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Qualitative research is widely embraced in the social sciences and education. Among the different traditional, modern, and community-oriented qualitative methodologies, we have drawn on our experiences to adopt seven qualitative methodologies: auto/ethnography, narrative inquiry, participatory action research, ethnography, case study, grounded theory, and phenomenology. Despite the abundance of literature on qualitative methodologies, there is still a need for a more focused exploration of participant selection procedures in qualitative studies. This article examines the discourse around participant selection procedures within these seven methodologies, highlighting their unique nuances and differences. It offers practical insights and guidelines for novice and experienced researchers and graduate and postgraduate students to enhance their understanding of participant selection procedures, and some thinking points for consideration. Drawing from our experiences, we aim to provide a useful resource that encourages thoughtful consideration of participant selection in qualitative studies.
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1 Introduction

In this article, we report our experiences of participant selection in different traditional, modern, and community-oriented qualitative methodologies—auto/ethnography, narrative inquiry, participatory action research, ethnography, case study, grounded theory, and phenomenology, and some thinking points for consideration. Qualitative research is gaining popularity in social science and educational research for exploring human experiences and feelings. Humans aligned to the phenomenon are the main information and/or data sources. Aspers and Corte (2019) noted that this popularity should be “Seen in a historical light, what is today called qualitative, or sometimes ethnographic, interpretative research—or a number of other terms—has more or less always existed.” (p. 141). Denzin and Lincoln (2002) stated, “Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self.” (p. 3). Thus, qualitative research plays a crucial role in exploring complex phenomena and gaining in-depth insights into human experiences. Further, Pyo et al. (2023) remarked that “Qualitative research is conducted in the following order: (1) selection of a research topic and question, (2) selection of a theoretical framework and methods, (3) literature analysis, (4) selection of the research participants and data collection methods, (5) data analysis and description of findings, and (6) research validation.” (p. 12). However, there is always back and forth between different processes, making it iterative. Despite the popularity of qualitative research, novice researchers often struggle with the intricacies of participant selection for exploring human experiences aligned with their feelings, emotions, and perceptions. So, selecting the appropriate research participants is crucial to conducting any qualitative research and/or inquiry that directly influences the rigor—credibility, and richness of the data collection and/or generation. However, inappropriate choice of participants and data collection may lead to methodological flaws and compromised study outcomes.

With advantages, disadvantages, and characteristics, the participant selection procedure in qualitative research is considered purposeful sampling with referred criteria in general and co-researchers in particular. These selection procedures are often based on problem, purpose, research question, and theoretical referents. In this article, we have explored participants' selection procedures, drawings from our experiences and understanding. We offer some thinking points for consideration in qualitative methods and the nuanced differences and uniqueness in each of the chosen methodologies by offering a practical guide for consideration for novice and/or veteran researchers regarding participant selection in seven qualitative methodologies—auto/ethnography, narrative inquiry, participatory action research, ethnography, case study, phenomenology, and grounded theory.

Choosing appropriate participant selection procedures is essential to enhance the quality of qualitative studies. This paper serves as a comprehensive guide for novice and/or veteran researchers, offering a step-by-step approach to participant selection in the chosen qualitative research method, taking care of challenges, and offering practical solutions based on our studies. In this article, we report our experiences of participant selection in each methodological tradition, as the process is essential for ensuring quality in qualitative research findings and/or outcomes (Dahal, 2023). Addressing the ethical considerations and practical tips for selecting participants, this article offers a participant selection procedure in seven qualitative methodologies (1) auto/ethnography, (2) narrative inquiry, (3) participatory action research, (4) ethnographic study, (5) case study, (6) grounded theory, and (7) phenomenology. As the authors have also embedded reflective experiences and some thinking points for consideration of our research journey in relation to participant selection, we have used the first-person pronoun “I” in subsequent sections.



2 Experiences and some points for consideration 1: auto/ethnographic inquiry

In this section, I, the first and corresponding author, share my experiences of conducting auto/ethnographic inquiry, particularly the participant selection process. In my auto/ethnographic inquiry, the research site was not confined to boundaries because of its unique nature. Based on my research purpose, my inquiry was confined to myself, four research participants, and a critical friend based in the South Asian context. This limitation, however, suggested exploring the information through postmodern approaches (Gubrium and Holstein, 2003) of self and others connecting life and research (Dahal et al., 2022). Postmodern approaches encouraged me to uncover my beliefs, thinking, and process of being and becoming in a larger context, thinking qualitatively. Likewise, the main motto of my auto/ethnographic inquiry was to explore anecdotal and personal experiences of self (insider) and others (culture) and connect the autobiographical story to wider cultural and social meanings and understandings to enrich the meaning-making process from my research participants—Aarati, Kamal, Hari, and Santosh, and my critical friend—Naresh. However, the names and institutions they serve are pseudonyms.

