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 METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORKS 
AND SAMPLING IN 
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH   

 1 

  Research is ceremony … Let us go forward together with open minds and good hearts as we 
further take part in this ceremony. (Wilson 2008, p.11)    

  To understand a theory is to experience a shift in one’s mental structure and discover a different 
way of thinking. To understand a theory is to feel some wonder that one never saw before what now 
seems to have been obvious all along. (Anfara Jr & Mertz 2015, p. 2)    

  In some ways, the differences between quantitative and qualitative methods involve trade-offs 
between breadth and depth … Qualitative methods typically produce a wealth of detailed data 
about a much smaller number of people and cases. (Patton 2015, p. 257)    

  INTRODUCTION   

  This chapter presents two foundational issues in qualitative enquiry: methodological frameworks 
and sampling strategies. Once researchers have decided on the research questions they wish 
to explore or find answers to, it is important that they carefully consider the methodological 
framework of their study because this will influence the choice of method or methods they will 
employ. Hence the first part of this chapter will be dedicated to discussion of methodological 
frameworks in qualitative research. Following on from the methodologies and methods, 
researchers need to think about their potential research participants. How will they recruit the 
participants? How many will they select for their research? And how can they find them? The 
success of qualitative research also depends on sampling issues. This will be addressed in the 
second part of this chapter.    

  METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS IN QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCH   

  We think metaphorically of qualitative research as an intricate fabric comprising minute threads, 
many colors, different textures, and various blends of material. This fabric is not explained easily or 
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simply. Like the loom on which fabric is woven, general assumptions and interpretive frameworks 
hold qualitative research together. (Creswell & Poth 2018, p. 41)

Methodology, according to Silverman (2018, p. 34), refers to ‘a general approach to studying a 
research topic. It establishes how one will go about studying any phenomenon’. Methods refer 
to ‘specific research techniques’. Dew (2007, p. 433) suggests that methodology refers to ‘the 
principles underlying particular research approaches’, and is distinct from methods, which are 
‘ways of collecting data’. Methodology determines a method for researchers to produce data 
for analysis (Carter & Little 2008; Hesse-Biber 2017). It is crucial that qualitative research be 
situated within a methodological framework. According to Avis (2003, p. 1003), researchers 
need to provide their ‘methodological justification’ by discussing the reason why they select 
a particular method in their research. Often, researchers simply suggest the use of a specific 
method, for example an in-depth interview or focus group, without giving the theoretical 
context or methodological framework (Avis 2003; Carter & Little 2008). It is a responsibility of 
qualitative researchers to create ‘methodologically convincing stories’ (Miller & Crabtree 2005, 
p. 626) by providing a strong rationale for their research based on an informed knowledge of a 
methodological framework (Carpenter & Suto 2008; Carter & Little 2008). Dew (2007, p. 433) 
contends that the methods researchers select and what they expect to get out of those methods 
is strongly formed by their ‘methodological position’. It is crucial for qualitative researchers to 
have a good understanding of the methodology so that they are able to ‘interpret data sensibly 
and with insight, and not simply interpret data in the light of preconceptions and prejudice—
and so potentially perpetrate unsatisfactory or inappropriate understandings of the phenomenon 
of interest’. Without methodological frameworks, the rigour and value of qualitative research 
can be weakened (Carpenter & Suto 2008).

There are a number of methodological frameworks that researchers may adopt in qualitative 
research (Holloway & Galvin 2017; Rossman & Rallis 2017; Creswell & Poth 2018; Gray 
2018). However, I shall only focus on those that are more relevant to the methods and the 
issues I include in this book. It is beyond the scope of this book to provide all methodological 
frameworks in qualitative enquiry, and I would encourage readers to read further for other 
theories. Qualitative research has its roots in early American sociology and anthropology, but 
it is also linked to English and French traditions (Bogdan & Biklen 2007). As readers will 
see, many of the methodological frameworks I shall include in this chapter stem from these 
traditions.

In this new edition, I have included a new methodological framework that has become 
crucial in cross-cultural research. Here, I refer to the decolonising methodologies that many 
social researchers have adopted in their research with Indigenous peoples and other marginalised 
populations.

Ethnography
Qualitative ethnographic research has its deep roots in the study of culture in anthropology. 
Theoretically and as a methodology, culture is the essence of ethnography (Rossman & Rallis 
2017). Early anthropological studies focused on ‘exotic’ cultures of the ‘primitive’ world (such 
as the work of Malinowski [1922] and Mead [1928]). Later on, culture was seen as ‘local, 
less distant, and more immediate’ (Daly 2007, p. 85). Hence, ethnography was shifted from 
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its origins in anthropology to sociology. While anthropology worked with ‘distant cultures’, 
sociology was more interested in ‘local subcultures’. Among sociologists in the mid-1900s, 
ethnography became a prominent methodology as a means of understanding the exotic within 
a home culture. For example, ethnography was adopted for understanding hidden and ‘deviant’ 
subcultures such as those of drug users and gang members. The study of culture has also become 
an important focus within cultural psychology. These research disciplines are interested in how 
human beings create meanings and behave within their cultural contexts. Ethnography allows 
researchers to understand the ‘contexts of practice and the cultural rules that people have for 
making sense of their worlds’ (Daly 2007, p. 85).

Ontologically, Daly (2007, pp. 84–5) argues, ‘if we wish to understand the nature of being 
human, we must understand humans as they are embedded in culture’. Ethnography is related 
to the description of the ‘cultural ways of human life’ (Vidich & Lyman 2003). Its main aim is 
to understand how things function from the perspective of the person in that particular cultural 
context (Daly 2007; Rossman & Rallis 2017). According to Sharkey and Larsen (2005, p. 168), 
ethnography aims to provide ‘an insider perspective on everyday life through the researcher’s 
engagement with people over time and [to] explore human experience and social interaction as 
well as the meaning people apply to their experiences, that is, their symbolic world’.

Ethnography underscores cultural relativism, which is a perspective affirming that 
cultures must be understood within their own social and cultural contexts (Liamputtong 
2010; Liamputtong & Suwankhong 2019). Importantly, cultures should not be judged by the 
values and beliefs of others, particularly of more powerful cultures (Fetterman 2010). Cultural 
relativism challenges ethnocentrism, which is the ‘denigration of cultures other than one’s 
own’ (Padgett 2017, p. 32; see also Liamputtong & Suwankhong 2019). Within ethnography, 
researchers adopt ‘a holistic perspective, viewing all aspects of the phenomenon under study as 
parts of an interrelated whole’ (Padgett 2017, p. 31).

Ethnography is based on the premise that through extensive and prolonged interaction with 
research participants, researchers will be able to understand the way individuals express their 
values, beliefs, and actions in and through culture (Rossman & Rallis 2017). This prolonged 
interaction will provide the stories, patterns of living, and cultural themes out of which researchers 
can generate the ethnographic account. Such an account is a standard form of reporting for an 
ethnographic study. It is referred to as ‘thick description’ (Geertz 1973) and as ‘a cultural account 
that emphasises descriptive detail’ (Daly 2007, p. 87).

Traditionally, ethnography was also referred to as ‘fieldwork’. This requires that the 
researchers fully immerse themselves in the culture they are working with. They make use of 
‘all the senses to take in the sights, sounds, and smells of everyday life fully, with the aim of 
generating a detailed portrait of the activities and practices of the culture being observed’ (Daly 
2007, p. 86). This full immersion can only be achieved by placing oneself within the culture. 
Participant observation is therefore the primary method that has traditionally been employed 
for understanding the way a culture operates within an ethnographic methodology (Daly 2007; 
Liamputtong 2007a; Rossman & Rallis 2017). However, as Angrosino (2005, 2007) suggests, 
ethnographic researchers tend to use several methods of collecting data in order to make sense 
of the cultural issues. In-depth interviews, focus groups, life histories, and unobtrusive methods 
are also employed by researchers in ethnography (Liamputtong 2007a, 2010; Carpenter & 
Suto 2008).
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Phenomenology
Among the methodological theories in qualitative research, phenomenology is the most 
commonly used. Phenomenology became closely linked with European philosophy in the early 
1900s. It stems from the works of German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1913 in German, 
translated in 1931) and French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962,1996). Human 
consciousness as a way to understand social reality was Husserl’s main interest. In particular, 
he was interested in how an individual ‘thinks’ about his or her experience. In other words, he 
was preoccupied by ‘how consciousness is experienced’. Husserl believed that ‘consciousness 
is always “intentional”; that is, it is directed at some phenomenon’. To know how consciousness 
functions will allow us to understand how ‘individuals create an understanding of social life’ 
(Hesse-Biber 2017, p. 25).

It was Alfred Schutz, a colleague of Husserl, who introduced phenomenology to American 
sociology. Schutz was especially interested in how people ‘process’ their experiences in their 
everyday lives and was instrumental in introducing phenomenology into the scientific 
enquiry of social research (Hesse-Biber 2017; Seale 2018a). Schutz (1972) was interested in 
developing ‘pathways’ for carrying out scientific research that would ‘allow for the “sympathetic 
understanding” of the conscious experience of everyday life’ (Daly 2007, p. 94).

