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In this paper we examine established practice regarding the reporting, justification and
number of interview participants chosen within organization and workplace studies. For
such qualitative research there is a paucity of discussion across the social sciences, the
topic receiving far less attention than its centrality warrants. We analysed 798 articles
published in 2003 and 2013 in ten top and second tier academic journals, identifying 248
studies using at least one type of qualitative interview. Participant numbers were con-
tingent on characteristics of the population from which they were chosen and approach
to analysis, but not the journal, its tier, editorial base or publication year, the interview
type or its duration. Despite lack of transparency in reporting (23.4% of studies did not
state participant numbers) we reveal a median of 32.5 participants, numbers ranging from
one to 330, and no justification for participant numbers in over half of studies. We dis-
cuss implications and, recognizing that different philosophical commitments are likely to
imply differing norms, offer recommendations regarding reporting, justification and num-
ber of participants. Acknowledging exceptions, dependent upon study purpose and data
saliency, these include an organization and workplace research norm of 15—60 partici-
pants, alongside credible numbers for planning interview research.

Introduction provide the breadth, depth and saliency of data

necessary for authentic analysis and reporting
Within organization and workplace (O&W)  (Curtis et al., 2000; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) and
empirical studies, qualitative interviews are a  to enable new insights and rich understandings
central technique, being employed frequently  (Patton, 2015). Yet, a recent review paper for
(Crouch and McKenzie, 2006) as ‘reliable gate-  the UK’s National Centre for Research Methods
ways’ into researching organizations (Alvesson  (Baker and Edwards, 2012) highlights a lack
and Ashcraft, 2012, p. 240). Invariably, the utility =~ of explicit discussion across the social sciences
of such qualitative research interviews depends  regarding how many qualitative interview partici-
on the participant or participants chosen in terms ~ pants are deemed sufficient and, along with others
of their coverage and the quality of data within  (Curtis ez al., 2000; Robinson, 2014), we suggest
their responses (Alvesson and Ashcraft, 2012). In  that this topic has received far less attention than
planning and operationalizing research, sufficient  its centrality warrants.

participants need to be identified and chosen to What is considered methodologically valid (au-
thentic and credible) differs between communi-

ties of qualitative scholars (Baker and Edwards,
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(Johnson et al., 2006), research being subject to
peer review, (consensual) judgement and valida-
tion (Patton, 2015) by epistemological gatekeepers
(Symon and Cassell, 1999). Acknowledging this,
we commence with an overview of the literature
regarding the number of interview participants
likely to be sufficient, reviewing both empirically
grounded evidence and expert opinions. This re-
veals a paucity of empirical research, highlighting
the need to establish accepted practices regarding
the reporting, justification and number considered
sufficient within the broad network of communi-
ties of those undertaking O&W research. Within
our broadly pragmatist philosophy we believe such
knowledge can be useful in informing the prac-
tice of qualitative researchers, whatever their epis-
temological and ontological positions, providing
insights into current practice and enabling recom-
mendations to support the planning, operational-
ization and reporting of future research.

Using 248 O&W empirical studies in 244 articles
drawn from a sample of ten top and second tier
research journals we examine established practice
judged worthy of publication. In adopting a
neo-empirical inductive position we engage with
the data provided in these articles as empirical
evidence analysing it systematically to draw
out recommendations regarding the reporting,
justification and number of qualitative interview
participants. Within our analysis we consider pos-
sible differences in reporting practice contingent
on the journal, and its tier, editorial base and year
of publication, the type of qualitative interview
and interview duration, the population from which
participants were chosen and approach to analy-
sis. Finally based on the practices reviewed, and
recognizing that differing philosophical commit-
ments will be reflected in research practice, we offer
recommendations regarding the reporting, justifi-
cation and number of participants. These include
both a broad range for the number of qualitative
interview participants and estimates of participant
numbers for planning interview research that are
likely to appear credible within O&W research.

Qualitative research interviewing and
the number of participants

Reporting practices for qualitative interviews

Qualitative interviews are used in a variety of
research designs (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015;
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Crouch and McKenzie, 2006). Unlike interviewer-
administered questionnaires, they comprise a rel-
atively free-flowing interchange of views between
two or, in the case of group interviews, three
or more people (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill,
2016). Such interchanges are diverse in nature,
varying between disciplinary roots and dependent
upon epistemological and ontological assump-
tions (Johnson et al., 2006), being characterized by
philosophical diversity (Guba and Lincoln, 1994)
and within management research methodologi-
cal pluralism (Easterby-Smith, Golden-Biddle and
Locke, 2008). They also vary depending upon the
research purpose, comprising both breadth and
scope (Bryman, 2012), differing in the extent to
which questioning is unstructured, and the con-
duct and duration of the interaction between inter-
viewer and participant(s) (Brinkmann and Kvale,
2015). In comparison to quantitative research,
qualitative interviews are argued to offer greater
ecological validity, providing rich insightful ac-
counts and the ability to help make sense of com-
plex organizational realities (Eby, Hurst and Butts,
2009).

In reporting research drawing on qualitative in-
terviews, researchers are expected to explain and
justify their data collection and analysis trans-
parently in relation to their purpose (Baker and
Edwards, 2012; Robinson, 2014), thereby allow-
ing users to judge its utility. Dominant publication
conventions, albeit neo-positivist (Alvesson and
Ashcraft, 2012), dictate a description of method,
outlining concisely how participants were chosen
and data collected, and providing appropriate re-
flexive acknowledgement regarding bias or con-
flicts of interest to aid transparency (Meyrick,
2006; Robinson, 2014). This implies a need to
state the number and characteristics of partici-
pants interviewed (Miles, Huberman and Saldaia,
2013; Patton, 2015) and reasons for their selection
(Marshall et al., 2013).

Literature regarding the number of participants
usually treats each interview as a discrete event
involving one or more participants. Participant
numbers are argued to depend on the balance be-
tween representativeness (in a loose sense) and
quality of responses (Alvesson and Ashcraft, 2012)
in obtaining sufficient information. For some stud-
ies, such as where the purpose is to establish if
something is possible or to provide a rich ac-
count, a single qualitative interview (or case) is
argued to be appropriate (Becker, 2012; Patton,

© 2016 British Academy of Management.



Reporting and Justifying Interview Participant Numbers 3

2015). For others, such as where the purpose is
to establish commonalities or allow comparison,
a larger number is likely to be needed (Baker and
Edwards, 2012; Crouch and McKenzie, 2006).
More generally, Alvesson and Ashcraft (2012) con-
sider it important to ensure coverage through vari-
ation amongst interview participants. In partic-
ular they warn against overemphasizing richness
of responses, and over reliance on participants to
whom researchers have ready access, to the detri-
ment of some form of representation. Justification
for the number of participants therefore appears
to be based on transparency, showing that data
collected are of sufficient depth to provide salient
information in relation to research purpose and
of sufficient breadth to allow coverage within the
responses.