Next, in my PhD inquiry (Dahal, 2024), I primarily generated data from myself by incorporating the research participants and critical observations from a critical friend. My conversations were followed based on the narrative generated by myself with four research participants and a critical friend observation while envisioning the science, technology, engineering, the arts, and mathematics (STEAM)-based mathematics education on (1) school-community relations, (2) mathematical curricular spaces, (3) professional development, and (4) leadership development in STEAM-based mathematics education (Gubrium and Holstein, 2003). In contrast, I was flexible in terms of the number of research participants: first six, then five, and four. These were the basic tenets of my auto/ethnography as per the emerging nature of the inquiry. Data generation was carried out before, during, and after the field engagements. I employed writing as/for the process of the inquiry to capture the contextual and universal perspectives in my inquiry. Data generation by incorporating the research participants and critical observations from the critical friend took almost 2 years (2021–2023) and other professional engagements while continuously envisioning the STEAM-based mathematics education, even in the finalizing stage of the thesis. In my PhD study, I have presented a brief description of my participants as follows:


Aarati is a secondary-level mathematics teacher in one of the private schools in Kathmandu Valley, Nepal. She is from the rural part of Nepal. She has been involved in the teaching profession after completing her M Ed in Mathematics education in the year 2014 from one of the reputed universities of Nepal. She knows the pedagogical approaches of teaching and learning mathematics. But she does take care of other engagements to be professional, such as attending professional training and conducting the training in school.

Kamal has been in the teaching profession for more than three decades. He completed his master's degree in mathematics education in 2012. After completing a master's degree, he has been engaging in the teaching profession. He has also been engaged as a seasonal teacher trainer to facilitate professional training for mathematics teachers in different parts of Nepal. He is the head of the mathematics department in his school in Lalitpur, Nepal.

Hari has completed his MPhil degree at a reputed university in Nepal. He has been in the teaching profession after completing a B Ed in Mathematics education in the year 2009. He is a permanent secondary-level mathematics teacher in one of the government schools in Lalitpur, Nepal. He has gained experience in teaching and learning by incorporating innovation. Likewise, he is also leading the mathematics department in the school. He has not limited his engagement to teaching and learning mathematics in school, but he has also been involved in offering professional training in different schools.

Santosh works as a secondary-level mathematics teacher at one of the government schools in Bhaktapur, Nepal. He completed B. Ed., then M. Ed., and MPhil. in Mathematics education. He completed a B. Ed. in 2010. Besides being a secondary-level mathematics teacher, he has been a part-time lecturer at one of the Tribhuvan University, Nepal campuses. In school, he also served as the school's training head to facilitate the schoolteachers' professional development training. Offering ample opportunity for the schoolteachers is one of his dreams to achieve in his profession. He seems like a passionate mathematics teacher who attempts to blend different strategies for school overall development by blending local and global knowledge in mathematics and wisdom.

Naresh is from remote part of Nepal and struggled a lot in his past studies—SLC (now named SEE), intermediate, and Bachelor. He completed his master's degree in mathematics education in 2018. After master's degree, he engaged in private and public institutions to uplift his career in various positions. Continuing his studies, he also completed his MPhil in STEAM education in 2021 at one of the universities in Nepal. Likewise, he has been teaching various university-level courses. He has also presented some scholarly works at national and international conferences. His research interests are STEAM education and ICT and mathematics education. He believes in reflective practices to transform the meaningful engagement of the learners.



Thus, a brief description of participants in the method section of the article and/or thesis makes the research method more transparent as participant selection procedures.



3 Experiences and some points for consideration 2: narrative inquiry

In this section, I, the second author, briefly discuss the narrative inquiry and then the participant selection process in detail. Narrative inquiry is an emerging research method that is gaining popularity in social science research in general and educational and teacher education research in particular. Narrative inquiry mainly predominates research studies exploring “educational experience as lived” (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990, p. 3). In narrative research, we explore participants' lived experiences that are recorded in the form of stories.

Highlighting the importance of stories in human life, Silko (2006) mentions, “You don't have anything if you don't have stories” in her widely acknowledged novel Ceremony. Human beings are storytelling creatures who explain their and others' doings through narratives of past, present, and imagined future experiences. According to Kramp (2004), stories “assist humans to make life experiences meaningful. Stories preserve our memories, prompt our reflections, connect us to our past and present, and assist us to envision our future” (p. 107). Barkhuizen (2016) argues that “Experiences become narratives when we tell them to an audience, and narratives become part of narrative inquiry when they are examined for research purposes or generated to report the findings of an inquiry” (p. 4). According to Webster and Mertova (2007), narratives allow teachers and researchers to present experiences holistically with their complex situatedness. Narrative inquiry is concerned with analyzing, interpreting, critiquing, and presenting stories we live by, be it individual storied life or myths surrounding us. The critique process means that the research process can indeed become a matter of co-generating imagined future experiences (Silko, 2006). As people live storied lives and narrate the stories of such lives, the primary responsibility of the researcher in narrative inquiry is to present such lived experiences with their meaning, during which even the researcher becomes part of the meaning-making process where they construct and reconstruct a shared narrative through inquiry (Barkhuizen et al., 2014; Connelly and Clandinin, 1990).