The word ‘phenomenon’ derives from the Greek phaenesthai, which means ‘to show itself ’ or 
‘to appear’ (Carpenter & Suto 2008, p. 64). According to Hesse-Biber (2017), phenomenology 
is, at one level, a philosophy (as in the work of Husserl (1913), Heidegger (1927, 1962), 
Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1996), Schutz (1972) and Gadamer (1975, 1996)). It is also a research 
methodology for understanding the lived experiences of individuals (as in the work of Giorgi 
1985, 1997; van Manen 1990; Moustakas 1994; Giorgi & Giorgi 2003). Phenomenology is a 
popular methodological framework within the social and health sciences, particularly in sociology, 
psychology, education, nursing, and health sciences (Willis 2007; Padgett 2017; Creswell & Poth 
2018).

Phenomenology is a theoretical perspective that attempts to generate knowledge about how 
individuals experience things (Hesse-Biber 2017). A phenomenological study aims to examine 
‘the lived experience’ of a person or several people in relation to a concept or phenomenon of 
interest (Daly 2007, p. 97; Rossman & Rallis 2017; Creswell & Poth 2018). Phenomenological 
research looks at ‘the person, seeking to understand individual lived experience and seeking to 
learn about the individual’s perspectives and worldviews’ (Rossman & Rallis 2017, p. 79). The 
aim of phenomenological research is to ‘understand and describe the participants’ experiences of 
their everyday world as they see it’ (Daly 2007, p. 98), rather than ‘to learn what is really in the 
world’ (Thomas & Mukherjee 2019, p. 33; see also Willis 2007; Carpenter & Suto 2008; Padgett 
2017). Phenomenologists seek ‘to understand the deep meaning of a person’s experiences and 
how he/she articulates these experiences’ (Rossman & Rallis 2017, p. 85). Phenomenologists are 
interested in a question like how does a person experience a phenomenon (such as motherhood, 
living with HIV/AIDS, being a prisoner, depression, divorce and dying)? To this end, people must 
have ‘lived experience’ rather than second-hand experience (Patton 2015, p. 115).

In order to examine how a specific aspect of lived reality is constructed, the researcher 
must bracket that reality. If researchers want to understand the social reality of the participants, 
the understanding must be ‘grounded’ in the participants’ ‘experiences of that social reality’ 
(Gray 2018, p. 25). This means that researchers need to suspend any prejudgments about that 
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reality so that they may ‘see it as the participant would see it’ (Daly 2007, p. 98; Gray 2018). 
Researchers must try to put themselves in the place of the research participants. This will lead 
to the cultivation of new meanings from the perspectives of the participants (Gray 2018).

Thus, phenomenological studies often employ in-depth interviews as a means to generate 
detailed descriptions of this reality (Daly 2007; see also Todres 2005; Willis 2007; Patton 2015; 
Rossman & Rallis 2017). Such studies also require prolonged and intensive engagement with the 
research participants (Rossman & Rallis 2017). Nevertheless, phenomenologists use a number 
of qualitative methods, including observation, in-depth interviews, life history, and narrative. 
Others may examine written records of experiences such as diaries, journals, art, poetry, and 
music (Daly 2007; Creswell & Poth 2018).

Symbolic interactionism
Symbolic interactionism refers to a ‘theoretical perspective’ that sees ‘human actions as 
constructing self, situation and society’. It is concerned with ‘the subjective meaning’ that 
people attribute to their activities and their social situations (Flick 2006, p. 66). This approach 
is based on the premise that individuals construct their perceptions and meanings as a result 
of their interactions with others (Downes et al. 2016; Gray 2018; Carter & Alvarado 2019). 
According to Charmaz (2014, p. 262), symbolic interactionism sees ‘interpretation and action 
as reciprocal processes’. An individual’s interpretations influence their action.

Symbolic interactionism is closely associated with George Herbert Mead (1934) and Herbert 
Blumer (1938, 1969). Historically and recently, it has a prominent role in qualitative research 
(Carter & Alvarado 2019). As a theoretical framework it characterises the position of theory 
and practice within the Chicago School of Sociology in America (Downes et al. 2016; Carter 
& Alvarado 2019). A number of prominent sociologists such as Anselm Strauss, Barney Glaser, 
Norman Denzin, Howard Becker, and many others adopt symbolic interactionism in their 
research. In the 1970s, Blumer’s (1969) methodological position of symbolic interactionism had 
a major impact on methodological discussions among social science researchers (Flick 2006; 
Pascale 2011; Charmaz 2014; Carter & Alvarado 2019).

The theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism for qualitative research was a prominent 
approach in sociology for much of the 20th century. In fact, the popular use of this theory 
implies that all qualitative enquiry is situated within the theory of symbolic interactionism. Like 
phenomenology, the essence of symbolic interactionism is ‘subjective meaning’. According to 
Willis (2007, p. 177), symbolic interactionists theorise that:

The study of humans is not the study of ‘real’ or concrete events in the external world. Symbolic 
interaction research studies human interaction and emphasizes the need to keep in mind that 
human interaction is not based solely on the way the external world ‘really’ is. That interaction 
is based, instead, on how humans interpret their world. It is thus symbolic meaning rather than 
concrete meaning that is most important in symbolic interaction studies.

Symbolic interactionism is a framework that emphasises the essence of meaning and 
interpretation as crucial human processes (Charmaz 2014; Gray 2018; Carter & Alvarado 
2019). As Patton (2015, p. 133) suggests, individuals ‘create shared meanings through their 
interactions, and those meanings become their reality’. Charmaz (2014, p. 262) contends that 
symbolic interactionism ‘recognizes that we act in response to how we view our situations. In 
turn, our actions and those of other people affect these situations, and subsequently we may 
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alter our interpretations of what is, was, or will be happening’. This perspective underpins the 
process that occurs in the focus group method discussed below (see also Chapter 4).

According to Blumer (1969, p. 2), there are three premises of the symbolic interactionist 
approach. First, ‘human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things 
have for them’. Second, ‘the meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social 
interaction that one has with one’s fellows’. And third, ‘these meanings are handled in, and 
modified through, an interpretive process used by the person in dealing with the things he or she 
encounters’ (see also Denzin 1995; Angrosino 2007; Charmaz 2014; Patton 2015; Gray 2018; 
Carter & Alvarado 2019). These three premises suggest that research should begin with the idea 
that there are ‘different ways in which individuals invest objects, events, experiences, and so on, 
with meaning’. And ‘the reconstruction of such subjective viewpoints becomes the instrument 
for analysing social worlds’ (Flick 2006, p. 67; see also Pascale 2011; Charmaz 2014; Carter & 
Alvarado 2019).

These three premises led Blumer to argue that qualitative enquiry is the only appropriate way 
to discern how individuals see, understand, and interpret their world. According to Patton (2015, 
p. 133), Blumer believed that ‘only through close contact and direct interaction with people in 
open-minded, naturalistic enquiry and inductive analysis could the symbolic interactionist come 
to understand the symbolic world of the people being studied’. Blumer was among the first 
few sociologists who used group discussion and interview methods with key informants in their 
research. He carefully recruited a group of well-informed people and invited them to act as a 
‘panel of experts … who would take the researcher inside the phenomenon of interest’ (p. 133). 
As we have witnessed, group interviews and focus groups have become prominent methods 
and are widely adopted in qualitative research. However, this framework is also used in other 
qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews, ethnography, narrative research, memory-work 
and grounded theory research (Charmaz 2014; Gray 2018). Symbolic interactionism continues 
to have a prominent influence on qualitative research nowadays. It has been adopted extensively 
by researchers in sociology, anthropology, criminology, psychology, and education (Angrosino 
2007; Willis 2007; Pascale 2011; Charmaz 2014; Carter & Alvarado 2019).

Hermeneutics
Hermeneutics comes from the Greek hermeneuein, meaning ‘to interpret’ or ‘to understand’ 
(Patton 2015, p. 137; D’Souza 2019). Hermeneutics offers ‘a theoretical framework for 
interpretive understanding, or meaning, with special attention to context and original purpose’ 
(Patton 2015, p. 136; D’Souza 2019). Friedrich Schleiermacher is seen as the earliest theorist 
to develop hermeneutics as a study discipline. Wilhelm Dilthey (1923, 1988, p. 27), who was 
a philosopher and historian of philosophy, regarded Schleiermacher as ‘the father of scientific 
hermeneutics’. However, Dilthey’s work was especially authoritative. It emphasised the 
necessity to perceive ‘text’ or data as only ‘one element of understanding within the broader 
framework of historical knowledge’. Dilthey saw ‘historical knowledge as an interrelationship 
between experience, expression and understanding’. He suggested that ‘it was the human spirit 
that drove human studies’, and that ‘all experience was contextualized in terms of past and 
future possibilities’ (Rapport 2005, pp. 125–6).

