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Many multi-nation surveys use samples that are not representative of the
nations compared. Examples include surveys of students or families of students
in different nations (M. A. Straus 1968; J. H. Straus and Straus 1968), of nurses
(Glazer and Gyurak 2008), and of residents of the largest city in each nation in
the study (Lynch 2008). None of these studies used nationally representative
samples, yet they draw conclusions about differences between nations. This
article provides empirical data on whether valid cross-national conclusions can
be made using these types of unrepresentative samples when the samples are
drawn from the same subpopulations in each country and using similar study
designs. It reports empirical tests of the cross-national validity of data obtained
for a 32-nation study using convenience samples of university students — the
International Dating Violence Study or IDVS.

The IDVS sample is not representative of the 32 nations because university
students differ from the general population in important ways. In addition,
because the sample consisted of students in classes taught by the member
of a research consortium in that nation and in classes where other teachers
permitted the questionnaire to be administered, the students in IDVS are not
random samples of students in their nation, or even of students in their own
university. Members of the consortium conducting the study administered the
study questionnaire in enough of their own and classes taught by others.

CONCURRENT VALIDITY

Concurrent validity of nation-level measures based on non-probability samples
is measured by the degree to which variables from the non-probability samples
are correlated with measures of the same variable based on presumably
representative national statistics. The degree of validity is indicated by the size
of the correlation. Table 1 summarizes the results for 18 concurrent validity
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tests. Because of space limitation, only the first can be discussed here. More
complete analyses, including evidence on “construct validity” (Campbell and F
iske 1959) can be found in Straus (2009).
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Table 1

Concurrent Validity Evidence for the International Dating Violence Study.

Independent Variable

Gender Empowerment Measure (UnitedNations Development Programme 2005)

Violence against women (WHO)

Violent crime - Europe (Eisner 2002)

Alcohol problem usage - Europe (Eisner 2002)

Alcohol consumption 37 Nations (WHO)
Binge drinking - US regions (Dept. of HEW)

World Corporal Punishment Index (Legality
of corporal punishment for criminals, to
control prisoners, by teachers, by child care
workers, & by parents. Straus unpublished
data)

Depression (Van Hemert et al. 2002)
Divorce rate (Douglas and Medeiros 2007)
Agree that divorce is sometimes justified
(Inglehart et al. 1998)

Correlation of World Values Study Variables (Inglehart et al. 1998) with IDVS Variables

Feel aggressive at home

Feel aggressive at home

Feel aggressive at home

Felt depressed in past few weeks
Satisfaction with life

Satisfaction with home life

*The N is the number of nations, except in row 6, where it refers to regions of the USA.

IDVS variable

Male dominance in dating relationship

Physical assault by male partner
Antisocial traits and behavior
Binge drinking

Binge drinking

Binge drinking

Percent of students who agreed:

It is sometimes necessary to spank
Was spanked or hit a lot before
age 12

Was hit a lot as a teenager

Depressive symptoms

% of parents of students divorced

Assault by respondent severity level

Assault, total by self
Assault, severe by self
Depressive Symptoms
Relationship Distress scale

Relationship Distress scale

N*
29

12
12
19
13*

29

12
29
29

20
30
21

-0.69
0.99
0.63
0.56
0.50
0.81

0.50
0.37
0.33

0.43
0.67
0.59

0.23
0.09
0.43
0.18
-0.58
-0.66
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MALE DOMINANCE

Dominance of the male partner figures prominently in all theories of partner
violence (M. A. Straus 2008). Therefore, it is fortunate that a test of the
concurrent validity of the Dominance scale in the IDVS (Straus et al. 1999
(Revised 2007)) was possible because a widely respected measure of a closely
related concept is available for 29 of the 32 nations in the IDVS: the Gender
Empowerment Index in the Human Development Report (United Nation
s Development Programme 2005). The standardized regression coefhicient is
—0.69 (p<0.01) in the first row of Table 1 and the scatter plot show that the
more Gender Empowerment, the lower the Dominance score of the men in
the IDVS sample. For example, Tanzania has the lowest Gender Empowerment
score and the highest Dominance score, and Sweden has the highest Gender
Empowerment score and the lowest IDVS Dominance scale score. This
correlation is remarkably high given that one is the report of male students
about their dating relationships and the other is a compilation of national
statistics, such as the female percent of seats in parliament; female proportions
of senior officials, managers, professional and technical; and the ratio of female
to male earnings.