Narratives occur in specific socio-cultural contexts with three main commonplaces: temporality, sociality, and place, constituting the concept of narrative inquiry. These commonplaces, always in the process of becoming or transitioning, distinguish narrative inquiry from other methodologies (Clandinin and Huber, 2010; Connelly and Clandinin, 1990; Clandinin et al., 2007). Contextual factors embedded in participants' narratives make narrative data rich and complex. As Connelly and Clandinin (1990) noted, data collection methods ranging from field notes of the shared experience to in-depth interviews, journals, and other sources make it rich. Most often, narrative inquiry involves a minimal number of research participants (Riessman, 1993), sometimes just one, primarily in the case of the life history approach, with an in-depth and prolonged period of story generation (Polkinghorne, 1995). The type of narrative inquiry—autobiographical, biographical, life history, arts-based—and the data collection method chosen by the researcher also influences the number of research participants. For instance, if a researcher is willing to conduct the narrative survey first and then select a chosen few as research participants, 30 participants are generally considered an ideal number. However, for in-depth interviews to explore the rich data, six to ten participants suffice the purpose of the research.

In the case of the autobiographical and life history approach, even just one participant is enough. The prolonged engagement is crucial in the life history approach of narrative inquiry instead of numbers. In my PhD study that explored the trajectory of identity negotiation of English language teachers in Nepal subscribing to the life history approach, I have taken just four secondary-level English language teachers in public schools in Kathmandu Valley as my research participants. Like other qualitative research approaches, even in narrative inquiry, purposive sampling is relevant in selecting participants based on the criteria. In my research studies (Neupane and Bhatt, 2023; Neupane, 2024), the participant's selection criteria were defined as (a) teachers having at least one education degree, either Master of Education (M.Ed.) or Master of Philosophy (MPhil), (b) currently teaching secondary-level students in public schools in Nepal, and (c) having at least seven to 10 years of teaching experience. However, before deciding on the four participants who met my criteria, I had a primary level of conversation with seven participants. Out of those seven participants, four participants who best fit the defined criteria were selected. Experienced teachers were purposively selected as research participants as they could achieve a certain level of maturity, gain ample experience, and attain a certain level of identity construction during this stage.

In narrative inquiry, participant selection is primarily purposive, and the selection is done based on defined criteria to meet the purpose of the study. Next, the type of method that we have chosen also influences the number of participants. In narrative research, prolonged engagement and drawing detailed experiences are crucial instead of the number of participants. In narrative research, researchers can also imbed their experiences as data. In my PhD research and participants' stories, I included my lived experiences wherever relevant. Besides, mentioning the participant's selection criteria and including a brief description of the participants in the method section always adds transparency and rigor to the research.



4 Experiences and some points for consideration 3: participatory action research

The general notion of sampling is not appropriate terminology in the Participatory Action Research (PAR). In generic qualitative research, sampling refers to the participants who are “selected” by the researcher to receive the information and textual data during data collection. However, in PAR, the researcher who initiates the research at the beginning shares the ideas and invites people to contribute to the research process, and hence shares the responsibility and commitment to change in the research site, and they are collectively named ”co-researchers.“ In this article, I, the third author, share how co-researchers are invited and negotiate the roles and responsibilities of the PAR team. In a general sense, the popular and general method of sampling in qualitative research—purposive sampling (Campbell et al., 2020)—seems useful in PAR. However, the notion of purposive is rich and multilayered and needs further clarification in PAR.

Chevalier and Buckles (2019) mentioned that the researcher should first know the actors in the research process. In this regard, knowing the stakeholders who can potentially be co-researchers in a complex task is crucial. In this regard, the authors themselves raised some questions.

How can we focus on actors if we don't know what brings them together in the first place—i.e., the problems or goals they share? Likewise, how can we say that something is a problem without first discussing who decides what is the problem and what goals are being thwarted? Lastly, how can we develop goals for the future if we have no sense of the whole vision and interests they reflect, and what are the current failures in achieving them? (p. 243).

Having raised the question, it was finally mentioned that, in the end, problems, actors, and options are inseparable. This is a powerful and authentic set of questions that leads the process of confirming the “participants” (i.e., co-researchers) in PAR. Livingston and Perkins (2018) suggested that the role of the (academic) researcher is to facilitate discussions and understanding among the participants through scoping conversations at first and support them in agreeing upon the specific methods of inquiry. Here, the method of inquiry refers to the entire process of engagement into the field not as a passive way of information provider but through an active engagement in the cycle and action and reflection during knowledge generation.

Another popular method in PAR is respondent-driven sampling (Heckathorn, 1997). This is applicable when the population is ”hidden“ when no sampling frame exists, and public acknowledgment of membership in the population is potentially threatening, but there are people in the hidden population who can contribute to some actions and knowledge generation approaches. This can be done by a chain-referrals system in which one person refers to the other, and finally, the academic researcher makes a group of co-researchers. The analysis contains proof that, while sampling, like most chain-referral samples, begins with an arbitrarily defined set of initial subjects, the composition of the ultimate sample is entirely independent of those initial subjects.