Originally, the term hermeneutics was applied to the study of sacred texts like the Talmud or the 
Bible (Willis 2007, p. 104), but it has gradually been broadened to include the understanding of 
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human action within its ambit (Packer 2011; Patton 2015). Although there are several versions 
of hermeneutics, Smith (1989) contends that they all focus on two common features:

1	 Language is the essence of understanding. Only language makes possible what we can say 
and limits what we can say.

2	 The context, particularly the historical context, ‘is used as a frame for understanding. Human 
behaviour and ideas cannot be understood in isolation. Rather, they must be understood 
within context’ (Willis 2007, p. 104).

Hermeneutics is also known as hermeneutic phenomenology and interpretive phenomenology 
(Rapport 2005). It is ‘the science of interpretation of texts, whereby language, in its written or 
spoken form, is scrutinized to reveal meaning in phenomena’ (p. 125).

The hermeneutic phenomenologist emphasizes the ‘ordinary language’ of everyday experience, the words 
we use on a day-to-day basis, to describe and explain cultural mores, behaviours, events and actions and 
the relationship between ‘ordinary language’ and daily social life. Hermeneutic phenomenologists strive 
to understand the nature of human beings and the meanings they bestow upon the world by examining 
language in its cultural context; the way language is given meaning and is interpreted. (p. 125)

Martin Heidegger (1927, 1962) was a student of Edmund Husserl who critiqued the capability 
of Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology. He theorised that human experience is ‘already 
within the world’, meaning that ‘we relate to the world in an integral way, not as subjects related 
to objects, but as beings inseparable from a world of being’. This situation was described by 
Heidegger as ‘Being-in-the-world’, which was ‘the fundamental ontology—the meaning of being 
in general and the ground upon which the human sciences could be constructed’ (Rapport 2005, 
p. 127). Unlike Husserl, Heidegger focused on understanding and individuals’ interpretations of 
phenomena. He believed that it was only ‘through language and speech that our “Being-in-the-
world” was both manifest and understood’. Hermeneutic researchers who follow a Heideggerian 
tradition would ‘emphasize the interpretive approach to understanding phenomena’. They 
attempt to make sense of the world ‘through understanding and the clarification of speech and 
language’. And through this, hermeneutic researchers ‘develop notions of the way human beings 
give meaning to experience, behaviour and action’ (p. 127).

As Heidegger’s student, Hans Georg Gadamer was deeply influenced by the works of both 
Husserl and Heidegger. He extended the work of Heidegger into a more practical application 
(Laverty 2003). The result was a philosophy of Gadamerian hermeneutics. Gadamer (1975, 
1996) focused on ‘how language reveals being, building on the idea that all understanding is 
phenomenological and that understanding can only come about through language’. For Gadamer, 
language, understanding, and interpretation were ‘inextricably linked’ (Rapport 2005, p. 128).

Gadamer suggested that although ‘language is the precondition for understanding’, it does 
two things. It transmits objects of thought into a format that individuals can understand. And 
once it turns into a written text, it transforms into ‘an object of interpretation’. This can only 
happen when there is ‘a reciprocal question–answer relationship between text and interpreter’. 
What this suggests is that ‘meanings that come to us through interpretation are given to pose 
further questions and further puzzles to be understood and interpreted in different ways’. Text 
can only be understood within the historical context that pervades human understanding. And 
through historical context, ‘understanding becomes meaningful’ (Rapport 2005, p. 129).

Data collection within hermeneutics, according to van Manen (1990), has its foundation 
in ‘the act of writing’. Such data include lived experiences written in diaries, journals, protocol 
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writing, and descriptions in literature. Hermeneutics is employed extensively in the unobtrusive 
methods where researchers attempt to understand written texts from published materials 
(newspapers, magazines), reports (government policy papers, health records), and private 
documents (personal diaries and wartime memoirs) (see also Patton 2015; Chapter 5).

However, as van Manen suggests, researchers may also use in-depth interviewing to collect 
personal stories from research participants. But hermeneutic interviews differ from orthodox in-
depth interviews in that they support the establishment of ‘conversational relationships’ between 
the researcher and the participant ‘through in-depth discovery and intimacy’. This aims to 
establish trust within the relationship by allowing opportunities for the participants to translate 
‘knowing into telling’ (van Manen 1990). By doing so, the researchers must include their own 
perspectives in the process of interpretation in order to identify their own ‘Being-in-the-world’ 
(Rapport 2005, p. 134) (see also D’Souza 2019 for detailed discussion on hermeneutics and 
research).

Feminist methodology

Research is considered ‘feminist’ when it is grounded in the set of theoretical traditions that 
privilege women’s issues, voices, and lived experiences. (Hesse-Biber 2014a, p. 3)

In feminist methodology, women and their concerns are the focus of investigation (Grbich 
2013; Hesse-Biber 2014a, b, 2017; Leavy & Harris 2018; Olesen 2018). One intention of 
feminist research is to undertake research that is beneficial for women, not only about women. 
The ultimate aim of feminist research is to ‘capture women’s lived experiences in a respectful 
manner that legitimates women’s voices as sources of knowledge’ (Campbell & Wasco 2000, 
p. 783; Angrosino 2007; Gray 2018). According to feminist methodology, the process of research 
is as important as its outcome (Grbich 2013; Hesse-Biber 2014a, b; Leavy & Harris 2018).

For feminist research methodology, ‘all research is political’. This suggests that ‘research takes 
a position on social change, either explicitly … or not’ (Rossman & Rallis 2017, p. 49; Leavy 
& Harris 2018). Thus, to undertake feminist research is to witness resistance (Olesen 2018). 
Feminist research tends to oppose methods that are the products of standard procedures like 
those of positivist, or quantitative, science (Allen & Walker 1992; Angrosino 2007). As such, 
feminist research calls for qualitative enquiry that is less structured and more flexible than 
that of positivist science (DeVault 2018). It calls for research methodologies that respect lived 
experience and reflexivity (Mitchell et al. 2017). Primarily, but not exclusively, feminist methods 
are qualitative (see Harding 1987; Stanley 1990; Allen & Barber 1992; Renzetti 1997; Reiger 
& Liamputtong 2010). Feminist research asserts that because of the standardised nature of 
positivist science, much of what happens to individuals and groups involved in the research, 
including both researcher and researched, remains ‘unsaid and unanalysed’ (Allen & Walker 
1992, p. 201).

The concern of feminism and feminist research is to construct knowledge that ‘writes women 
into his-story and explor[es], challeng[es], resist[s] and chang[es] sexual and social inequalities’ 
(O’Neill 1996, p. 131; see also Olesen 2018). A consciously feminist methodology must provide 
a way in which the researchers can include their own experiences, as women and researchers, 
in the conduct of their research and in a sharing of their subjectivities with their research 
participants (Moran-Ellis 1996; Grbich 2013; Furlin 2015). Within the research domain, there 
is now recognition of the need to pay more attention to the experience of carrying out research 
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and the impact of that experience on data collection, analysis, and presentation (Angrosino 2007; 
Liamputtong 2007a; Hesse-Biber, 2014a, b; Leavy & Harris 2018). Within a feminist sociology, 
Stanley and Wise (1993) argue strongly for incorporating personal and research experience in 
data collection and the analysis of those data. This is also crucial in the formation of theories.

Feminist research advocates reflexivity (Few 2007; Hesse-Biber & Piatelli 2012; Hesse-
Biber 2014a, b; Mitchell et al. 2017). It is argued that reflexivity provides insight and crucial 
scrutiny of the research process (Fonow & Cook 1991). Feminist researchers tend to admit 
unashamedly that the process of carrying out their research transforms them in some ways. 
In feminist scholarship, the researcher’s emotional closeness to the research is made public. 
Feminist research not only involves thinking but is also about feeling. Feminist methodologists 
advocate that the researcher’s articulation of self must be made public so that the research has 
veracity and integrity (see also Campbell 2002; Spalek 2005; Mitchell et al. 2017).