A cadre of researchers, noting the open-ended
nature of such qualitative research, argues that
ideally data collection should continue until sat-
uration (Morse, 1994) or informal redundancy
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985) is reached. For some
this concept, derived originally from grounded the-
ory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), is considered the
‘gold standard’ (e.g. Guest, Bunce and Johnson,
2006, p. 60). Others, however, consider the adop-
tion of saturation as a generic quality marker as
inappropriate or undesirable: where saturation is
not reached, it means only that the phenomenon
has yet to be fully explored rather than that the
findings are invalid (O’Reilly and Parker, 2013).
Furthermore, indicating completeness by either
replication or redundancy in data collected from
further participants (Bowen, 2008) implies (like
sufficiency) that the number cannot be resolved
definitively until data collection is under way
(Safman and Sobal, 2004).

Despite this, researchers are often required
to estimate and provide a rationale for likely
participant numbers to support resource alloca-
tion (Baker and Edwards, 2012) or requests for
access (McDonald, Townsend and Waterhouse,
2009). At this project proposal stage, the estimate
and rationale depends upon the precise research
purpose (Robinson, 2014), what is likely to be
judged as credible by research users and peer re-
viewers and what can be achieved within avail-
able time and resources (Patton, 2015). Empiri-
cally justified guidance regarding the likely num-
ber of interviews is therefore, alongside expert
opinion grounded in experience, likely to be of
utility.

© 2016 British Academy of Management.

Empirically justified guidance

Research exploring interview participant num-
bers is limited. Our search of the extant liter-
ature in four online databases (Business Source
Complete, Emerald Insight, PsycINFO and SAGE
Premier) revealed seven articles. Four review the
number of qualitative interview participants in
published studies for specific research communi-
ties represented by peer-reviewed journals, pro-
viding insights into established norms (Collins,
Onwuegbuzie and Jiao, 2006, 2007; Marshall ez al.,
2013; Safman and Sobal, 2004). The remaining
three analyse qualitative interview transcripts to
establish after how many interviews saturation is
likely to occur (Francis et al., 2010; Guest, Bunce
and Johnson, 2006; Marshall, 1996).
Consideration of the four articles reviewing
the number of participants in peer-reviewed stud-
ies highlights considerable variability and lack
of transparency in reporting across the social
sciences. Safman and Sobal (2004) and Collins,
Onwuegbuzie and Jiao (2006) note that approxi-
mately 40% of research articles reviewed (in one
health education and four school psychology jour-
nals respectively) did not report the number of
participants. Both recommend reporting actual
participant numbers (sample size), emphasizing a
need for completeness to allow the work to be
evaluated and, where appropriate, used as a ba-
sis for similar studies. In contrast, Collins, On-
wuegbuzie and Jiao (2007) report that over 98%
of studies in an unspecified number of social and
health science journals stated the number of partic-
ipants. Studies also reveal considerable variation in
the number of participant interviews, Safman and
Sobal (2004) and Marshall ez al. (2013) both not-
ing ranges from less than ten to in excess of 100
interviews for communities publishing in health
education and information systems journals. How-
ever, only Marshall ez al. (2013, p. 20), drawing on
studies reporting participant numbers in five infor-
mation systems journals, infer ‘collective wisdom’
regarding the number of qualitative interviews.
They suggest 20— 30 participants for grounded the-
ory and 15—20 participants for single case-study
strategies. Poor justification of the number of par-
ticipants chosen is also highlighted, Safman and
Sobal (2004) commenting that there is insufficient
evidence to gauge whether, or to what extent, re-
searchers in health education are actively design-
ing saturation into participant selection. Similarly,
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Marshall et al. (2013) reveal that, although many
information systems researchers invoke the con-
cept of data saturation, only a few provide evi-
dence, noting also that only one cites a similar
study and none cite expert opinion as justification
for the number of participants.

The three studies that analyse interview tran-
scripts to establish when saturation is likely to
occur each use data drawn from homogeneous
populations. Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006), in
a study of African females with human immun-
odeficiency virus, highlight the link between the
researcher, methodology and research objectives
and a need for sufficient interviews to enable solid
understanding of the phenomenon. They note
that, for relatively homogeneous populations, be-
tween six and 12 participants should be adequate
to reach saturation. Similar numbers are reported
by Francis et al. (2010) and Marshall (1996) in
studies using medical leaders, practitioners and
patients’ relatives, these ranging from 13 to 15.
Although highlighting the need for more evidence
to establish convention for different types of
interview study, Francis et al. (2010) propose ten
interviews as a guide of when to start looking for
saturation followed by three more to substantiate
it before stopping. Notwithstanding these three
studies indicating broadly similar numbers, they
ignore the alternative view that saturation may not
be an appropriate measure of sufficiency (O’Reilly
and Parker, 2013).

Expert opinion

Within extant literature on interviews and partici-
pant selection/sampling, guidance in the form of
‘expert voices’ rarely states a precise number of
participants (Baker and Edwards, 2012, p. 6). Typ-
ically, such expert opinion advises that the num-
ber should not be so small that it is difficult to
obtain data saturation and yet not too large to
make in-depth analysis difficult (Onwuegbuzie and
Leech, 2005), highlighting factors to consider, em-
phasizing the importance of justifying sufficiency
of participant numbers and noting that sampling
until saturation is an ideal that works best when
resources are unconstrained (Patton, 2015).