Milne (2016) indicated that the participatory nature of research conceives a problem-solving technique that often involves researchers and research participants working together to examine a problematic situation, actions, or issues. So, participants should be mentally and emotionally ready to tackle such situations. In PAR, sometimes, people misconceive that this is a rigorous process, and participants are considered co-researchers, so the quality data might come from academic participants. In this context, Mata-Codesal et al. (2020) mentioned that non-academic participants themselves come to recognize, reflect on, and express their experiences in a novel way that may not be captured in basic texts through a conventional research method. It can be possible when artistic and creative practices capture such rich narratives of the field while researching and engaging with wider audiences. In this context, while forming a group of participants, the researchers should be aware of those people who can contribute in a noble way to the community toward using the research process to seek transformation in the direction of social justice rather than gathering people from the perspective of contributions through cognitive engagement.



5 Experiences and some points for consideration 4: ethnographic study

Ethnographic studies are inherently context and culture-sensitive, necessitating careful consideration of various socio-cultural factors in selecting both the research sites in which to “hang around” (Walford, 2018, para. 7) and the research participants with whom to engage for a prolonged period. Ethnographers prefer “participant selection” to “sampling” or “recruitment of participants” to ensure that the individuals chosen for the study reflect the socio-cultural dynamics of the context being researched (Atkinson, 2011). This approach acknowledges the complexity of human societies and emphasizes the importance of understanding cultural intricacies while respecting and honoring the cultural contexts of the participants.

First of all, ethnographers select research sites that are justified by specific criteria, as the site significantly influences participant selection. Once the research site is identified (of course, which should also be rationally justified with some specific criteria), the task of participant selection begins. Sometimes, the participants are clearly laid down in the research questions (e.g., Mayor, Minister, Secretary or Officer of the District/local education office, headteacher, School Management Committee Chair, or specific grade or subject teacher, or the students with a disability of a certain kind), in which case, the job becomes slightly easier—however, given the participants' right to not participate, we need to be open about moving on to another site. Again, the choice of site followed by participants may also not always be linear; it may be the other way round in some cases—after all, participants are the key focus. Therefore, researchers must remain flexible, as the choice of site and participants can be iterative rather than linear, with the potential to shift focus based on emerging insights during the research process (Nag, 2023). Moreover, detailed socio-cultural, economic, political, or other local dynamics of the site and participants are to be carefully and minutely considered in an ethnographic study to delve deeply into the intricacies of culture. The culture here means either or both community culture or institutional/group behavior.

While there is no watertight answer to how many participants would make an ideal ethnographic study, Angrosino's (2007) suggestion may be worthwhile—“the size of a sample depends on the characteristics of the group you are studying, on your own resources (i.e. legitimate limitations on your time, mobility, access to equipment, and so forth), and on the objectives of your study” (p. 48). For pragmatic reasons, the ethnographic practice in academic research has revealed that the number of participants in ethnographic studies typically ranges from six to ten, particularly when focusing on in-depth interviews and observations (Dhakal, 2021). This small size is conducive to generating rich qualitative data while allowing researchers to delve deeply into participants' experiences and interactions within their social contexts. If focus groups are included, the number may increase slightly. Importantly, the selection of participants is not merely about quantity; it is about achieving theoretical saturation, assuring that the data collected is comprehensive enough to address the research questions effectively. Therefore, it is the researchers' job to claim 'data saturation' and thus to limit the number of participants. In terms of our co-author's (Dhakal's) own experience and practice of engaging in ethnographic research and ethnographic sub-studies, he had tried to select the participants to best reflect the cultural or social groups being studied, especially focusing on small, purposefully chosen information-rich participants. The actual participants to interview/interact with or have group interactions (such as focused group discussion) may not be of a focus since most ethnographic studies rely on multiple methods of data generation—some of which do not require one-to-one or group interaction but only observations. Since ethnographers focus on observing daily interactions and participating in cultural activities, actual interviews with community members to gather narratives and stories may be relatively smaller.

Ethnographers employ various techniques of participant selection tailored to their research goals, such as purposive, snowball, convenience, or theoretical sampling. However, the purposive selection of participants is most commonly used in ethnographic research, as it facilitates the identification of information-rich participants who can provide deeper insights into the cultural dynamics being studied. While representation of diverse cultural or social groups is important, it is not the primary aim of ethnographic research. Instead, the focus is on selecting participants who can provide in-depth insights into the norms and behaviors of the community. And “the community” need not be regarded as homogenous. Different participants in the community may offer different accounts of what is valued. Critical ethnography also examines power relations and how these impact social interactions. So, a strong rationale must be clearly laid out for how and why the chosen number of participants would suffice and why they are the best-fit participants. Moreover, a detailed description of each participant's profile can be presented either as a summary table (see example Table 1) that I, the fourth author, had used in my PhD thesis on Women's participation in School governance' or detailed bio-sketch of each participant (see Table 1 from Dhakal's PhD). I had combined both the approaches in my PhD.


TABLE 1 Participant demographics.