Feminist methodology embraces qualitative methods (see Olesen 2018), although 
contemporary feminist researchers promote both qualitative and quantitative approaches (see 
Campbell & Salem 1999; Campbell & Wasco 2000; Campbell 2002; Katsulis 2009; Scott 
2010; Hesse-Biber 2014a, b; Leavy & Harris 2018). More often, feminist methodology employs 
familiar methods of data collection in qualitative approaches such as in-depth interviews, focus 
groups, memory-work, ethnography, and narrative research, and particularly life and oral histories 
(Campbell & Wasco 2000; Angrosino 2007; Liamputtong 2007a; Grbich 2013; Leavy & Harris 
2018). However, feminist methodology tends to embrace and create more innovative ways of 
data collection (Reinharz 1992; Campbell & Wasco 2000; DeVault 2018). This encourages the 
use of multiple methodologies that are more flexible and collaborative, like ethnography and 
participatory action research (PAR), and in some circumstances more innovative methods such 
as photovoice (see Wang 1999; López et al. 2005a, b; Brooks et al. 2008; Castleden et al. 2008; 
Kingery et al. 2016; DeVault 2018; Teti et al. 2019) and drawing methods (see Guillemin 2004a, b; 
Guillemin & Westall 2008; Morgan et al. 2009; Westall & Liamputtong 2011; Liamputtong & 
Suwankhong 2015a, b, 2016; Joseph et al. 2019a, b; Liamputtong & Benza 2018). But whether 
adopting traditional methods such as individual interviewing, or more unusual techniques such 
as collaborative group interviews or memory-work, feminist researchers strive to ‘strengthen 
connections between researchers and participants’. A unique feature of feminist research is a 
more caring research environment that is non-hierarchical (see Liamputtong 2007a; Neuman 
2011; Grbich 2013; Hesse-Biber 2014a, b; Mitchell et al. 2017; Leavy & Harris 2018).

Postmodernism
Postmodernism refers to ‘the identifiable ideological position that developed from modernism, 
including further development of ideas, forms of communication, and perceptions and beliefs’ 
(Grbich 2013, p. 108). Qualitative researchers under the influence of postmodernism reject 
the idea that there is a single reality or truth. Rather, there are many realities and many truths 
(Angrosino 2007; Frost & Elichaoff 2014; Gray 2018). There are ‘multiple subjective, relative 
truths of personal construction. These realities are shaped not just by subject experience, but 
also by what is available from society, culture, the spoken and written word’ (Frost & Elichaoff 
2014, p. 43). Postmodern researchers attempt to deconstruct the meanings that participants 
have about their lived experiences and the language they use (Frost & Elichaoff 2014). They 
scrutinise similarities and differences in the meanings people claim to give to their lived 
experiences (Campbell & Wasco 2000; Liamputtong 2007a).
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Postmodern researchers also reject the grand narratives of positivist science, which ignore the 
differences between individuals and the social contexts of those individuals (Angrosino 2007; 
Borer & Fontana 2012; Frost & Elichaoff 2014; Gray 2018; Seale 2018a). Instead, they attempt 
to tease apart these grand narratives in order to remove the established power of objectivist 
(positivist, quantitative) science (Grbich 2004, 2013). Postmodernism challenges traditional 
premises and attempts to deconstruct them. It aims at theorising society as ‘a series of fragments 
in continuous flux’. It also invites researchers to focus their attention on the fragments, ‘the 
minute events of everyday life’, and to ‘understand them in their own right rather than gloss 
over differences and patch them together into paradigmatic wholes’ (Borer & Fontana 2012, 
p. 46). For example, Frost and Elichaoff (2014, p. 43) suggest that postmodernism ‘refocuses 
the relative experience of each individual’ and ‘moves away from an often arbitrary and artificial 
(binary) categorizations such as “women” and “man” ’. It deplores the authority of assumptions 
and distinctions based on class, societal and cultural divergences. It unravels these socially 
constructed groupings to explore differences in the experiences of individuals within these 
divisions. In relation to feminist postmodernism, its greatest strength is ‘the acceptance that 
there is no universal truth’. Feminist postmodernism seeks to ‘deconstruct power structures 
within discourse, the understanding that there is no one woman’s voice’. Explicitly, it posits that 
‘there is no such thing as a “woman’s experience” … we can only explore what it means to be a 
woman by listening to the many different voices that come from women from different cultures, 
classes, and societies’ (p. 51). Feminist postmodernism ‘explicitly acknowledges’ and ‘invites 
a variety of women’s experiences, voices, and narratives, and encompasses a diverse group of 
viewpoints within its framework’ (p. 52).

Postmodernism argues that realities are constructed within a specific social and cultural 
context, so the meaning of those realities can only be understood within this particular context 
(Hesse-Biber 2017). Postmodernism, according to Angrosino (2007, p. 13), ‘embraces the 
plurality of experience’. Rather than relying on general ‘laws’ of human behaviour, postmodernism 
‘situates all social, cultural, and historical knowledge in the contexts shaped by gender, race, 
and class’. Postmodernism advocates ‘different and plural discourses’ that permit researchers 
to embrace ‘more possibilities than what is yielded through the vision of the singular dominant 
discourse of objectivity’ (Gray 2018, p. 29; see also Kennedy & Sommerfeldt 2015). For example, 
postmodernism rejects ‘the empiricist quest for objective truth’ and creates ‘possibilities for 
women’s experiences and behaviour to be explored in relation to the context in which they are 
taking place’ instead of ‘within a framework of assumed hegemonic norms that sees women as 
members of a group that is deviant from the norm’ (Frost & Elichaoff 2014, p. 43). Postmodernism 
argues that ‘realities are multiple’. Realities are not static but always in flux; they are formed and 
re-formed, constructed and reconstructed. The interpretation of the individual is authoritative. 
There is no one true reality. Truth and reality are situated within the meanings that individuals 
create according to their perceptions of their everyday lives and their own subjective experiences 
(Grbich 2004, 2013). I contend that this is how we perform qualitative research, and the ways 
we represent the voices of research participants reflects this idea of multiple, changing realities.

Under the postmodern framework, the focus of research moves from large-scale to small-scale 
qualitative research. Postmodernist researchers ‘focus on smaller parcels of knowledge’. They 
seek to understand ‘society in its fragments, in its daily details’ (Borer & Fontana 2012, p. 45). 
Postmodernism focuses on phenomenological examination of small, in-depth grounded theory 
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studies and participatory action research. Grbich (2004) argues that under postmodernism, 
multiple methods are perceived as crucial.

Grbich also argues that within postmodernism, all stories and expressions are valid and no 
one story or expression is privileged over others. Individuals have different stories and different 
ways of telling their stories. All stories and ways of expressing them are legitimate. Subjective 
experiences are superior to external or objectified ones. Multiple identities are permitted. 
Different identities are created or become the focus by different people, in differing contexts and 
within different situational circumstances (Kennedy & Sommerfeldt 2015). And the researcher 
and the researched are no longer divided (Borer & Fontana 2012).

Postmodern theory has resulted in the birth of new methodological praxis. With the attempt 
to permit the voices of the research participants to be heard loudly and to be seen as having more 
credit, both the data collection methods and the components of data have been transformed 
(Fontana 2002; Grbich 2004, 2013). Researchers have developed and utilised many alternative 
methods in their research. Arts-based enquiry (Finley 2005, 2008, 2018; Liamputtong & 
Rumbold 2008; Leavy 2015, 2017) and online research (Mann & Stewart 2002; Liamputtong 
2006a; Hewson 2016; Fielding et al. 2017; Markham 2018) are good examples of various forms 
of postmodern qualitative research. The emergence of autoethnography is another example of 
the influence postmodernism has had on the qualitative tradition (Borer & Fontana 2012); it has 
become popular among postmodern researchers (see Ellis & Bochner 1992, 1996, 2000; Ellis 
2004, 2008, 2009; Chang 2016; Holman Jones et al. 2016; Spry 2018; also see Chapter 18). 
Postmodernism has also greatly influenced the ways researchers write about their research and 
their findings (Richardson 1997, 1999, 2002; Angrosino 2007; Neuman 2011; Hesse-Biber 
2017; Richardson & St Pierre 2018; also see Chapter 18). Postmodernist researchers and writers 
have doubts about and are impatient with the standard reporting style in quantitative research 
(Rosenblatt 2002; Richardson & St Pierre 2018).

Decolonising and Indigenous methodologies
A decolonising research methodology is an approach that is used to challenge the Eurocentric 
research methods that undermine the local knowledge and experiences of the marginalised 
population groups. (Keikelame & Swartz 2019, p. 1)

If you want to do Indigenous methodologies right, uphold tribal knowledge and honor the 
Indigenous laws of love, respect, honesty, generosity, reciprocity, and caring in your research. If 
you do this, you will be doing Indigenous methodologies right. (Kovach 2018, p. 230)

Globally, Indigenous research methodologies have been more widely embraced (Denzin et al. 
2008; Gilroy et al. 2018; Keikelame & Swartz 2019; Rix et al. 2019). These methodologies have 
been chiefly influenced by the work of Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999, 2013) and acknowledge ‘the 
diversity of colonisation, cultures and environments’ (Gilroy et al. 2018, p. 1029). According 
to Gilroy and colleagues, decolonisation is ‘a meta-physical approach to deconstruct and 
challenge the dominance and values of traditional Western academic practices in Indigenous 
communities. This approach aims to prevent further deterioration of Indigenous cultures and 
values by locating Indigenous voices at the centre of research planning and practice’. Thus, we 
have witnessed a marked change of research practice. Recently, Indigenous communities have 
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had more control over the research conducted in their communities (see Ferguson et al. 2019; 
McPhail-Bell et al. 2019; Webster et al. 2019).