In our literature search we found eight sources
that, although offering guidance regarding partic-
ipant numbers in qualitative interview research,
were not justified by empirical evidence. Like
the empirically justified guidance reviewed, these
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sources between them offer a numerical range for
the number of interviews in general. Adler and
Adler (2012) advise the broadest range of between
a dozen and 60 interviews, whereas Brinkmann
and Kvale (2015) recommend between five and 25
dependent upon purpose. Bertaux (1981) suggests
up to 15 participants, whilst Becker (2012) notes
that one participant may be sufficient for some pur-
poses. Such guidance highlights a range of factors
that need to be considered. Kuzel (1992) recom-
mends that where the population of interest (and
the participants to be chosen) is homogeneous,
six to eight participants are likely to be sufficient,
whereas for heterogeneous populations 12—20
participants are likely to be needed. For ethno-
graphic research strategies Morse (1994) recom-
mends between 30 and 50 participants, Bernard’s
(2000) suggestion of around 36 participants falling
within this range. For grounded theory strategies
Creswell (2007) advises 20—30 participants, whilst
Morse (1994) suggests approximately 35. Creswell
(2007) also advises between three and five inter-
views per case for case-study strategies. Much of
this is summarized by Saunders (2012), who notes
arange of four to 12 participants as likely to be suf-
ficient when chosen from populations considered
homogeneous, and 12—30 participants when cho-
sen from populations considered heterogeneous.
Drawing on the combined experiences of 14 so-
cial science experts, Baker and Edwards (2012)
focus on the number of qualitative interviews per
se. Although half their experts offer numerical ex-
amples, only two (Adler and Adler, 2012; Becker,
2012) offer recommendations, derived mainly from
research experiences. All experts use the caveat
‘it depends’, noting that participant numbers are
contingent on the research purpose and a vari-
ety of epistemological, methodological and prac-
tical issues. These relate to saturation, a commu-
nity’s expected norms as often represented in peer
reviewers’ judgements (Easterby-Smith, Golden-
Biddle and Locke, 2008), methodological perspec-
tives, theoretical underpinnings of the research and
variability in the population. In introducing the ex-
perts’ voices Baker and Edwards (2012), like oth-
ers, stress the importance of transparency and tak-
ing account of practical considerations. Noting the
impossibility of specifying the precise number of
interviews that will be required at project incep-
tion they, like Patton (2015), highlight the need to
provide an indication at project proposal stage and
therefore, albeit implicitly, for numerical guidance.

© 2016 British Academy of Management.
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Advice regarding the number of participants
required for qualitative interviews is therefore
often opinion, albeit drawing on experience.
Like empirically justified guidance, opinions are
couched in methodological and practical caveats
alluding to philosophical diversity and associ-
ated alternative knowledge assumptions, homoge-
neous/heterogeneous groups, and case-study and
ethnographic strategies. Both guidance and opin-
ions highlight a need for transparency in report-
ing and justifying the sufficiency of participants, al-
beit not necessarily through data saturation. They
also emphasize a need to work within, rarely ex-
plicit, expectations or norms. This suggests four
questions regarding O&W research practice:

1. To what extent do studies that use qualitative
interviews report the number of participants?

2. Where participant numbers are reported, how
is their sufficiency justified?

3. Isthere a discernible norm (range) for the num-
ber of participants for such studies?

4. If discernible, is the range (norm) for the num-
ber of participants contingent upon the journal,
the type and duration of interview, whether par-
ticipants are treated as a homogeneous or het-
erogeneous group, research strategy and episte-
mological and ontological assumptions made?

Considering our four questions, some of those
using qualitative interviews might argue such a
pre-occupation with justifying, or perhaps defend-
ing, methods detracts markedly from the story
being told (Janesick, 2000). Perhaps some might
suggest that the notion of quantifying how many
qualitative interviews were undertaken in a study
is folly. However, for others the argument is that
this adds richness to the reporting (Onwuegbuzie
and Leech, 2005). From our pragmatist perspec-
tive, alongside the need to explain and justify data
collection and analysis (Alvesson and Ashcraft,
2012) to users of O&W research, most studies
utilizing qualitative interviews require a provi-
sional decision regarding likely participant num-
bers at the design stage (Baker and Edwards, 2012;
Robinson, 2014). Yet, with a few exceptions, re-
search evidence upon which to base such decisions
is derived across the social sciences (rather than be-
ing specific to O&W research), recommendations
rarely being justified with clear evidence. Building
on Marshall et al.’s (2013) and others’ suggestion
that precedence set by similar studies published

© 2016 British Academy of Management.

in leading journals can provide empirical guid-
ance regarding norms and support in justifying the
number of participants, we now consider our re-
search questions in the context of O&W research.

Method

Our research design drew on previous stud-
ies (Marshall et al, 2013; Safman and Sobal,
2004), initially selecting journals that are ‘highly
regarded’ by business and management schol-
ars and likely to contain O&W studies using
qualitative interviews. We defined these as com-
prising journals in the constituent fields of general
management (GM), human resource management
and employee relations (HRM/ER) combined,
and organizational studies (OS). Between them
these could be considered to represent claimed ex-
pertise of specialized knowledge and, through peer
review, the numbers of participants and associated
justifications having been judged acceptable by ed-
itors and reviewers.

To select journals we consulted the (then cur-
rent) UK based Association of Business Schools
Academic Journal Quality Guide (Harvey et al.,
2010) for those considered to publish the most
original and best executed research in the field
(4 and 4%*) or original and well-executed research
(3). We integrated this with the two top categories
in the Australian Business Deans Council ABDC
Journal Quality List (2013): A* the highest and A
the second highest quality. This generated 26 jour-
nals included on both lists: 12 were 4 or 4*/A*,
11 were 3/A and three were categorized differently
with one list ranking a journal 3/A* and the other
4 or 4*/A. We refer to these as ‘top’, ‘second’ and
‘mixed tier’ respectively. Whilst acknowledging ar-
guments that attributing quality to journals rather
than articles is nonsensical and privileges accepted
methodologies (Willmott, 2011), we note that such
lists can still offer a good indication of whether ar-
ticles within are regarded highly by their commu-
nities (Mingers and Harzing, 2007). These journals
can therefore be considered to reflect well-executed
practice and reporting of qualitative interviewing,
within the metrics privileged by these lists.

A pragmatic decision was made to select ten
journals within our framework, twice that used
by previous research within a single discipline
(Marshall et al., 2013). We were interested only
in journals that publish empirical articles using
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primary data; hence, journals such as the Inter-
national Journal of Management Reviews were
excluded. Our final selection criterion required
selected journals to have a mix of editorial bases
thereby not privileging particular scales of inves-
tigation (Easterby-Smith, Li and Bartunek, 2009)
or communities represented (Easterby-Smith,
Golden-Biddle and Locke, 2008), but facilitating
comparison between what are often referred to as
European and North American traditions (Grey,
2010). Using all but the final criterion we initially
selected at random one journal that was top and
one that was second tier for each of the three con-
stituent fields (GM, HRM/ER, OS). We selected
at random a further journal that was mixed tier for
fields other than OS, where, as no such journals
existed, we selected another second tier journal at
random. Our initial selection was then assessed
and found to also meet our requirement for a mix
of editorial homes (Table 1).

