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in this study, we have attempted to explore how sample
sizes are actually determined by the methods of

qualitative research, and to assess whether sample sizes
are justified and based on sound methodological

principles. we found that all methods identified in the
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literature, which were associated with qualitative sample
size, had a restricted range of applications, and were

limited by the research design of the study at hand. we
argue that in the absence of a priori informed

hypotheses, sample size estimation in qualitative
research should be based on a process of data

acquisition, aiming to answer the research question, and
the quality of the study at hand, rather than a process
that can be generated from a set of prespecified rules
that purport to control for type i and type ii errors. as a

corollary, when drawing upon existing knowledge,
qualitative researchers should be encouraged to consider
for themselves what constitutes sufficient sample size. in

most cases, sample size must be a function of the
research at hand, with no hard and fast rules. qualitative

researchers have attempted to develop guidance for
sample size determination. recently, review articles

provided guidelines for qualitative research [ 13, 30, 34 ]
setting out step-by-step guidance for researchers and
commentators to move from problem identification to

design, data collection and analysis. these articles were
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written primarily in the context of health psychology and
the views of an interdisciplinary sample of qualitative

researchers. our findings are consistent with the debate
between qualitative and quantitative researchers and the

contribution that small sample size has in quantitative
research. we emphasise that our findings are not

inconsistent with these recommendations, but rather
represent a complementary approach in the absence of a
priori hypotheses, and the point that there is no one best

way to determine sample size in qualitative research.
importantly, the qualitative literature, which we have

analysed in this paper, is almost absent from this debate.
we argue that this represents an oversight and a

significant omission that is, at least in part, attributable
to the lack of transparency in sample size determination

in qualitative research [ 4 ].
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in this paper we have reported on a systematic
examination of sample size in health-related qualitative
research. we found that sample sizes are generally small
and that the justification for small sample sizes is limited.

as far as we are aware, this is the first study of its kind
and it contributes to the body of work that is emerging

around sample size estimation in qualitative research [ 4,
10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25,
26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35 ]. as an important

corollary, we have drawn attention to the dearth of
literature in the qualitative literature that examines

sample size and how it is determined. whilst the
quantitative literature has moved toward establishing

standards and principles for sample size determination,
the qualitative literature has struggled to make headway.

we argue that this is likely because qualitative
researchers are not yet explicitly encouraged to consider
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sample size. qualitative research is inherently
exploratory and flexible [ 63 ] and does not follow

prespecified methodological rules. as such, sample size
estimation and justification are frequently a matter of

creative judgement and discretion, rather than the
application of prespecified rules [ 13, 30, 34 ]. as with
most exploratory research, there is no correct answer,

but we believe that this is an area that should be
addressed urgently. further sampling to check findings

consistency. the interviews were of a one-to-one nature,
lasting an average of one hour, with the aim of gathering

'an account of how people living in this population had
made sense of aetiology and the meaning of their lived
experiences' (p. 2, shi112). the sample consisted of two
men and eight women. the interviews were conducted in
a'small room' in the hospital where the participants were
asked to talk freely. all participants had been diagnosed
with a range of conditions that had affected their lives,

including cardiac and renal conditions, kidney
transplants, strokes, cancers, multiple sclerosis and bone
conditions. participants were recruited by postcode and
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so similar demographic profiles could be assumed. the
participants had had contact with services from a variety

of health care providers, including the hospital, gps,
surgeons, physiotherapists, nurses, social workers, and

patients' organisation. 5ec8ef588b
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