Research has been referred to as ‘a colonising construct’ (Mutua & Swadener 2004, p. 1; 
see also Connell 2011; Datta 2018; Gilroy et al. 2018). ‘Colonising’ is a process where a foreign 
settler creates a new colony in a new land and, over time, takes away the livelihood and suppresses 
the identity of the native people. This results in the local people’s culture and way of life being 
significantly eroded, which impacts their health and well-being (Bartlett et al. 2007; Smith 
2013; Keikelame & Swartz 2019). Smith (2008, p. 126) says that in the process of colonisation, 
‘something gets lost’. The ‘something lost’ for Indigenous peoples include ‘Indigenous knowledge 
and culture’.

Colonial research traditions have refused to accept non-Western perspectives as legitimate 
knowledge. This refusal, argue Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2008, 2013) and Beth Swadener and 
Kagendo Mutua (2008), has made cultural knowledge silent (see also Subedi 2007; Gilroy 
et al. 2018; Kovach 2018). Edward Said (1995) calls this the ‘methodology of imperialism’. To 
counteract this hegemony, the perspectives of Indigenous people must be ‘adopted and valorized 
in the research process’ (Bartlett et al. 2007, p. 2372). Indigenous researchers have called for 
decolonising methodologies to undo the damage caused by colonial authorities. A decolonising 
methodology, Smith (2008, p. 117) suggests, requires ‘the unmasking and deconstruction of 
imperialism, and its aspect of colonialism, in its old and new formation alongside a search for 
sovereignty; for reclamation of knowledge, language, and culture; and for the social transformation 
of the colonial relations between the native and the settler’.

Decolonising methodologies question ‘dominant modern methods of knowing’ but at the 
same time emphasise ‘Indigenous identity and discourse’ (Habashi 2005, p. 771; Kovach 2010; 
Zavala 2013; Datta 2018). These methodologies accept Indigenous standpoints, processes, and 
ways of learning and knowing (Bartlett et al. 2007; Brooks et al. 2008; Vannini & Gladue 2008; 
Smith 2013; Tuck & Yang 2014). Decolonising methodologies aim to create research that allows 
for Indigenous self-determination (Keane et al. 2017; Webster et al. 2019). Kaomea (2004, 
p. 43) contends, ‘Indigenous research should be about healing and empowerment. It should 
involve the return of dignity and the restoration of sovereignty, and it should ultimately bring 
formerly colonized communities one step further along the path to self-determination’.

Decolonising methodologies are guided by the values, knowledge and research of Indigenous 
people (Bartlett et al. 2007; Prior 2007; Kovach 2010, 2018; Smith 2013; Datta 2018; McPhail-
Bell et al. 2019; Webster et al. 2019). Therefore, the methodologies can begin to address the 
suspicion and harm that previous research has created in Indigenous communities. Decolonising 
discourse assists with developing Indigenous peoples’ trust in researchers and in the relationship 
between the researcher and the researched; this is achieved through the demonstration of respect, 
reciprocation, collaboration and cooperation throughout the research (Prior 2007; Brooks et al. 
2008; Vannini & Gladue 2008; Brannelly 2016; Brannelly & Boulton 2017; McPhail-Bell et al. 
2019; Rix et al. 2019; Webster et al. 2019).

Thus, decolonising methodologies attempt to change the research practices that have 
damaged Indigenous communities in the past. Rather than accepting traditional scientific 
methodology and research application (from design to dissemination), decolonising 
methodologies deconstruct research to reveal hidden biases (Brooks et al. 2008; Gilroy et al. 
2018). Decolonising methodologies strive to empower Indigenous communities and respect 
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their cultures and traditions (Brooks et al. 2008; Kovach 2018; McPhail-Bell et al. 2019; Rix 
et al. 2019; Webster et al. 2019).

Methodologically speaking, traditional positivist research has often denied the agency of 
Indigenous, colonised populations. This has led to methodological resistance among decolonising 
researchers. Norman Denzin and colleagues (2008, p. 11) say this clearly: ‘Indigenists resist 
the positivist and postpositivist methodologies of Western science because these formations 
are too frequently used to validate colonizing knowledge about Indigenous peoples’. Instead, 
decolonising researchers advocate ‘interpretive strategies and skills fitted to the needs, languages, 
and traditions of their respective Indigenous community. These strategies emphasize personal 
performance narratives and testimonies’. Thus, the use of qualitative research inquiry and more 
innovative methods are promoted in decolonising methodology (see Bartlett et al. 2007; Bishop 
2008; Brooks et al. 2008; Smith 2008; Vannini & Gladue 2008; Liamputtong 2010; Chilisa 
2012; MacDonald 2017; Keikelame & Swartz 2019).

A community based participatory action research (PAR) method is an important method 
within the framework of the decolonising methodologies (Bartlett et al. 2007). Using the PAR 
method makes it likely that the research process and its outcomes will be more related to, and 
beneficial for, Indigenous individuals and communities. The PAR process and sequence also 
empower the Indigenous individuals involved (see Park 2006; Reason & Bradbury 2006, 2008; 
Brooks et al. 2008; Conrad & Campbell 2008; Kemmis & McTaggart 2008; Sherwood & Kendall 
2013; Kemmis et al. 2014; Higginbottom & Liamputtong 2015; Barnes 2018; Seehawer 2018; 
Wilson 2019; Chapter 9).

Decolonising methodologies also allow collaboration among native researchers, and 
between native researchers and outsider researchers (see Wilson 2007; Rix et al. 2019). Within 
decolonising research, Swadener and Mutua (2008, p. 31) contend, ‘the possibilities of forging 
cross-cultural partnerships with, between, and among Indigenous researchers and “allied others” 
and working collaboratively on common goals that reflect anticolonial sensibilities in action 
are important facets of decolonization’. Collaboration with others requires that decolonising 
researchers ‘acknowledge and interrogate theories that inform our research agendas and the 
ethical and moral issues embedded in them as part of making this a reality’ (Jankie 2004, 
pp. 101–2). More importantly, collaboration requires that research is carried out in ways that 
are sensitive and culturally appropriate for both the research participants and the decolonising 
researcher (see also Chapter 16).

Indigenous and decolonising researchers are part of a ‘cacophony of subaltern voices’ (Gandhi 
1998). Such subaltern voices, Swadener and Mutua (2008, p. 39) remind us, speak many 
languages and communicate through oral storytelling, song, poetry, dance and rituals. These 
voices make use of ‘performative styles’ that reflect a wide range of ‘Indigenous epistemologies 
that go far beyond prevailing Western academic styles and venues for dissemination’. Such 
subaltern voices reject ‘external definitions of what is of worth’ and often mirror ‘relational 
versus individualistic constructions of human beings and other creatures’. As such, decolonising 
methodologies support the use of alternative and performative styles—such as storytelling, 
narratives, music, drama and art—‘as vehicles of growing resistance to Western, neoconservative 
and positivist paradigms’ (Swadener & Mutua 2008, p. 41; Kovach 2018). According to Kovach 
(2018, p. 226), Indigenous researchers have used ‘storytelling, yarning, talk story, re-storying, 
re-membering and conversation’ in their Indigenous methodologies. The many innovative and 
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creative research methods that have been adopted ‘to strengthen decolonisation scholarship’ 
include photovoice, visual methods, autoethnography and participatory approaches (Barnes 
2018, p. 379; see Drawson et al. 2017 for a systematic review of Indigenous research methods).

Indigenous methodologies ‘value experiential and personal stories’; this includes the research 
participants’ stories and those of the researchers. When applying a decolonising methodology 
to research, the voices of Indigenous researchers, those who live and work in Indigenous 
communities, are privileged (Bartlett et al. 2007; Gilroy et al. 2018). Research that uses 
Indigenous methodologies speaks about the researcher’s own story, the motivations for their 
research, and the researcher’s relationship with the researched community (Kovach 2018, p. 226; 
see MacDonald 2017; Plater et al. 2017; Datta 2018; Keikelame & Swartz 2019). Keikelame and 
Swartz (2019, p. 1) contend that ‘decolonising research is not as much about the method, but 
more about the spaces that can enable the research process’. Further, they assert that ‘through 
this process, researchers’ identities also become reshaped or transformed’. I will discuss this 
reflexivity in Chapter 2.

Decolonising methodologies promote writing up research responsibly (Smith 2013; Kovach 
2018). I have advocated writing up responsibly in my cross-cultural research work (Liamputtong 
2010). Researchers must ensure that their research serves the people who are being researched 
and permits their stories ‘to be both told and heard’ (Cram 2009, p. 318). This can be achieved 
by writing up responsibly. Kovach (2018, p. 228) writes:

The findings and representation within Indigenous methodologies must also be accessible to the 
Indigenous community. A good indicator of whether your research is relevant and makes sense 
to the community is the extent to which Uncle Paul and/or Auntie Doris get what you are saying 
about your research: What are you saying? Why does it matter? Why you are presenting it the way 
you are?