Following research considering changes over
time in sample size for surveys (Baruch, 1999;
Baruch and Holtom, 2008) we examined two com-
plete published volumes a decade apart for each of
the ten journals, 2013 representing the most recent
complete year at the time of selection and 2003 en-
abling us to consider possible differences a decade
earlier. Of 798 articles in these volumes, 604 were
empirical, 244 using qualitative interviews as pri-
mary data (Table 1); this is double the articles con-
sidered by any of the four studies reviewed earlier.
Of these 244 articles, 52 used mixed methods, the
remaining 192 using only qualitative methods.

Development and application of themes within
the data followed a ‘codebook’ approach (Guest,
Bunce and Johnson, 2006; MacQueen et al., 1998).
Initially we considered coding the epistemological
and ontological positions and research strategy
adopted. Yet, despite the acknowledged philo-
sophical diversity in business and management
research (Easterby-Smith, Golden-Biddle and
Locke, 2008), the positions adopted were men-
tioned extremely rarely in articles. Similarly, very
few noted whether participants were treated as
a homogeneous or heterogeneous group. Conse-
quently, rather than presume we could determine
such positions, these data were not included.
However, where we could ascertain the broad
characteristics of the population from which par-
ticipants were chosen and the approach to analysis,
these provided limited indications of homogene-
ity/heterogeneity. A priori codes therefore included

M. N. K Saunders and K. Townsend

the number of participants; whether participants
chosen were justified (implicitly or explicitly) by
reference to the study’s purpose, expert opinion,
previous studies and saturation; whether the popu-
lation from which the participants were chosen was
defined as a single organization, multiple organiza-
tions within the same sector or multiple organiza-
tions across different sectors; the duration of inter-
views as reported; and whether participants were
analysed as one or two or more distinct groups.

Reporting of type(s) of qualitative interview
used varied markedly between studies. We there-
fore developed jointly initial in vivo codes, using
terms from the first 43 articles. These comprised
articles from the 2013 volumes of British Journal
of Management (15), Industrial Relations (three)
and Human Relations (25). Codes for type of in-
terview recorded both interview conduct (qualita-
tive; one-to-one including face-to-face, telephone,
online; group including focus group) and the de-
gree of structure (structured, semi-structured, un-
structured). We each coded separately type(s) of
interview used in the next 20 articles from the
2013 volumes of the Journal of Management Stud-
ies (12) and Asia Pacific Journal of Management
(eight) using the schedule of definitions and com-
pared our coding. Where there were disagreements,
we debated and clarified our understandings and
agreed final codes (Table 2) that were used for
the remaining articles, no additional codes being
necessary.

Our data comprised 248 studies (reported in 244
articles) using one or more types of qualitative in-
terview. Twenty-four studies were in journals with
a North American editorial base, 112 in journals
with a European/Australian editorial base, the re-
mainder having mixed editorial bases (both North
America and Europe/Australia). Of the studies,
197 reported using one type, 47 two different types,
and four using three different types of qualita-
tive interview. The vast majority (91.1%) for which
conduct was stated were qualitative one-to-one
interviews (Table 2). Of those for which degree of
structure was stated, 89.3% were semi-structured
(Table 2).

Findings
Reporting and justifying the number of participants
Our first research question considered the extent

of reporting for participant numbers. The total

© 2016 British Academy of Management.
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Table 1. Interview articles compared with total empirical articles, 2003 and 2013 (excludes literature reviews, editor introductions)

2003 2013 Change between 2003 and 2013 Total
Editorial base Journal Empirical Interview  Interview as Empirical Interview Interview as Empirical ~ Interview Interview as  interview
Field Journal name (2013) ranking articles articles percentage articles articles percentage articles articles percentage articles
General Journal of USA, Top 61 34 55.74 37 12 32.43 —24 —22 —23.31 46
Management Management ~ Netherlands,
Studies Australia
British Journal UK Mixed 16 10 62.50 38 15 39.47 +22 +5 —22.03 25
of
Management
Asia Pacific Canada Second 20 8 40.00 45 8 17.78 +25 0 —22.22 16
Journal of
Management
Human resource  Industrial USA Top 26 3 11.54 32 3 9.38 +6 0 -2.16 6
management/ Relations®
employee Human USA/UK Top 17 8¢ 47.05 38 9 23.68 +21 +1 —23.37 17
relations Resource
Management
Work UK Mixed 29 16° 55.17 43 27°¢ 62.79 +14 +11 +7.62 43
Employment
and Society
Human Ireland, Second 18 9 50.00 23 11 47.83 +5 +2 —2.17° 20
Resource Australia
Management
Journal
Organization Human UK, USA Top 38 22°¢ 57.89 53 25¢ 47.17 +15 +3 —10.72 47
studies Relations
Group and USA Second 16 1 6.25 22 1 4.55 +6 0 -1.70 2
Organization
Management*
Organization ~ UK Second 11 8 72.73 21 14 66.67 +10 +6 —6.06 22
Total 252 119 45.89 352 125 35.17 +100 +6 —10.72 244

4 As there were a small number of relevant interview based articles in Industrial Relations (six of 58) and Group and Organization Management (two of 42 empirical articles) we included
another journal from these categories (Human Resource Management and Organization respectively) into the analysis.

b One article reported two separate studies.

¢ One of these articles included two distinct studies.

staquinN Jupdidnavg matadaiu] Suilfiisng pup Sujiodayy
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Table 2. Types of qualitative interviews used in studies

M. N. K Saunders and K. Townsend

Conduct Structure

Not stated Structured Semi- structured Unstructured All?
Not stated 32 0 11 1 44
One-to-one 42 1 46 3 92
One-to-one face-to-face 73 2 48 5 128
One-to-one telephone 14 1 0 0 15
One-to-one online 1 0 0 0 1
Group 5 0 3 0 8
Focus group 15 0 0 0 15
All? 182 4 108 9 303

2197 studies used one type, 47 studies used two different types and four studies used three different types of qualitative interviews.

number of participants across all types of qual-
itative interviewing was reported by 190 studies
(76.6%). A further 4.8% gave some indication of
the total number of participants, whilst the remain-
ing 18.5% did not provide any indication.! Where
an indication, rather than the precise number, of
participants was given, this was either a range,
e.g. ‘...the number of respondents interviewed be-
tween the companies ranging from six to 16’ (Hall
et al, 2003, p. 79), or a base number that was
exceeded such as ‘...over a dozen interviews...’
(Chen and Wilson, 2003, p. 401). Such indications
were part of a description of participants’ char-
acteristics, usually contextualized briefly in rela-
tion to the population from which they were cho-
sen. These provided insights into the breadth and
richness of data obtained and, occasionally, an im-
plicit reason why a precise number had not been
stated; e.g. ©...personal interviews the author did
over the course of a decade with numerous people
at Delta from top executive level to the ramp and
cabin level’ (Kaufman, 2013, p. 344). The precise
number of participants was reported by 76.1% of
studies using one type of qualitative interview. For
studies using two or more types of qualitative in-
terview, the number of participants for each type
was reported far less frequently, being 27.7% for
studies using two and 25% for studies using three
types.