[image: Table 1]

Table 1 shows the ways of presenting the participants' details aid in the transparency of the research process and participation selection procedure (Dhakal, 2021, p. 67).



6 Experiences and some points for consideration 5: case study

Qualitative case study is a popular research method in social science and educational research (Patnaik and Pandey, 2019). A case study can be defined as an in-depth examination of a complex subject(s), institution(s), problem(s), or subjects in a real-life setting (Crowe et al., 2011). The method is appropriate when the research question is “how” or “why” and the phenomenon is to be studied in a real-life or natural context (Grauer, 2012). There are two major types of case study research in terms of selection of case(s): single case and multiple. The subject of investigation in a single case study can be an individual, a family, a household, a community, an organization, an event, or even a decision (De Vaus, 2001), whereas in multiple case studies two or more cases can be studied. In this section, I, the fifth author, discuss participants' selection strategies in case studies to collect rich data for a holistic understanding of the studied phenomenon or phenomena.

The case study can be explanatory, exploratory, or descriptive. So, the case study design selection depends on the study's overall purpose (Yin, 2009). An explanatory case study seeks to identify the causal factors that explain a particular case. The primary focus of such a study is to explain “why” and “how” certain conditions come into being and why certain consequences of events occur or do not occur (Yin, 2014). An exploratory case study explores the context of the phenomenon, and its primary purpose is to investigate or identify the new research question that can be used extensively in succeeding research studies. Likewise, the primary purpose of a descriptive case study is to describe a phenomenon in detail in its real-life situation in which it occurred (Yin, 2009). In terms of the number of cases, it can be single and multiple case study research in which the researcher tries to have a holistic understanding of a unique, extreme, or critical case in a single case study, whereas, in contrast, the researcher explores the similarities or differences in multiple case studies. Sampling in a case study involves selecting representatives from a larger population for an in-depth analysis of the issue to be studied (Patnaik and Pandey, 2019). Qualitative case studies employ purposive sampling to illustrate the phenomenon of interest and present an in-depth understanding of the case of the study. In case study, like other qualitative research, participants are selected in terms of their relevance to the research topic or question(s) (Ishak and Baker, 2014).

Like other qualitative studies, even in case study research, researchers need to define participant selection criteria clearly and should have a specific purpose behind selecting the case(s), that offers valuable insights into the phenomenon under investigation. Similarly, considering the access and feasibility of data regarding availability, willingness to participate, the practicality of data collection methods, and continuity of the data collection process until it reaches the saturation point is also critical for determining samples. Moreover, the case study researchers select their cases gradually, not limiting the number of participants chosen until the data reaches saturation. Regarding this, Glesne and Peshkin (1992) suggest that if the stories are repeated among the participants and no new information is added to the research by any new participants, researchers need to stop selecting new participants.

For the sound, undulated, and unbiased study of the phenomenon under study, a case study involves multiple sources of data collection, like participant/nonparticipant observation, in-depth interviews, audio/video recordings, field notes, focus group discussion (FGD), conversations in a natural setting, and study of documents (whether of books, archival manuscripts, signs, physical artifacts, and so on) (Priya, 2020). The concept of conducting an “unbiased” study is highly debated, even within qualitative research (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). In constructivist credo, Lincoln and Guba (2016) noted that researchers do not need to assert their impartiality but should instead embrace a dialogical approach with their participants or co-researchers. Gergen (2014) further emphasizes that achieving excellence in qualitative research is less about striving for objectivity and more about fostering strong relationships with research participants. The multiple sources of data collection are crucial in the case study, which does not seek to offer a more or less unbiased representation, but it can be used to enhance dialogically generated insights and increase the richness and quality of the findings, which is likely to be more convincing and accurate (Patnaik and Pandey, 2019). At the same time, due to the bulk of data from multiple sources, sometimes there is the risk of the researchers being lost in the data. Romm (2018) expanded the discussion to provide more detailed accounts of what acting responsibly toward research participants means. Therefore, Baxter and Jack (2008) suggest proper organization and analysis of the data as each data source is one piece of the “puzzle,” each contributes to the researcher's holistic understanding of the phenomenon. Thus, the emphasis is not solely on the professional researcher's comprehension but on co-creating understanding and insight (Lincoln and Guba, 2016; Gergen, 2014).



7 Experiences and some points for consideration 6: grounded theory

Grounded theory is a highly favored qualitative research methodology in the social sciences because of its distinct theory development process. In contrast to conventional research methods, Grounded Theory enables theories to arise directly from methodically gathered and examined data (Liu, 2022). Studying social interactions, processes, and behaviors in natural environments is where this approach works. This approach emphasizes the development of theory from the bottom up, which gives researchers a more authentic understanding of the phenomenon they are studying and helps them gain insights into the lived experiences of participants (Noble and Mitchell, 2016). In this sense, grounded theory has proven to be an effective tool for examining complicated social issues, especially poorly understood ones, because of its versatility and flexibility.