It must be noted that decolonising methodologies, according to Swadener and Mutua (2008, 
p. 35), do not exclusively apply in contexts where the ‘geopolitical experience of colonization 
happened’. Indeed, decolonising methodologies can also be applied with groups where ‘colonizing 
research approaches are deployed’. To Swadener and Mutua, decolonising methodology applies to 
those who are non-Western, marginalised people, such as those living in poverty and ethnic minority 
groups. Theoretically, decolonising methodology offers Indigenous cultural ways of undertaking 
research for other researchers (Bartlett et al. 2007; see Gilroy et al. 2018; Seehawer 2018).

Within the Australian context, decolonising methodology is better known as Indigenist 
research or Indigenist methodology (Rigney 2007; Rix et al. 2019). It is a methodological concept 
advocated by Lester-Irabinna Rigney (2007). Indigenist research, according to Rix and colleagues 
(2019, p. 254), ‘respects and honors Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and doing through 
using methods that are informed by, reasonate with, and are driven and supported by Indigenous 
peoples’. Rigney’s (2007) decolonising approach suggests that Indigenous people must redefine 
and reframe Indigenous research (see also Kite & Davy 2015; Ferguson et al. 2019; McPhail-Bell 
et al. 2019; Rix et al. 2019; Webster et al. 2019). For Rigney (2007, p. 120), Indigenist research 
is ‘research by Indigenous Australians whose primary informants are Indigenous Australians and 
whose goals are to serve and inform the Indigenous liberation struggle to be free of oppression 
and to gain power’. Rigney (2007) advocates that Indigenist research must involve Indigenous 
researchers, privilege Indigenous voices, and promote Indigenous people’s self-determination in 
the production of knowledge (see MacDonald 2017, p. 370; Gilroy 2018, p. 1030).
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Within the context of New Zealand, the Kaupapa Māori research methodology sits neatly 
within the framework of decolonising methodologies. Kaupapa Māori research has emerged 
from a broader movement by Māoris to question Western culture, knowledge and research 
(Walker et al. 2006; Bishop 2008; Smith 2008, 2013; Cram 2019). Kaupapa Māori research has 
been adopted as a form of resistance to positivist biomedical science. It has also been used as a 
methodological framework that emphasises that research is initiated, managed and undertaken 
by Māori people, and the results are to benefit Māori people. Kaupapa Māori research aims to 
promote the self-determination of Māori people (Walker et al. 2006; Bishop 2008; Smith 2008, 
2013; Lawton et al. 2013; Cram 2019; Wilson 2019).

For more discussion and examples of the decolonising methodology, readers should refer 
to the work of Werunga and colleagues (2016), MacDonald (2017), Plater and colleagues 
(2017), Datta (2018), Kovach (2018), Vásquez-Fernández and colleagues (2018), Cram (2019), 
Ferguson and colleagues (2019), Keikelame and Swartz (2019), McPhail-Bell and colleagues 
(2019), Rix and colleagues (2019) and Webster and colleagues (2019). See also Barnes’s (2018) 
recent cautions about decolonising methodologies.

SAMPLING ISSUES

Qualitative research is concerned with in-depth understanding of the issue under examination. 
It relies heavily on individuals who are able to provide rich accounts of their experiences. For 
this reason it usually works best with small numbers of individuals. Morse (2006, p. 530, 
original emphasis) says, ‘Qualitative researchers sample for meaning, rather than frequency. 
We are not interested in how much, or how many, but in what’. Qualitative research aims to 
examine a ‘process’ or the ‘meanings’ that people give to their own social situations. It does not 
require a generalisation of the findings as in positivist science (Hesse-Biber 2017). There are 
largely two main types of sampling.

Purposive sampling
Qualitative research relies heavily on purposive sampling strategies (Patton 2015; Bryman 
2016; Babbie 2017; Hesse-Biber 2017; Holloway & Galvin 2017; Padgett 2017; Gray 2018). 
These strategies are also termed qualitative, theoretical, non-probability, or judgment sampling 
(Teddlie & Yu 2007; Carpenter & Suto 2008). Purposive sampling refers to the deliberate 
selection of specific individuals, events, or settings because of the crucial information they can 
provide that cannot be obtained so well through other channels (Padgett 2017). For example, 
purposive sampling in research concerned with how cancer patients cope with pain will require 
the researcher to find participants who have pain instead of randomly selecting any cancer 
patients from an oncologist’s patient roster (Padgett 2017, p. 68).

According to Patton (2015, p. 264, original emphasis), ‘the logic and power of purposeful 
sampling lie in selecting information-rich cases for study in depth’. Information-rich cases are 
individuals or events or settings from which researchers can learn extensively about the issues 
under examination. Hence the term ‘purposeful sampling’ is used. Information-rich cases offer 
in-depth understanding and insights into the findings instead of empirical generalisations (see 
also Miles et al. 2014; Seale 2018c).
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Convenience sampling
Convenience sampling allows researchers to access individuals who are conveniently available 
and willing to participate in a study (Gray 2018). This sampling strategy differs from purposive 
sampling because it does not involve the explicit use of conceptual frameworks or theoretical 
focus characteristics of the sample (Carpenter & Suto 2008; Padgett 2017). Convenience 
sampling may become crucial if it becomes difficult to find individuals who meet some 
specified criteria such as age, gender, ethnicity, and social class, which may happen more often 
in research that requires the conduct of fieldwork, such as ethnography. Researchers need to 
find key informants who are able to provide in-depth information on the research issues and 
site. Often, researchers decide on ‘who is available, who has some specialized knowledge of the 
setting, and who is willing to serve in that role’ (Hesse-Biber 2017, p. 56).

SAMPLING STRATEGIES

Although the sampling approach is purposive, there are strategies that qualitative researchers 
often use to identify their research participants. Following Patton (2015) and Teddlie and Yu 
(2007), a range of strategies is sketched below.

Representative or comparative sampling techniques
These techniques are adopted when the researchers need either to choose a purposive sample 
that will characterise as closely as possible a broader group of cases, or to compare different 
categories of cases (Teddlie & Yu 2007, p. 80). There are several kinds of purposive sampling 
strategies within this group: typical case, extreme or deviant case, intensity, maximum variation, 
and homogeneous sampling.

Typical case sampling recruits members of the groups who are typical or average; for example, 
men from a lower socio-economic background who represent a typical profile of this population 
group. Typical cases are selected because they are not unusual, extreme or deviant (Gray 
2018). According to Patton (2015, p. 284), the typical site-sampling strategy suggests that ‘the 
site is specifically selected because it is not in any major way atypical, extreme, deviant, or 
intensely unusual’. This strategy is frequently adopted in sampling typical villages for community 
development studies in developing nations.

Extreme or deviant case sampling means choosing cases that are unusual or extreme in some 
ways (Neuman 2011; Gray 2018). For example, the case may represent outstanding successes or 
noticeable failures related to the research topic. Such extreme successes or failures are expected 
to provide particularly valuable information about the topic under examination (Teddlie & Yu 
2007). This technique is also referred to as ‘outlier sampling’ since ‘it involves selecting cases 
near the “ends” of the distribution of cases of interest’ (Teddlie & Yu 2007, p. 81). Extreme or 
deviant cases are interesting people or situations that can be used as contrasts with others and 
that allow researchers to make comparisons between cases (Teddlie & Yu 2007). For example, 
individuals with severe depressive conditions who have made several suicide attempts are 
examples of extreme or deviant cases (Padgett 2017). According to Neuman (2011, p. 269), 
researchers would ‘learn more about social life by considering cases that fall outside the general 
patterns by including what is beyond the main flow of events’.
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Intensity sampling is similar to extreme case sampling, but the cases are not so unusual as 
in the extreme or deviant cases (Padgett 2012, 2017; Gray 2018). Researchers seek ‘excellent 
or rich examples of the phenomenon of interest, but not highly unusual cases’ (Patton 2015, 
p. 279).

Maximum variation sampling involves finding heterogeneous samples across wider sample 
groups; for example, recruiting breast cancer survivors who undergo all types of biomedical 
therapy such as chemotherapy and radiation as well as those who reject such treatments and 
seek natural therapies instead (Padgett 2017; Gray 2018). It ‘aims at capturing and describing 
the central themes that cut across a great deal of variation’ (Patton 2015, p. 283; Seale 2018c). 
With this strategy, researchers may include participants that cut across age, gender, ethnicity, 
social class, geographic location, health status, nationality, and so on.

Homogeneous sampling contrasts with the maximum variation strategy. For example, 
researchers may narrow the sample group to include only cancer survivors who rejected 
biomedical therapies. In research concerning parent education programs, the sample may 
include single-parent female heads of households (Patton 2015; Padgett 2012, 2017; Holloway 
& Galvin 2017). The aim of this strategy is to examine some specific sub-group in greater 
depth (Gray 2018). Homogeneous sampling is used extensively in focus group interviews. 
Sampling strategy for focus group research typically recruits individuals who come from 
similar backgrounds and/or have common experience with qualitative research projects (see 
also Chapter 4).