With regard to our second research question,
approximately half of studies stating the number
of participants justified the sufficiency in relation
to the research purpose (Table 3). For 13.7% of
studies it comprised a description of participants’
characteristics relating these explicitly to the re-
search purpose, e.g. ‘“The selection of interviewees

'Percentages do not sum precisely to 100 due to rounding.

was made on the basis of including key figures
involved in the strategy creation issues’ (Regnér,
2003, p. 64). More typical was an implicit justifi-
cation through a description of participants’ char-
acteristics. For 35.2% of studies, such descriptions
outlined the population from which participants
were chosen alongside further contextual details.
These usually included an anonymized descrip-
tion of the organization, sector or range of sec-
tors from which participants were chosen. Single
organization descriptions were usually brief, e.g.
‘...a major British symphony orchestra’ (Matlis
and Lawrence, 2003, p. 113) or “...an English local
authority’ (Collins, Cartwright and Hislop, 2013,
p. 214). Those for multiple organizations and sec-
tors were more varied, the more detailed outlin-
ing the nature and number of organizations or
sectors: ©...three product lines within the grocery
supply chain, notably fish processing, vegetable
processing and distribution and warehousing’
(Thompson, Newsome and Commander, 2013,
p. 133). However, it was left to the reader to in-
fer how those participants chosen enabled the re-
search purpose to be met.

Descriptions of participants’ characteristics
indicated how each was treated within that
research — either as one or a number of discrete
groups. The group or groups were usually de-
scribed briefly in relation to the research purpose,
offering only implicit justifications for their selec-
tion. Creed’s single group study (2003, p. 1508)
of voice and silence in organizations illustrates
a more detailed implicit justification: ‘37 GLBT
[gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender] people who
had trained for ordination by obtaining the Mas-
ter of Divinity Degree and applying for admission
to the formal candidacy process in their respective
denominations....’

© 2016 British Academy of Management.
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Table 3. Justifications used for number of participants chosen

As a percentage of

studies stating As a percentage of

Justification used Number of studies sample size all studies
Meeting research purpose (explained why participants are 26 13.7 10.5
sufficient)
Meeting research purpose (can infer sufficiency of participants 67 35.2 27.0
from description of characteristics)
Meeting research purpose (subtotal) 93 48.9 37.5
Indicative (mean) duration of interviews 43 22.6 17.3
Indicative range of duration of interviews 61 32.1 24.6
Both indicative mean and range of duration of interviews 3 1.6 1.2
Duration of interviews (subtotal) 101 53.2 40.7
Expert opinion cited 5 2.6 2.0
Previous studies with similar number of participants cited 5 2.6 2.0
Data saturation (not supported by citation) 5 2.6 2.0
Data saturation supported by citation 3 1.6 1.2
Data saturation supported by clear evidence of saturation - - -
Data saturation (subtotal) 8 4.2 32
None (excluding duration of interviews) 97 S1.1 62.5
None (including duration of interviews) 79 41.6 31.9
Total (= 100%) 190 248

Numbers sum to more than 100 as multiple justifications were used in some studies.

Duration of interviews was reported by 101
studies either as an indicative (mean) value or, al-
ternatively, a range, only three studies giving both
(Table 3). Statements of duration were predomi-
nantly approximate and (although we report them
in Table 3 as a ‘justification’) appeared to form
part of a contextual description of the interview-
ing process rather than an implicit justification of
participant numbers, e.g. ‘Interviews, which were
recorded and lasted about an hour, were con-
ducted between April and June 2009 in English,
a language in which all respondents were fluent’
(Mustafa and Gold, 2013, p. 416) or °...interviews
took place in the offices of the interviewees or
in available meeting rooms at the workplace and
lasted between one and two hours’ (Lauring, 2013,
p. 216).

Only 17 studies (8.9%) justified the number of
participants using at least one of demonstrating
saturation, citing expert opinion, or citing prece-
dence set by another study. No studies provided
clear evidence of saturation, it being mentioned
by only 4.2% of studies (Table 3), 2.6% of stud-
ies supporting their claim by citation: ‘However,
we felt we did not need more, because interviews
with our informants nicely fitted into the cate-
gories we built during the last phase, and we felt
that category saturation had occurred (Strauss and

© 2016 British Academy of Management.

Corbin, 1998)’ (Daudigeos, 2013, p. 731). Citing
expert opinion and citing other (sometimes simi-
lar) studies were each used as justification by 2.6%
of studies. These varied in detail from reiterating
a recommendation without noting contextual dif-
ferences (e.g. that of Guest, Bunce and Johnson,
2006) to providing an epistemological justification
within which similar O&W studies were cited, both
leaving the relevance, authenticity and credibility
of the work cited to be inferred by the reader. Two
of the five studies citing expert opinion had ten
or fewer participants indicating that such justifica-
tions, although rare, may be more likely to be pro-
vided for studies with low numbers of participants.
Leitch, McMillan and Harrison (2013, p. 353), for
example, note alongside discussion of their nine
participants’ characteristics:

. a research approach which focuses on the devel-
opment of rich descriptions and is sensitive to the
‘subtleties and situated nuances of leadership prac-
tice’” (Kempster and Cope, 2010, p. 11) has been
adopted. However, small-scale, qualitative studies in
the interpretivist tradition do not allow for generaliz-
ability; their strength lies in their capacity ‘to provide
insights, rich details and thick descriptions’ (Jack and
Anderson, 2002, p. 473).
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In summary, three-quarters of O&W studies
analysed state the overall number of participants
precisely. Yet, where studies use more than
one qualitative interviewing technique, only one-
quarter state the number of participants for each
technique. Justification of participants chosen is
usually implicit, a description inferring they are
sufficient in number to provide the depth and
breadth of data to meet the research purpose. Du-
ration of interviews is reported either as a mean
value or range, providing context for the interview-
ing process rather than as justification for num-
ber of participants. Although some studies refer to
expert opinion in relation to depth of cover as a
justification, very few use this to justify number of
participants. Where saturation is used as a justifi-
cation, no supporting evidence is provided. Cita-
tion of previous studies, although used rarely as
justification, appears to be more likely for studies
with fewer participants. We draw on these findings
further in our discussion and offer recommenda-
tions regarding reporting and justifying the num-
ber of participants.

