying 

on informal methods of communication to access ëhiddení or hard to locate 

participants.  However, as with all recruitment methods there are positive and 

negative aspects. 

 

Positive and Negative aspects of snowball recruitment method 

 

During this recruitment stage of the study, both positive and negative aspects 

have been identified as shown in Table 1: 

 

Table 1 ñ Positive and Negative Aspects of ëSnowballí recruitmentí 

 

Positive Aspects Negative Aspects 

   Wider range of participants 

Reduced possibility of Coercion 

No sensitive data available to researcher 

Reduction of researcher bias 

Informal networks of communication 

Cost effective 

HREC application 

Time factor 

Coercion 

Unable to select participants 

Closed Group Phenomenon 
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The positive aspects identified within Table 1 are explained in more detail below: 

 

Positive aspects 

 

• A wider range of participants:  

 

The religious and cultural groups identified for initial contact have been identified 

as representative of a wide range of cultures. For instance: one Islamic agency 

represents Islamic groups from Arabia, Egypt, Indonesia, South Africa, Turkey 

and many other countries;  A Buddhist Agency includes Buddhists from China, 

Japan, Tibet, Mongolia, Korea, Burma and Nepal. Yet, membership of each of 

these groups is voluntary, therefore individuals have chosen to align themselves 

with these groups and accept their representation of their interests. Hence the 

use of these groups to access participants, as each group represents the 

interests of their members. Using these agencies as nominating bodies is likely 

to generate a richer possible pool of participants than any researcher could 

locate using other recruitment methods.  Usually to access gifted individuals a 

researcher is confined to groups whose sole criteria for membership is a high 

Intelligence Quotient score. 

 

• The reduced possibility of coercion: 

 

Participants will be provided with full details of the study and their expected role, 

including full details of their commitment, the expected time involved, confidential 

storage of data, use of pseudonyms and dissemination of results prior to 

obtaining consent.  Consent will be entirely voluntary and no participants will be 

approached directly, therefore there is little opportunity for coercion by the 

researcher within the initial recruitment process. Information pertaining to the 

study will be forwarded to the designated cultural/religious group and then, if 

approved by that group, forwarded to the nominated person.   
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If interested the person may then return the ëexpression of interest formí, which 

involves no commitment to participate, and begin a dialogue with the researcher 

in order to ascertain whether they wish to participate in the study.  At this time the 

researcher will also verify that there has been no coercion by the 

cultural/religious group initially contacted and that the individual concerned has 

not been pressured in any way to take part in the project. Additionally, 

participants will be informed that should they agree to participate they may 

withdraw their consent at any time during the study without penalty, and further 

assured that this withdrawal will not conflict with their relationship to the 

researcher or any other person.   

 

• No sensitive data is accessible to the researcher: 

 

Any records the cultural organisations hold regarding any of the participants will 

not be accessed or sighted by the researcher at any time.  Therefore the 

research involves no access to existing records, which are not in the public 

domain. The contact letters will only request the forwarding of information letters 

to prospective participants.  The researcher will not request names, addresses, 

telephone numbers, emails or any other identifying data from any of the contact 

organisations.  This satisfies the definition within the latest Privacy Act (Privacy 

NSW, 2002) and provides further protection for participants.  

 

• A reduction of researcher bias 

 

As the researcher is reliant on nominees to provide participants for the study, 

there is a reduction in researcher bias.  Because the researcher cannot simply 

select participants according to their own agenda or perspective, but must 

conform to the definitions of giftedness provided by contact agencies and 

nominees, the possibility of a biased recruitment is limited.   
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• Access to informal networks of communication 

 

To recruit participants researchers need contacts.  Many researchers resort to 

newspaper advertisements or other forms of advertising to recruit enough 

participants to successfully complete their research projects. Yet capitalising on 

informal networks of communication established between agencies and existing 

contacts can be quite effective.  ëWord of mouthí is proving to be a real 

methodology for locating participants, and gives substance to Milgramís (1967) 

contention that there are only ësix degreesí of separation between any two people 

on our planet at any give time. 