As grounded theory aims to build a theory grounded in the data, participant selection is crucial. Grounded theory adopts theoretical sampling as an effective strategy as it is a dynamic, iterative process that is driven by emerging theory (Cho and Lee, 2022). Researchers continuously gather and analyze data using this sampling method by letting the developing theory determine where, when, and from whom further data should be collected (Conlon et al., 2023). As a result, this method enables researchers to concentrate on their areas of interest, find theoretical gaps as they occur, and ensure that the final theory is thorough and solidly supported by the available data.

A broad research question or area of interest is usually the starting point for theoretical sampling. The initial data collection process may involve document analysis, observations, or interviews, depending on the research context. Furthermore, the emerging theory guides the sampling decisions as they are gathered and analyzed. In this regard, the researcher looks for more subjects or data sources that can elaborate on that idea (Da Silva Barreto et al., 2023). Ensuring that the final theory is thorough and firmly based on the data enables the researcher to expand and improve the theory as the study goes on. Another element to consider during the grounded theory sampling process is reflexivity. In qualitative research, reflexivity is crucial, especially when using techniques like grounded theory, where the researcher's work is closely linked to gathering and analyzing data (Draucker et al., 2007). By practicing reflexivity, researchers become conscious of their own prejudices and how they might affect the way they conduct their work, including how they choose to sample. Neill (2006) emphasized the importance of reflexivity to ensure that researchers' preconceptions do not influence the sampling process, keeping it aligned with the emerging theory's requirements. Charmaz (2015) argued that grounded theory can never be a completely objective representation of phenomena. Researchers should transparently disclose how their theories have been constructed or co-constructed (Mills et al., 2006). Mills et al. (2006) offer a comprehensive discussion of the nuances within grounded theory and constructivist approaches, including those explicitly promoted by Charmaz (2015) and other proponents. By practicing reflexivity, researchers can address potential biases, enhancing the quality and credibility of their data collection. This process strengthens the rigor of grounded theory and the research relationship.

The process of theoretical sampling is a continuous cycle of data collection, analysis, and refinement rather than a linear one. To find trends, concepts, and categories, newly acquired data is instantly examined and contrasted with the database. A key component of grounded theory, constant comparison, ensures that the evidence supports the developing theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1993). The process of theoretical sampling persists until theoretical saturation is achieved, which transpires when supplementary data ceases to advance the theory (Charmaz, 2022, p. 92). At this stage, the researcher can be sure that the theory appropriately explains the phenomena being studied and is well-supported by the data.

According to Thomson (2010), a sample size of about 25 interviews is typical for grounded theory research. A larger sample size of up to 30 interviews might be advised in some circumstances, though, to thoroughly develop the patterns, concepts, categories, attributes, and dimensions of the phenomenon being studied. Researchers can examine the subtleties of the data and make sure the developing theory is thorough and well-supported with a larger sample size.

Grounded theory carefully considers sample diversity in addition to sample size. Depending on what the study requires, the sample consists of people with a range of experiences, backgrounds, and viewpoints (Cho and Lee, 2022). Researchers can make sure that the developing theory accurately reflects the complexity of the phenomena they are studying by enlisting the assistance of a wide range of participants. However, the idea of accuracy is challenged by constructivist grounded theorists—the developing theory is a co-construction that can never be checked for accuracy against some objective reality. So, it is deemed to offer insights in relation to the complexity of the phenomena being researched.

Likewise, another important component of grounded theory is the consideration of ethical issues. The requirements of the developing theory dictate the sampling procedure. Because of this, researchers need to consider any potential ethical ramifications before making any sampling decisions. Researchers should take into account concerns about participant impact, informed consent, and confidentiality, according to Conlon et al. (2023). By doing this, researchers can ensure that participants are treated fairly and respectfully during sampling. The rigor and credibility of the research are enhanced by important aspects of sampling in grounded theory, including reflexivity, sample size, diversity, and ethical considerations.



8 Experiences and some points for consideration 7: phenomenology

Phenomenology is a unique qualitative form of inquiry into lived experiences of human existence, and it aims to understand those experiences from the participants' perspectives (van Manen, 2007, 2017). This methodology is ingrained in early 20th-century European philosophy, which comprises the use of thick descriptions of close inquiry of lived experience to understand how meaning is created through personified insights and perceptions (Sokolowski, 2000). Digging deep into participants' lived experiences that reflect their life's pains and gains is a challenging job for a researcher. For instance, “a study on the lived experiences of pregnant women with psychosocial support from primary care midwives will recruit pregnant women varying in age, parity and educational level in primary midwifery practices” (Moser and Korstjens, 2018, p. 11). It is essential to appropriately select research phenomena and participants and formulate research questions for a phenomenological study (Barton, 2020; Duffy and Mhuirthile, 2024) to capture the essence of the participants' shared experience and construct meaning from their experiences.