A discernible norm (range) for the number
of participants

Our third research question considered whether
there is a discernible norm (range) for the number
of participants for (O&W) studies. Initial analy-
sis of the overall number of qualitative interview
participants in the 190 studies reporting precise
numbers reveals considerable variability (Table 4).
Although the median overall number of partici-
pants interviewed per study is 32.5, reported num-
bers range from one to 330, lower (18.75) and up-
per (57.25) quartiles providing an indication of the
variability in number of participants considered
sufficient when more extreme values are ignored.
Recognizing that these data are likely to represent
a variety of research purposes and a plurality of
philosophical traditions we consider they can be
used only to induce a broad overall norm for prac-
tice likely to be considered sufficient of between ap-
proximately 15 and 60 participants.

As indicated by our fourth research question,
our analysis examined whether the number of par-
ticipants was contingent upon a variety of fac-

2With a lower quartile of 18.75 and the upper quartile of
57.25 we have rounded our proposal for an overall norm
to between 15 and 60.

M. N. K Saunders and K. Townsend

tors. There were no significant differences in the
overall number of participants between journals
[F(9, 180) = 1.679, p = 0.097], tiers of journals
[F(2, 187) = 2.392, p = 0.094], editorial base [F(2,
187) = 0.20, p = 0.980] or between the two years of
publication (z = 0.987, df = 125.817, p = 0.325).}
We also found no significant relationship between
the overall number of participants and the indica-
tive mean duration of interviews [r(43) = —0.135,
p = 0.388]. This indicates that our proposed over-
all norm is not contingent on these factors, being
applicable across those journals reviewed, albeit
subject to refinement depending on the research
purpose and epistemological and ontological po-
sitions adopted.

Consideration of the most widely reported types
of qualitative interview (one-to-one, one-to-one
face-to-face, semi-structured) reveals similar me-
dian numbers of participants (30 or 30.5) for each
type (Table 5); statistical analysis indicating the
number of participants was not contingent on in-
terview type. There were no significant differences
in the number of participants for one-to-one in-
terviews between the journals [F(8, 57) = 0.801,
p = 0.604], the tiers of journals [F(2, 63) = 0.517,
p = 0.599], the editorial bases of journals [F(2, 63)
= 0.635, p = 0.533] or between the two years of
publication (¢ = 0.373, df = 64, p = 0.710). We
also found no significant relationship between the
number of participants for one-to-one interviews
and the indicative mean duration of interviews
[#(17) = —0.017, p = 0.949]. For one-to-one face-
to-face interviews we found no significant differ-
ences between the number of participants and
the journals [F(9, 75) = 1.149, p = 0.340], the
tiers of journals [F(2, 82) = 2.766, p = 0.069],
the editorial bases of journals [F(2, 82) = 0.309,
p = 0.735] or between the two years of pub-
lication [t = 1.327, df = 83, p = 0.188], and
no significant relationship between the number
of participants and the indicative mean dura-
tion of interviews [r(19) = —0.274, p = 0.255].
For semi-structured interviews we found no sig-
nificant differences between the number of par-
ticipants and the journals [F(8, 71) = 0.854,
p = 0.559], the tiers of journals [F(2, 69) = 0.159,
p = 0.853], the editorial bases of journals [F(2, 69)
= 0.345, p = 0.709] or between the two years of
publication (¢ = 0.744, df = 70, p = 0.459), and

3Levene’s test for equality of variances (F = 4.213,
p = 0.042) indicated that variances were not equal.

© 2016 British Academy of Management.
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Table 4. Overall number of participants interviewed in studies by journal

Number
Field Journal Tier Mean  Median SD Lower quartile ~ Upper quartile of studies
General Journal of Top 59.4 40.0 61.0 13.50 70.50 37
management Management
Studies
British Journal of  Mixed 38.1 34.0 28.6 17.25 53.75 20
Management
Asia Pacific Second 46.6 22.0 48.6 13.00 87.00 9
Journal of
Management
Human Industrial Top 10.3 10.0 1.5 - - 3
resource Relations
manage- Human Resource Top 28.2 16 32.5 3.75 54.00 6
ment/ Management
employee Work, Mixed 43.5 31.0 354 21.00 60.00 39
relations Employment
and Society
Human Resource Second 73.1 41.0 83.7 27.50 60.75 14
Management
Journal
Organization Human Relations Top 36.9 30.0 26.1 17.50 86.75 41
studies
Group and Second 105.0 105.0 N/A - - 2
Organization
Management
Organization Second 47.5 30.0 62.4 23.00 40.00 19
All 46.9 32.5¢ 48.6 18.75 57.25 190

4The median is calculated using the raw data from all the journals.

Table 5. Overall number of participants interviewed in studies by interview type, population and approach to analysis

Population/ participant

analysis/interview type Mean Median SD  Lower quartile  Upper quartile ~ Number of studies
Qualitative One-to-one 39.9 30 41.1 15.75 46.00 66
interview type One-to-one face-to-face 47.9 30 54.1 16.00 59.00 85
Semi-structured 42.8 30.5 429 17.25 56.75 72
Broad One organization 29.3 27.0 20.9 15.0 40.0 67
characteristics
of population Multiple organizations 68.7 48.0 69.5 21.5 80.5 53
in one sector
Across multiple sectors 49.5 35.0 43.0 21.0 63.0 63
Approach to Single group 36.6 29.5 40.5 14.0 45.0 76
analysis Two or more distinct 54.3 36.0 52.4 22.0 66.5 113
groups
All studies 46.9 32.5 48.6 18.75 57.25 190

Totals may not sum due to missing data.

no significant relationship between the number of
participants and the indicative mean duration of
interviews [r(22) = —0.143, p = 0.525].

The overall number of participants, however, is
contingent on both the broad characteristics of the
population from which they were chosen and the

© 2016 British Academy of Management.

approach to analysis. The number of participants
differs significantly in relation to the characteris-
tics of the population from which they were cho-
sen [F(2, 180) = 10.578, p < 0.000] (Table 5). For
single organization studies, the median number
of participants interviewed (27) and variability, as
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indicated by the lower (15) and upper (40) quar-
tiles, are smallest. Studies selecting participants
from multiple organizations in one sector inter-
view the largest median number (48), the lower
(21.5) and upper (80.5) quartiles indicating even
greater variability in participant numbers. Studies
in which participants are referred to and analysed
as a single group (such as managers or employ-
ees) differ significantly from those where they are
analysed as two or more distinct groups (¢ = 2.492,
df = 187, p = 0.013). For single group studies the
median (29.5) number of participants is less than
those analysing participants as two or more dis-
tinct groups (36.0), differences between the lower
(21.5 and 21 respectively) and upper (80.5 and 63.5
respectively) quartiles indicating greater variabil-
ity in the number of participants for studies anal-
ysed as two or more distinct groups. Acknowledg-
ing that these data are likely to represent a variety
of research purposes and plurality of philosophi-
cal positions, we believe these contingent factors
still deserve consideration when making decisions
regarding likely participant numbers. We therefore
use the medians as a basis for initial estimates of
around 30* when planning to choose participants
from a single organization or analysing them as
a single group, and 50° when planning to choose
participants from multiple organizations or anal-
yse them as two or more distinct groups.