 

• Cost effective 

 

This method of recruitment has been identified by Streeton, et al. (2004) as 

cheaper than other methods of recruitment.  Certainly it is more cost-effective 

than a random letter drop to a broad selection of Australiaís population, or 

running a newspaper advertisement indefinitely.  By telephoning the agency prior 

to forwarding information letters, one reduces the possibility of letters not 

reaching their targets.  By stipulating that only one or two participants can be 

identified by each agency, one once again reduces the cost of multiple postings, 

and still ensures a broad range of participant contact. 

 

 

Thus far, the positive aspects of this recruitment methodology have far 

outweighed the negative. Nevertheless, as highlighted in Table 1, there are some 

negative aspects to this type of recruitment: 
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Negative Aspects 

 

• Human Research Ethical Committee (HREC) application 

 

Initial ethical applications for this type of recruitment required some negotiation.  

Apparently from an ethical aspect, the initial contacts are considered to be as 

much a participant as the actual interviewees.  Therefore the identities of these 

agencies and contacts must be protected by the same privacy guidelines as the 

interviewees.  Signed consent is also required from nominees to include any 

discussions or commentary incurred during the search for participants. Although 

a negative in terms of the time and work involved in obtaining ethical clearance, 

the process forces the researcher to clearly identify aspects of their ethical 

underpinnings for the research. 

 

• Time factor 

 

This is not a swift method of recruitment, and anyone considering using this 

method is advised to start the ethical and recruitment processes early in their 

research.  The ethical application may require negotiation which will cause 

delays.  Then the time taken to contact various agencies and wait for their replies 

and negotiations must be added to the time spent in direct negotiations with 

participants.  A researcher considering using this method of recruitment will 

require some patience. 

 

• Coercion 

 

As previously mentioned this method reduces the possibility of coercion by the 

researcher, however there is some possibility of coercion by the religious or 

cultural groups during the nomination phase.  To reduce this possibility all 

nominees will be asked whether there was any coercion involved in the referral 

process, and then provided with negotiation on methods of withdrawal.  For 
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instance the researcher could find they were ënot suitableí for the study, which 

would permit them to return to the nominating body with no repercussions.  

Obviously an unwilling participant is ëunsuitableí so there should be no ethical 

dilemmas raised through this process and the aims of the research would be 

protected. 

 

• Inability to select participants 

 

Although this aspect ensures a reduction in researcher bias, limiting the 

researcherís ability to select their own participants includes some negative 

aspects.  The nominated participants may not be those anticipated by the 

researcher. That is, participants neither expected nor visualized by the 

researcher in their initial planning of the study could be recruited.  This could 

complicate the interview process and may interfere with the establishment of 

trust between researcher and participant which is crucial to successful research. 

The researcher/participant relationship may find cultural differences an issue. 

There may be clashes of personality, value systems, beliefs and expectations to 

a greater degree than studies where the researcher has more control over 

participant selection.  Yet this in itself may have its positive aspects. By moving 

the researcher out of their own ëcomfort zoneí and introducing a more challenging 

aspect to the study, more depth and detail may result. 

 

• ëClosed Groupí phenomenon 

 

The possibility of the multiple nominations within one of the groups in regard to 

the ëclosed groupí phenomenon previously mentioned.  To address this issue 

only one or two nominations will be taken per contact, however in reality the 

researcher has no real technique to ascertain whether there has been contact 

between the ëkey informantsí therefore this aspect will remain a limitation of the 

study.  Also the likelihood of connection between the selected groups is 
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impossible to eliminate due to the ësmall worldí phenomenon, usually referred to 

as ësix degrees of separationí (Milgram, 1967). 

 

In conclusion, this method of recruitment has, thus far, appeared to be successful 

and should engender a wide range of participants for the study.  Although slower 

than other methods and requiring some persistence on the part of the 

researcher, the positive aspects outweigh the negative aspects, particularly in 

regard to cost effectiveness, an important issue for doctoral students.  It is 

therefore recommended that other researchers consider the merit of this type of 

recruitment for their own studies, and test for themselves the degree in which 

they are separated from the rest of the world. 
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