Special and unique case sampling technique
This sampling technique is the focus of qualitative research in anthropology and sociology. 
Researchers may decide to sample special or unique cases, which will occur when the case itself 
(or a particular group of cases) is a main focus of the research (instead of an issue). This is often 
referred to as an intrinsic case study and is used in case study research where ‘the case itself is 
of primary importance, rather than some overall issue’ (Teddlie & Yu 2007, p. 81; see also Stake 
2008; Yin 2018; see Chapter 10). There are several types of purposive sampling techniques that 
characterise special or unique cases and I will describe the following: revelatory case sampling, 
critical case sampling, and criterion sampling.

Revelatory case sampling means identifying and obtaining access to a single case that may 
represent an issue or phenomenon that had been impracticable to research (Yin 2018). These 
cases are difficult to find and/or difficult to examine, but they provide extremely valuable data 
about the unknown (Teddlie & Yu 2007).

Critical case sampling involves cases that are specifically crucial for the research (Gray 2018). 
As Patton (2015, p. 276) suggests, ‘a clue to the existence of a critical case is a key informant 
observation to the effect that “if that group is having problems, then we can be sure all the 
groups are having problems” ’. In order to identify critical cases, researchers must recognise ‘the 
key dimensions that make for a critical case’. For example, in a study that intends to examine 
whether people will accept or resist a new welfare program in a local community, a critical case 
may be drawn from a particularly difficult location. It may be more useful for the researcher to 
study the location ‘where resistance to the program is expected to be greatest to provide the most 
rigorous test of program recruitment’. If the program is accepted in that particular location, it 
should also be accepted in other locations.
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Criterion sampling is the selection of cases that meet a predetermined specific criterion 
that is crucial for the research; for example, new mothers who have given birth in the last six 
months or young homeless men who seek health care from a local community health centre. 
This technique will allow researchers to select those who are able to provide rich information 
relevant to the research project (Gray 2018).

Sequential sampling techniques
Sequential sampling techniques are adopted when the samples need to evolve as data are 
being collected or when the aim of the research project is to generate theory (as in grounded 
theory) (Teddlie & Yu 2007). Four kinds of purposive sampling techniques come under this 
heading: opportunistic, confirming and disconfirming cases, snowball sampling, and theoretical 
sampling.

Opportunistic sampling occurs when there is an opportunity to sample during the course of 
data collection (Carpenter & Suto 2008; Holloway & Galvin 2017; Gray 2018). It is also known 
as emergent sampling. Patton (2015) says that in carrying out research, new opportunities may 
present themselves and the researchers need to make on-the-spot decisions to include them in 
the research. This is part of the strength of qualitative research, and researchers should follow 
where the data take them. This sampling technique takes advantage of whatever unfolds (Patton 
2015, p. 300).

Confirming and disconfirming cases can be used to confirm or disconfirm the data. Often, in 
the early part of a research project, researchers will collect data and examine emerging patterns. 
But as the research progresses, researchers may need to find cases they can use to confirm 
or disconfirm their findings. Confirming cases are those that sit neatly within the emergent 
themes. They help to ‘confirm and elaborate findings, adding richness, depth, and credibility’. 
But researchers may need to find examples that do not fit the pattern and these are referred 
to as disconfirming cases. According to Patton (2015, p. 302), these cases are ‘a source of rival 
interpretations’.

Snowball sampling is similar to opportunistic sampling and requires researchers to initially 
select a few research participants and ask them if they know others who meet the criteria of the 
research and who might be interested to take part (Patton 2015; Babbie 2017). A snowball effect 
develops, and successive research participants become involved in the study (Liamputtong 
2007a; Carpenter & Suto 2008; Neuman 2011; Bryman 2016; Hesse-Biber 2017; Holloway 
& Galvin 2017; Seale 2018c). Morse (2006, p. 531) also calls snowball sampling a ‘nominated 
sample’. Neuman (2011, p. 269) refers to it as ‘network, chain referral, reputational, and 
respondent-driven sampling’.

Snowball sampling is employed extensively in research with groups whose members are 
difficult to locate or unlikely to be willing to take part without referral from others in their 
own network (Dattalo 2008; Bernard 2018; Gray 2018; Seale 2018c). These difficult-to-access 
groups may include gang members, drug users, members of a religious sect, ethnic communities, 
homeless people, sex workers, and so on (Liamputtong 2007a, 2010, 2017a; Padgett 2017; 
see also Chapter  15). Wang and colleagues (2007) employed a respondent-driven sampling 
technique to recruit 249 illicit drug users in three rural Ohio towns to identify substance abuse 
and healthcare needs among this group of hard-to-reach people (see also Heckathorn 1997, 
2002, 2011; Sperandei et al. 2018).
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Theoretical sampling involves the construction of a sample that is essential ‘because it builds 
in certain characteristics or criteria that contribute to the development and testing of an emerging 
theory or argument’ (Carpenter & Suto 2008, p. 79; see also Chapter 11 on grounded theory; 
Bryman 2016; Holloway & Galvin 2017; Seale 2018c; Gray 2018). The study on ‘awareness of 
dying’ carried out by Glaser and Strauss (1967), the originators of grounded theory, is an excellent 
example of the theoretical sampling technique. Glaser and Strauss collected their data from 
different sites that were relevant to their emerging theory regarding different types of awareness 
of dying. These sites included premature baby services, intensive care units, emergency services, 
cancer wards, and neurological services with comatose patients. They collected data from each 
site that was not revealed in previous research sites. They continued to collect data from different 
sites in order to refine their theory of awareness of dying.

Theoretical sampling, which occurs when the data are being analysed, allows researchers to 
find additional participants. Padgett (2017, pp. 69) provides a good example here. A grounded 
theory study of young people who left foster care revealed that those individuals who reconnected 
with their birth family had more positive views of their future. Further inclusion of this sampling 
group would ‘yield a deeper understanding of why this might be the case’.

Having presented different sampling techniques, I also suggest that because of the 
complexity of the issues being researched, qualitative researchers will often make use of more 
than one sampling technique in a piece of research. The important thing to remember, as Patton 
(2015, p. 308) tells us, is that ‘the underlying principle that is common to all these strategies is 
selecting information-rich cases—cases from which one can learn a great deal about matters of 
importance and therefore worthy of in-depth study’.

SAMPLE SIZE

Qualitative inquiry typically focuses in depth on relatively small samples, even single cases, 
selected for a quite specific purpose. (Patton 2015, p. 264)

A crucial point in qualitative research is to select the research participants meaningfully and 
strategically, instead of attempting to make statistical comparisons or to ‘create a representative 
sample’ (Carpenter & Suto 2008, p. 80; Patton 2015).

The important question to ask when deciding about the sample size in qualitative research is 
whether the sample provides enough data to allow the research questions or aims to be thoroughly 
addressed (Mason 2018; Hennink et al. 2019; Thomas & Mukherjee 2019). Phenomenological 
research—for example, Todres (2005, pp. 109–10)—maintains that sampling within this enquiry 
is about ‘quality’ but not ‘size’. The aim of phenomenological research is:

not to count how many people have had a particular experience or to make quantitative comparisons 
between different populations of people. Rather, the aim is to understand a phenomenon more 
deeply through adequate exposure to the qualities of the phenomena that are given by the living 
of the phenomenon.

Readers may like to consult a recent and interesting paper written by Thomas and Mukherjee 
(2019) about the sample size of five mothers in their interpretive phenomenological research 
with birth mothers whose children have been diagnosed with foetal alcohol syndrome disorders.

In qualitative research, no set formula is rigidly applied to determine the sample size, as 
is the case in quantitative research (Patton 2015; Padgett 2012, 2017). The sampling process 

01_LIA_QRM5_04287_TXT_SI.indd   21 26/7/19   9:29 am

Oxford University Press Sample Chapter



OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS22       Part I: Background to Qualitative Research

is flexible, and at the start of the research the number of participants to be recruited is not 
definitely known. However, data saturation, a concept associated with grounded theory, is used 
by qualitative researchers as a way of justifying the number of research participants, and this 
is done during the data collection and analysis processes (Morse 2015b; Hennink et al. 2017; 
Saunders et al. 2017; Hennink et al. 2019). Saturation occurs when few new data are being 
generated (Bowen 2008; Bryman 2016; Padgett 2017). The number of samples are adequate 
when ‘the emerging themes have been efficiently and effectively saturated with optimal quality 
data’ (Carpenter & Suto 2008, p. 152) and ‘sufficient data to account for all aspects of the 
phenomenon have been obtained’ (Morse et al. 2002, p. 12).

However, it is important that researchers separate the notion of saturating participants from 
data saturation (Morse et al. 2002). For grounded theory research, saturation occurs when new 
information fits into the categories that have already developed in the data analysis process (see 
Chapter 11 on saturating participants in grounded theory).