In summary, the number of participants cho-
sen for studies overall and for different types of
qualitative interviews were not found to be con-
tingent upon five factors: the journal, tier of jour-
nal, editorial base, duration of interview or year
of publication. Hence, despite the decade gap and
the potential differences that journal rankings or
communities represented by reviewers and editors
for such journals could have made, we feel able to
utilize data about the accepted practice in these
190 studies to offer an overall norm of between
15 and 60 participants within which studies are
likely to be judged sufficient. The two factors on
which numbers of participants were found to be

“We have rounded the larger (29.5) of the median numbers
for participants chosen from one organization and partic-
ipants analysed as a single group to provide an estimate
of 30.

>We have rounded the larger (48) of the median num-
bers for participants chosen from multiple organizations
in one sector or across multiple sectors and participants
analysed as two or more distinct groups to provide a plan-
ning estimate of 50.

M. N. K Saunders and K. Townsend

contingent provide the basis for numerical guid-
ance when planning research. These comprise es-
timates of around 30 participants when chosen
from a single organization or analysed as a sin-
gle group, and around 50 participants when chosen
from multiple organizations or analysed as two or
more groups. We draw on these, albeit with caveats,
offering recommendations regarding the number
of participants in our discussion.

Discussion

Our paper is one of the first, if not the first, to
examine the reporting and justification of par-
ticipants and the number judged sufficient for
qualitative interviews in published O&W research.
Adopting a broadly pragmatist philosophy and
within this a neo-empiricist position we first draw
on the findings outlined to offer four recommen-
dations for reporting and justifying the number
of participants in qualitative interviews. Subse-
quently a further three recommendations, albeit
with caveats, are offered regarding the number of
participants likely to be judged sufficient and cred-
ible. These comprise an overall norm as well as
initial estimates for numbers of participants when
planning such research.

Reporting and justifying the number of participants

In undertaking this research we were struck by
the lack of information regarding method and
methodology. Despite acknowledged philosophi-
cal diversity (Easterby-Smith, Golden-Biddle and
Locke, 2008; Johnson et al., 2006), positions
adopted were rarely mentioned and few stud-
ies noted whether participants were chosen from
homogeneous or heterogeneous groups. Whilst
a transparent and convincing methods section
might be considered as supporting neo-positivism
(Alvesson and Ashcraft, 2012), we note it offers an
opportunity for others to assess authenticity and
credibility (Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2013;
Patton, 2015) and potential for informing similar
studies (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2007; Safman
and Sobal, 2004). Such transparent report of re-
search design is predicated on there being suffi-
cient space within journals to report methodology
transparently. Yet, all but one of the O&W jour-
nals selected for this research impose a maximum
length for submissions. Such limits may constrain
the space that can be devoted to research design

© 2016 British Academy of Management.
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and, as part of this, reporting full details of partici-
pants. The facility for online publication of supple-
mentary material alongside articles, now provided
by an increasing number of journals, offers a po-
tential solution that could be utilized by authors
(subject to editor agreement) to provide full details
of participants as part of an expanded methods
section, providing the basis of our first recommen-
dation for those undertaking qualitative interviews
in O&W research:

1. Where space constraints prevent full and de-
tailed reporting of research design, include an
additional expanded methods section as sup-
plementary material to be published online
alongside the article.

Reporting the precise number of participants,
their characteristics and those of the population
from which they are chosen allows readers to un-
derstand more fully how the research was un-
dertaken, forming an opinion regarding their au-
thenticity and credibility and, where appropriate,
the transferability of findings to other contexts
(Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011). Findings
reveal that although 76.6% of O&W studies
using qualitative interviews report overall partici-
pant numbers precisely, nearly a fifth (18.5%) pro-
vide no indication. Although this is higher than
the 60% of studies that report the number of par-
ticipants by research in health education (Safman
and Sobal, 2004) and school psychology (Collins,
Onwuegbuzie and Jiao, 20006), it is lower than the
proportion (98%) found in social and health sci-
ences (Collins, Onwuegbuzie and Jiao, 2007). We
reiterate that a lack of basic details of method such
as these detracts from transparency of the research
design (Baker and Edwards, 2012; Meyrick, 2006).
Reflecting this, and noting that for some studies in
our sample (e.g. Patriotta, 2003) reporting partici-
pant details may not be possible due to the com-
plexity of the research design, length of the re-
search process and nature of the interviews, our
second recommendation is as follows:

2. Wherever practicable, report participant num-
bers precisely alongside their characteristics
and the population from which chosen.

For the majority of published O&W studies us-
ing qualitative interviews, justification of the num-
ber of participants, where offered, is implicit rather
than explicit in relation to the research purpose.

© 2016 British Academy of Management.

Recognizing stated publication conventions, and
within this the importance of justification of meth-
ods in relation to research purpose (Brinkmann
and Kvale, 2015; Robinson, 2014), our review of
existing literature highlights three further ways
the number of participants might be justified ex-
plicitly. These are citing expert opinion (Marshall
et al., 2013), citing precedence set by similar stud-
ies (Francis et al., 2010; Marshall et al., 2013) and
by demonstrating saturation (Francis et al., 2010;
Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006; Marshall et al.,
2013). Yet, of the 190 studies that stated the num-
ber of participants, just below half justify the rea-
sons for their choice either implicitly or explic-
itly in relation to research purpose, only few doing
so explicitly. Two other forms of justification rec-
ommended in the advice reviewed, expert opinion
and precedence set by similar studies (Baker and
Edwards, 2012; Marshall et al., 2013), were men-
tioned very rarely in the studies considered, their
use appearing more likely for those with fewer par-
ticipants. We reiterate that referring to precedence
set by authentic and credible studies with a sim-
ilar research purpose and expert opinion can of-
fer useful contextual justification for participants
chosen.