The term “sample within phenomenological methodology should not refer to an empirical sample as a subset of a population”, but to a wisely chosen group of human beings that share in-depth insights into the essence of the subject being studied (van Manen, 2016, p. 352) aligned to transformative intents. Phenomenological researchers primarily employ purposive, snowball, and maximum variation strategies for selecting their research participants (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2013; Mertens, 2010). These strategies help researchers delve deep into their participants' lived experiences about the phenomenon being studied. Purposive sampling is a key data collection strategy in phenomenological study as it enables researchers to select participants with a rich array of lived experiences of the phenomenon under study and willing to provide rich, thorough, and evocative data (Palinkas et al., 2015). The participants are selected based on their lived experiences, knowledge of the phenomenon being studied, and their verbal efficiency in describing their group or (sub)culture (van Manen, 2016). The participants can provide rich descriptions of their experiences with the phenomenon, collaborating with the researcher to explore its essence and construct meaning.

Another important information-gathering strategy is snowballing. While selecting research participants through snowball sampling, the researcher first selects one or a few participants, considering their knowledge and ability to express their experiences about the phenomenon under study. Then, they recognize other prospective participants who are supposed to have in-depth information about the phenomenon, for example, a program or community, being explored by requesting initial participants to recommend other people who possess similar characteristics and experiences (Creswell, 2007; Mertens, 2010; Palinkas et al., 2015). Mertens (2010) further states that the list of participants grows, like a snowball, as the added participants refer to other prospective members' names. Hence, the initial participants' recommendations help a phenomenological researcher conveniently select the appropriate study participants.

Maximum variation sampling is another significant strategy to gather intentionally heterogeneous data for phenomenological research (Robinson, 2014). The researcher selects participants with a wide range of characteristics and experiences about the phenomenon being explored. The data collected from such a selection of participants can yield varied information from a wide range of perspectives and identify important common patterns (Creswell, 2007). The participants share experiences of a phenomenon being explored in a phenomenological study (Creswell, 2013). Phenomenological study focuses on gathering the depth and quality of the information primarily through interviews and observations rather than the number of participants.

There are different opinions regarding the number of participants in qualitative research, including phenomenology. For example, Polkinghorne (1989) suggests interviewing 10 to 25 participants, and Moustakas (1994) recommends that a researcher should take between 5 and 25 participants. However, the gathering of data continues until saturation occurs or when the data no longer reveals new insights or themes from the participants (Creswell, 2013). The researcher encourages and probes their participants to describe their experiences in detail during the unstructured interviews and semi-structured interviews and observes them in the context where the phenomenon being explored is experienced (Starks and Trinidad, 2007). A researcher can use an unstructured interview if they have a limited understanding of the topic and want to rely on their participants' information to lead the conversation and a semi-structured interview in order to obtain in-depth data from the participants (Parish and Shaikh, 2023). The data is expected to reach a point of saturation from the participants, ensuring that no new understandings or themes would emerge from further participants (Morse, 2000). Saturation occurs when the data no longer reveals new information or themes, and further interviews or data collection yields redundant information (Creswell, 2013).

The primary emphasis of a phenomenological study is on the richness and saturation of the information, so selecting appropriate participants is a critical methodological process. A researcher can obtain in-depth, diverse, and evocative insights into participants' lived experiences by employing purposive, snowball, or maximum variation sampling strategies, ensuring that the selection process benefits both researchers and participants. The number of participants is decided when the insights or themes start getting repeated, affirming the study encapsulates the essence of the phenomenon being explored. Hence, an appropriate selection of participants helps researchers construct an in-depth understanding of human experiences based on the viewpoints of those who have experienced them.



9 Closing thoughts

Participant selection is a critical aspect of qualitative research designs that influences the credibility and richness of the data collected (Dahal, 2023). This article has provided a comprehensive guide and offers some thinking points for consideration for novice and/or veteran researchers, drawing from the authors' extensive experiences in different qualitative methodologies, including auto/ethnography, narrative inquiry, participatory action research, ethnography, case study, phenomenology, and grounded theory.

The nuanced differences and unique aspects of participant selection across these methodologies (as shown in Table 2) highlight the importance of a thoughtful and deliberate approach. However, considering the problem, purpose, research question, and theoretical framework, researchers can ensure that their participant selection process aligns with the goals of their study and enhances the overall quality of their research without compromising their methodology. This article also emphasized the iterative nature of qualitative research design, such as auto/ethnography, where participant selection is not a one-time decision in qualitative research design but an ongoing process that may require adjustments as the study progresses as an emerging nature of the qualitative inquiry. Ethical considerations, our experiences, and some thinking points in this serve as valuable guidelines for researchers to navigate the complexities of participant selection.


TABLE 2 Overview of participant selection across qualitative methodologies.
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Starting with the participant selection procedure in auto/ethnographic inquiry, the first author discusses and further exemplifies the adaptability and depth of qualitative research. This approach blends personal and cultural narratives, allowing researchers to connect individual stories to broader social and cultural contexts. The selection of participants in auto/ethnography is also guided by the research purpose and the need to explore both self and others' experiences in a meaningful way. However, narrative and auto/ethnographic inquiries underscore the iterative nature of qualitative research, where participant selection is an ongoing process that may evolve as the study progresses. Ethical considerations and the need for prolonged engagement with participants are essential to ensuring the richness and credibility of the data collected.

