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Two questions archaeologists often get asked of are
“How do you find a site?” or “How do you know
where to dig?”
Because archaeologists rarely have the time or
money to completely dig up a site, they must rely
on a sampling strategy to help them learn if a site
contains artifacts. Sometimes an archaeologist will
find important clues on the surface that can help
determine where to dig. That works in a plowed
field or in a desert with little vegetation to cover
artifacts but in wooded areas there may be little or
no surface evidence.
Archaeologists use a variety of methods to find
and/or test sites, they are: systematic sampling,
random sampling, and judgmental sampling.
The following worksheets contain examples of
archaeological sampling strategies.
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A small plot of farm land is being developed into
a strip mall. An early inspection of the property
by archaeologists identified prehistoric artifacts on
the surface. The next question is: Are there buried
artifacts at this site? Since it is both time and labor
intensive to excavate the entire site, a sampling
strategy must be developed. You estimate that there
is only enough time to excavate 45 units, each
measuring 5x5 feet.
Which sampling strategy would you pick?
Better hurry! The builders are on their way!
The stars ( ) mark where the artifacts were found
on the site. On the following worksheets dots mark
where the buried artifacts are on the site. Areas to
be excavated are in bold.
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Systematic Sampling
In systematic sampling strategy, the goal is
to provide equal and unbiased coverage of a
suspected site. In constructing this strategy,
excavation units are usually distributed
across the site in a way that will provide
equal coverage to the entire area.
Advantage: This method is useful for
determining the boundaries of a site and
allows for equal inspection of the entire
project area.
Disadvantage: Not as effective at
maximizing the recovery of artifacts or can
keep units in areas away from surface finds.
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Name:
Round to the nearest tenth
Site size:

sq. ft.

Area excavated:

sq. ft.

Percent of site
sampled:

%

Number of pits
with artifacts:
Percent of pits
with artifacts:

%

Number of recovered
artifacts:
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Random Sampling
A random sampling strategy is the least
biased sampling method. The locations to
excavate are determined by creating a list of
random coordinates and excavating units at
those coordinates.
Advantage: This method introduces the
least sample bias.
Disadvantage: Random sampling can
provide uneven coverage or concentrate
units in areas away from surface finds.

Name:
Round to the nearest tenth
Site size:

sq. ft.

Area excavated:

sq. ft.

Percent of site
sampled:

%

Number of pits
with artifacts:
Percent of pits
with artifacts:

%

Number of recovered
artifacts:
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Judgmental Sampling
Judgmental site sampling has the highest
degree of bias. In the judgmental sampling
method, selection of excavation areas is
often focused on maximizing the recovery of
artifacts at a known site based on prior
knowledge and/or intuition.
Advantage:Often used when time and
resources are limited and there are a
surface finds to influence where to excavate.
Disadvantage: Only works well when there is
a reason to choose particular areas for
excavation.
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Name:
Round to the nearest tenth
Site size:

sq. ft.

Area excavated:

sq. ft.

Percent of site
sampled:

%

Number of pits
with artifacts:
Percent of pits
with artifacts:

%

Number of recovered
artifacts:
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Sampling Strategies
Systematic Sampling

Random Sampling

Site size

sq. ft.

Site size

Area excavated:

sq. ft.

Area excavated:

Percent of site
sampled:

%

Percent of site
sampled:

Number of pits
with artifacts:
Percent of pits
with artifacts:

Answer key

%

Judgmental Sampling
sq. ft. Site size

sq. ft.

sq. ft.

Area excavated:

sq. ft.

%

Percent of site
sampled:

%

Number of pits
with artifacts:

Number of pits
with artifacts:

Percent of pits
with artifacts:

Percent of pits
with artifacts:

%

%

Number of
recovered
artifacts.

Number of
recovered
artifacts.

Number of
recovered
artifacts.

Using the systematic sampling
strategy, artifacts were found in
9 excavation units (14.2% of all
the units), marked by the dots. If
each dot represents an artifact
then a total of 40 artifacts were
recovered. While all the three of
the major artifact concentrations
were discovered using the sys
tematic sampling method, many
other artifacts were missed.

Using the random sampling strat
egy, artifacts were found in 10
excavation units (15.9% of all
the units), marked by the dots. If
each dot represents an artifact
then 36 artifacts were recovered.
Interestingly enough, all three
of the larger artifact concentra
tions were encountered using the
random sampling method. While
the frequency of pits contain
ing artifacts was relatively low
compared with the judgmental
strategy, you feel safe in know
ing these artifacts were found
with little bias introduced on your
part.

Using the judgmental sampling
strategy, artifacts were found in
18 excavation units, marked by
the dots. If each dot represents
an artifact then 72 artifacts
were recovered. However, a
major artifact concentration central part of the site was missed
because the archaeologists
chose only to excavate areas
around surface find spots. Using
the judgmental strategy, artifacts
were found in 28.6% of all the
test pits, but areas which could
have provided valuable information were missed completely!

Discussion
In this hypothetical case, it appears that the Judgmental Sampling Strategy was the most effective. Using
this strategy, twice as many pits contained artifacts and twice as many artifacts were recovered. However,
the Judgmental sampling strategy only works effectively when there is a reason to choose particular areas
for excavation. In this case, the location of surface finds influenced the decision of where to dig. In the
real world, archaeologists are not as fortunate in discovering archaeological sites.