Despite saturation being considered the gold
standard by some (Guest, Bunce and Johnson,
2006) and invoked by many information systems
studies (Marshall et al., 2013), this was mentioned
by very few O&W studies, none of which offered
supporting evidence. Yet, where appropriate to the
researcher’s epistemological position and method
(e.g. grounded theory), saturation could be uti-
lized, providing specific insights as to sufficiency in
relation to the research purpose. Noting that pres-
sure for qualitative researchers to justify their re-
search methods according to inappropriate criteria
should be resisted (Symon and Cassell, 1999), we
would encourage those using qualitative interviews
in O&W research to explain their choice of par-
ticipants in relation to their research purpose and
philosophical position. Our third and fourth rec-
ommendations therefore need to be operational-
ized from within the context of the researcher’s
epistemological and ontological positions and are
as follows:

3. Explain explicitly how the participants chosen
enable the research purpose to be met.

4. Consider the appropriateness of justifying
the number of research participants through
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citing relevant expert opinion, precedence set
by authentic and credible similar studies and
the meeting of data saturation (supported by
clear evidence).

A discernible norm (range) for the number
of participants

Our recommendations relating to numbers of par-
ticipants are informed invariably by our initial neo-
empiricist assumption that we could discern norms
from what we observed. Within academic re-
search such norms are operationalized by consen-
sual agreement between reviewers and editors as
gatekeepers to journals (Easterby-Smith, Golden-
Biddle and Locke, 2008). Our findings highlight
that for O&W research such agreement is not
contingent upon the journal, its tier or editorial
base, year of publication or the mean duration of
interviews.

The data we collected reveal an overall norm of
between approximately 15 and 60 participants for
qualitative interviews within O&W studies. This
norm indicates that the number of participants
likely to be considered sufficient is both more var-
ied and greater than the 15—30 participants sug-
gested by empirically justified guidance (Marshall
et al.,2013) and all expert opinions reviewed other
than Adler and Adler (2012) who advise between
12 and 60. One interpretation of the broader range
of interview participant numbers considered suffi-
cient is that it is in part due to the pluralist nature
of O&W research. The lack of detail in the articles
reviewed meant we were unable to determine the
epistemological and ontological positions adopted
and invariably results in the norm induced being
generic. Prior to offering our fifth recommenda-
tion, we therefore re-emphasize the need for O&W
researchers to consider the implications of their
own epistemological and ontological assumptions
for the number of participants, and reiterate expert
opinion that one qualitative interview can be suffi-
cient to produce salient data for some research pur-
poses (Becker, 2012; Patton, 2015):

5. Recognize that while a norm of between 15 and
60 interview participants is likely to be con-
sidered sufficient, the actual number depends
upon research purpose, saliency of data and the
researcher’s epistemological and ontological
positions.

M. N. K Saunders and K. Townsend

Our review of empirically justified guidance
and expert opinion indicated that the number of
participants is likely to be contingent on whether
participants are selected from a homogeneous or
a heterogeneous population (Guest, Bunce and
Johnson, 2006; Kuzel, 1992; Saunders, 2012). For
O&W research we found that the number of par-
ticipants is contingent on the broad characteristics
of the population from which participants are
chosen and the approach to analysis, noting that
both factors can offer indications of homogene-
ity/heterogeneity. While it might be argued that
such data should be used to derive norms for par-
ticipants from homogeneous and heterogeneous
populations we contend it would be unwise to
base recommendations on two limited indicators.

Literature revealed the need for credible esti-
mates of the number of participants when planning
research (Patton, 2015) to support both resource
allocation (Baker and Edwards, 2012) and requests
for access (McDonald, Townsend and Waterhouse,
2009). Recognizing that our norm comprising a
broad range is unlikely to fully address this need
and that participant numbers are contingent upon
both the broad characteristics of the population
from which chosen and the approach to analy-
sis, we derive estimates from O&W practice taking
both factors into account. These comprise around
30 participants when chosen from a single organi-
zation or analysed as a single group and around
50 participants when chosen from multiple orga-
nizations or analysed as multiple groups. Both es-
timates are larger than the upper limits suggested
by previous empirically justified guidance of 20
for single case studies (Marshall et al., 2013) and
25 for interview studies (Brinkmann and Kvale,
2015). The estimate for participants chosen from
a single organization or analysed as a single group
is also higher than upper limits suggested by all
but two experts; Morse’s (1994) being 50 partic-
ipants and Adler and Adler’s (2012) 60 partici-
pants. As before our associated recommendations
for O&W researchers, based on these estimates,
do not take into account how participant numbers
may be impacted by epistemological and ontolog-
ical assumptions or the study purpose:

6. In planning research where participants will be
chosen from a single organization, or analysed
as a single group, recognize that an initial esti-
mate of around 30 participants, whilst credible,
is only an estimate.

© 2016 British Academy of Management.
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7. In planning research where participants will be
chosen from multiple organizations, or anal-
ysed as multiple groups, recognize that an ini-
tial estimate of around 50 participants, whilst
credible, is only an estimate.

Conclusion

Our inductive analysis was hampered by a lack
of information about research method, including
detail regarding the number of participants,
the associated justification and participants’
characteristics. Nevertheless we are still able to
establish current practice and, drawing upon
this, offer seven recommendations to O&W study
researchers using qualitative interviews. Our first
four recommendations are made in response to this
lack of detail and reflect our position that precise
reporting and, in particular, justification enables
greater transparency (Baker and Edwards, 2012;
Robinson, 2014) in O&W research. Whilst noting
the potential issue of constraints on reporting
within these recommendations we recognize that
for some studies precise reporting may still not be
possible, for some epistemological and ontological
positions being considered unnecessary (Janesick,
2000), and that justification needs to be related
explicitly to the research purpose. We also note
that additional rarely used forms of justification,
such as citing similar authentic and credible stud-
ies for comparative purposes and providing clear
evidence of data saturation (for details see Francis
et al., 2010), may be considered inappropriate.

Our remaining recommendations offer guidance
regarding what is likely to be considered sufficient
and credible in O&W research, based on what has
been deemed acceptable by editors and reviewers.
However, there are limitations and caveats as suffi-
ciency and credibility will be related to the research
purpose, homogeneity/heterogeneity of the popu-
lation, saliency of data and the researchers’ epis-
temological and ontological assumptions. The im-
plications of these aspects for norms of numbers
of participants, and associated credible estimates,
are aspects we believe warrant further research.
Despite this we contend that adopting our seven
recommendations can both promote more trans-
parent reporting and allow O&W researchers to
make a more informed assessment of the number
of qualitative interview participants that are likely
to be sufficient and credible.

© 2016 British Academy of Management.
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