DISCUSSION

This paper reports on tests of the cross-national concurrent validity of 18
variables measured by a 32 nation study using unrepresentative convenience
samples. All 18 analyses found correlations with measures of the same or
analogous variables measured using representative samples and different
methods of measuring the same variable. The mean correlation of 0.51 is as
high or higher than is typically found for correlations between different
measures of the same construct within the same sample (Cronbach 1990).
Given that these results are for correlations between different samples, one
of which is a non-representative convenience sample, and given the major
differences in the indicators used to measure the same variable in IDVS and
in the nationally representative data, it can be concluded that an average
correlation of 0.51 indicates a high degree of concurrent validity.
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Figure 1  The Higher the Empowerment of Women in a Nation, the Lower the Dominance of Men in Dating
Relationships (29 Nations).

THE NATIONAL CONTEXT EFFECT

I suggest that the results in this article reflect what can be called a national
context effect. This is the idea that each national context exerts an influence
on residents of that nation, regardless of whether they are farmers, doctors, or
university students. Thus, the students in each of the 32 nations, even though
they are not representative of their nation, were mostly born and socialized,
and are living their lives in one of the different national social contexts. The
differences between nations based on student data parallel differences between
nations in behavior and beliefs of representative samples from those nations.

CONCLUSIONS

The results reported indicate that valid conclusions about differences between
nations can be reached using unrepresentative convenience samples within
each nation, provided a comparable unrepresentative population sector is
studied in each nation and similar data collection protocols are used. In this
study the unrepresentative samples consisted of university students, but it
probably could be samples of many other sectors, such as construction
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workers, residents of small villages, or residents of the largest city in each
nation.

Although this article has provided empirical evidence on the validity of
cross-national results based on unrepresentative convenience samples, cautions
are needed. For example, although the same unrepresentative sector may be
sampled in each of the nations studied, that sector may play a different role
in the national socio-cultural contexts of different nations in the study. Being
a university student is an elite status in many societies, but only a moderately
privileged status in other societies. Being a member of a labor union in a society
with government-sponsored unions is likely to be quite different than in a
society with independent unions. It is also possible that both the measure
based on the convenience sample and the measures based on the representative
sample do not adequately measure the phenomenon that is intended to be
measured. That is, both could be low in construct validity (Campbell and Fis
ke 1959). The evidence on that type of validity for the variables in the IDVS is
presented elsewhere (M. A. Straus 2009).

Nationally representative probability samples remain the preferred method
whenever possible. Nevertheless, when that is not possible, these results
support proceeding with convenience samples of specific categories of the
population, as long as they focus on roughly the same category of population
in each country (such as students, urban dwellers, construction workers, etc.)
and provided the data is collected in comparable ways across nations. In
addition, including a few questions that can be correlated with pre-existing
nationally representative data can enable tests of validity such as those in this
article. Finally, these results may open the way for funding agencies to support
more cross-national research. It is hugely expensive to conduct representative
sample studies in ten, twenty, or forty nations, and very few such studies have
been funded. Multi-nation studies using convenience samples can be done for
a fraction of the cost, but grant review committees are reluctant to approve
studies that use unrepresentative convenience samples. The evidence in this
article showing the cross-national validity of research based on convenience
samples might facilitate grant review committees approving meritorious
cross-national studies which, in the absence of this evidence, might not be
approved because the design does not include representative samples within
each nation. If that were to happen, it could contribute to substantially
increasing the number and scope of multi-nation cross-national comparative
research.
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