It is also important to note that there are many other factors to consider in making decisions 
about the sample size. These include the scope of the research, the nature of the research 
question, the amount of useful information gained from each participant or research source, 
and the methodology and methods adopted in the study (Morse 2000a; Carpenter & Suto 2008; 
Padgett 2017; Hennink et al. 2019; Thomas & Mukherjee 2019). If the scope of the research 
question is broad, more participants or data sources will be essential. And it means that data 
saturation will take longer to reach. Some research topics are sensitive and it is difficult to locate 
the participants. It may mean that researchers can include only a small number of participants 
in the research and saturation may never be reached (see Thomas & Mukherjee 2019).

The focus of sample size in qualitative research is on ‘flexibility and depth’. A fundamental 
concern of qualitative research is quality, not quantity. Often, qualitative researchers sample 
until they become saturated with data they require in their research, but they do not intend 
to maximise the breadth of their research (Padgett 2017). There have been debates regarding 
saturation in qualitative research that readers will find useful when considering the sample size 
in their research. See Guest and colleagues (2006), O’Reilly and Parker (2012), Morse (2015a), 
Braun and Clarke (2016), Malterud and colleagues (2016), Guest and colleagues (2017), 
Hagaman and Wutich (2017), Hennink and colleagues (2017, 2019), Saunders and colleagues 
(2017), Blaikie (2018) and Sim and colleagues (2018a, b) for their explorations of the question 
of saturation and sample size from their qualitative studies.

HOW TO ACCESS RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

There are many ways that researchers may adopt to access their potential participants. The 
snowball sampling method has been extensively adopted in qualitative research, especially 
when it is related to vulnerable or marginalised participants who are often difficult to reach 
otherwise (Liamputtong 2007a, 2010, 2017a; Hennink et al. 2011; Bernard 2018). Umaña-
Taylor and Bámaca (2004, p. 267) and Madriz (1998) refer to this approach as the ‘word-of-
mouth’ techniques in their study with Latinos in the USA. They assert that this approach is 
extremely useful in research with ethnic minorities because potential participants are more 
likely to take part if someone they know is also participating. In their study with drug injectors 
in New York City, Cooper and others (2005, p. 676) started their snowball sampling through 
individuals who were identified by a local council member and community board staff. Once 
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Cooper managed to locate parks, soup kitchens, and other places where the users tended 
to congregate, she started to have some informal conversations with them. This approach 
generated new snowballs for the study.

Gatekeepers have been used to gain access to potential research participants (Liamputtong 
2007a, 2010, 2011a, 2017a,; Hennink et al. 2011; Kawulic 2011; Andoh-Arthur et al. 2017; 
Padgett 2017). The gatekeeper can be a school principal, agency administrator, corrections 
officer, village headperson, or any person with authority who can support the researcher to 
gain access to their research participants (Liamputtong 2010; Padgett 2017). Gatekeepers 
can distribute information sheets or flyers to potential participants. Takahashi and Kai (2005) 
recruited Japanese women who had survived breast cancer through the assistance of surgeons 
in breast surgery clinics in the Tokyo metropolitan area. Goodman (2004) recruited Sudanese 
refugee youths from the resettlement agency that held legal guardianship of the youth. In his 
research of a crack-dealing gang, the Black Kings, in Chicago’s low-income housing projects, 
Vankatesh (2008) had difficulty accessing his research participants at the beginning. Luckily, 
he became acquainted with a sympathetic gang leader who acted as the gatekeeper for both the 
gang’s activities and the housing project. Without this gatekeeper, Vankatesh would not have 
been able to hang out in the area to recruit his participants. However, gatekeepers can also 
deny researchers access to some participants who might be willing to participate in the research 
(Wiles et al. 2006; Liamputtong 2007a, 2010, 2017a; Porr et al. 2012; Crowhurst 2013; Barbour 
2014; Andoh-Arthur et al. 2017).

Advertising can be used to recruit participants. This can be done by placing an advertisement 
in specific areas (health centres, hospitals, shopping malls and hair studios) or through specific 
means (radio, bulletin boards, internet, social network sites and ethnic newspapers) (see Porr 
et al. 2012; Barratt et al. 2015; Shatz 2017; Sikkens et al. 2017). Most human ethics committees 
prefer advertising for people to volunteer because it is less likely that they will be coerced into 
participation (Padgett 2017). However, some groups of participants will not respond to advertised 
recruitment (Liamputtong 2007a, 2010). Furthermore, advertising may only reach certain groups 
of potential participants; placing an advertisement in a local health centre, for example, will be 
unlikely to reach those who do not attend such centres. Likewise, placing the advertisement on 
the internet will only reach those who use a computer and have access to the internet.

More often, researchers employ a combination of methods to gain access to research 
participants. For example, in their study with single mothers who left their abusive partners 
in New Brunswick and Ontario, Canada, Wuest and colleagues (2003a, b) recruited their 
participants by placing advertisements in local newspapers, posters in grocery stores, community 
sites, and libraries, and by contacting agencies and their personal contacts. Leipert and Reutter 
(2005), in their study exploring how women in geographically isolated settings in northern 
Canada maintain their health, used several methods to access their participants. Because of 
logical constraints caused by distance, terrain, and weather, they recruited the women through 
television and radio interviews. They also placed advertisements about the research in local 
newspapers, and posters were displayed in tack-and-feed stores and auction markets. They also 
recruited participants by word of mouth. With these efforts, more than a hundred women from 
across the north responded in order to participate in the study. In a recent study on establishing 
therapeutic relationships with single mothers living in low-income situations in Canada, Porr 
and colleagues (2012, p. 385) did the following, ‘Flyers inviting study participation were posted 
on bulletin boards (as approved by owners/managers) in public health units, laundromats, 
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restaurants, and grocery stores. In addition, nursing and support staff members of several public 
health units spoke to potential mothers about the study.’

In Reisner and colleague’s (2018) online focus group research about sexual health access 
with transgender individuals in the USA, the researchers employed a number of recruitment 
strategies to reach this hard-to-reach group and to achieve a diverse sample (in terms of ethnicity, 
gender identity and gender orientation). The researchers advertised the project online, put up 
flyers at the study site, promoted the project on national and local transgender community 
listservs, and advertised the project at local community based organisations and at social events. 
The snowball sampling technique was also employed. The participants were invited to refer 
friends, co-workers and acquaintances who might be interested in participating in the project. 
The researchers also sent recruitment emails to partnering advocacy, healthcare, policy and 
community organisations.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have first discussed an essential part of qualitative enquiry: the methodological 
framework of qualitative methods. A methodological framework acts as a lens that provides 
‘ways of seeing’ (Morgan 1986, p. 12) in the conduct of qualitative research. As Avis (2003) 
suggests, qualitative researchers must defend their choice of methods based on an appropriate 
methodological framework. It is not sufficient to say that we will use an in-depth interview 
in our research to examine the experience of living with chronic illness among our research 
participants. We must provide some framework to justify our method. In this case, we may 
say that we are interested in the lived experience of participants and hence phenomenology 
will be our methodological framework, and with this type of research an in-depth interview 
is appropriate because it will allow participants to tell their stories in great depth. As Anfara 
Jr and Mertz (2015) argue, qualitative researchers should pay great attention to the role that 
the methodological framework plays in their research as research cannot be done without the 
‘conscious or unconscious use of underlying theory’. At the same time, it must be noted that 
each methodology will be more appropriate for some research questions than others. It is the 
task of qualitative researchers to consider carefully which methodology is more useful and 
suitable for their research projects.

Second, I have discussed sampling strategies in qualitative research. I have pointed out a 
number of strategies that qualitative researchers have adopted to find their potential research 
participants as well as what we should think about in terms of the number of participants in 
qualitative research. Qualitative researchers must defend the use of small numbers of research 
participants for the sake of ‘depth’ in their research. This sets qualitative research apart from 
positivist science, which strives for a broad canvas in order to generalise its findings.

These two issues are crucial for any piece of qualitative research. I anticipate that after you 
are familiar with several matters I have included in this chapter, you will be able to commence 
your research project with rigorous foundations. You will be in a stronger position to defend your 
qualitative research with confidence.
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TUTORIAL EXERCISES

1	 You are a doctoral student and you are pursuing your research on the work and family 
life of rural men and women. You need to defend your choice of methodological 
framework and method, and you need to demonstrate that you have selected a 
methodology and method appropriate to your research. What methodology and 
method will you use for this project?

2	 In the same project, you need to decide on your research participants. Who will you 
select for this project? What type of sampling strategies will you employ? How will 
you find them? How many will you recruit to answer your research questions?

3	 You are a research assistant who works with a criminologist. They ask you to design a 
research project on the lived experiences of criminal acts among women who are ex-
prisoner females. You have to design your methodology and to identify your method 
and how you can find your research participants. How will you go about this, taking 
into account of what has been discussed in this chapter?
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