Next, the narrative inquiry that emphasizes the importance of temporality, sociality, and place involves a minimal number of participants, sometimes even just one, especially in autobiographical or life history approaches. The selection criteria are typically based on the research purpose, problem, and theoretical framework, ensuring that the participants' stories are rich and meaningful. For instance, in the second author's PhD study, the selection of experienced English language teachers in Nepal was based on specific criteria to ensure depth and relevance in the narratives collected.

Further, by subscribing to participatory action research (PAR), the third author redefines the traditional sampling concept by emphasizing the research process's collaborative nature. In contrast to conventional qualitative research, where the researcher chooses the participants, PAR entails inviting people to join as co-researchers who share responsibility and dedication to the research objectives. This approach fosters a sense of ownership and active engagement among all participants, enhancing the relevance and impact of the research. The process of identifying co-researchers in PAR is complex and multifaceted. It requires understanding of the stakeholders, their shared problems or goals, and the broader vision they aim to achieve. This collaborative approach ensures that the research is grounded in the real-world experiences and aspirations of the community involved. Methods such as purposive sampling and respondent-driven sampling can be adapted to fit the unique needs of PAR, ensuring that the co-researchers are well-suited to contribute meaningfully to the research process. The participatory nature of PAR encourages a problem-solving mindset, where researchers and co-researchers work together to address issues and generate knowledge. And this idea of collaboration (and co-generation of meaningful insights) is not confined to PAR. It can enter much qualitative research (Gergen, 2014). This collaborative effort often leads to richer, more nuanced data that might be captured through something other than traditional research methods. The inclusion of non-academic participants who bring diverse perspectives and experiences further enriches the research outcomes. PAR transforms the research process into a collective journey of inquiry and action, where the roles and responsibilities are shared, and the knowledge generated is co-created. This approach not only enhances the quality and relevance of the research but also empowers the participants, fostering a deeper connection to the research outcomes and their potential impact on the community. Researchers can create more inclusive, impactful, and ethically sound research practices by embracing the principles of PAR.

Likewise, the fourth author added that ethnographic studies require a deep understanding of the socio-cultural context and careful consideration of participant selection. Unlike other qualitative methodologies, ethnography emphasizes “participant selection” oversampling to ensure that the chosen individuals reflect the research site's cultural dynamics and enable (critical) exploration of power relations. This approach respects the complexity of human societies and honors the cultural contexts of the participants. The process begins with selecting a research site based on specific criteria, which significantly influences participant selection. Flexibility is crucial, as the choice of site and participants can be iterative, adapting to emerging insights during the research process. Detailed consideration of socio-cultural, economic, and political dynamics is essential to delve deeply into the intricacies of the culture being studied. The number of participants in ethnographic studies typically ranges from six to ten, focusing on in-depth interviews and observations. This small size allows for rich qualitative data while ensuring comprehensive coverage of the research questions. Achieving theoretical saturation is key, ensuring that the data collected is sufficient to address the research objectives effectively. Ethnographers employ various participant selection techniques, with purposive sampling being the most common. This method identifies information-rich participants who can provide deep insights into the cultural norms and behaviors of the community. The goal is to represent diverse groups and select participants who can contribute meaningfully to the study. Providing detailed profiles of participants enhances the transparency of the research process. This can be done through summary tables or detailed bio-sketches, offering a clear rationale for the selection and demonstrating how the participants' characteristics align with the research goals. Ultimately, ethnographic research is about understanding and interpreting the lived experiences of individuals within their cultural contexts. By carefully selecting participants and considering the socio-cultural dynamics, researchers can produce rich, nuanced insights that contribute to a deeper understanding of human societies.

Next, in qualitative case study research, the fifth author reported that qualitative case study offers a robust method for exploring complex phenomena within their real-life contexts. This approach is particularly valuable in social science and educational research, where understanding the intricacies of specific cases can provide deep insights into broader issues. Case studies can be explanatory, exploratory, or descriptive, each serving different research purposes. The selection of cases, whether single or multiple, is guided by the research questions and the need to understand the phenomenon in depth. Also, it is important to consider who is setting the research questions so that the research can benefit participants, especially those most marginalized in the social fabric (and, for that matter, the ecological fabric). Single case studies focus on unique or critical cases, while multiple case studies explore similarities and differences across several cases. Participant selection in case studies is a critical process that involves purposive sampling to ensure that the participants are relevant to the research questions. Defining clear selection criteria and considering factors such as availability, willingness to participate, and data collection feasibility are essential. The goal is to continue selecting participants until data saturation is achieved, ensuring additional participants add no new information. The richness of case study research lies in its use of multiple data sources, including observations, interviews, recordings, field notes, focus group discussions, and document analysis. This triangulation of data sources enhances the credibility and depth of the findings. However, researchers must be cautious of the potential for data overload and ensure proper organization and analysis to maintain a clear focus on the research objectives. Thus, qualitative case study research provides a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the studied phenomena. By carefully selecting participants and employing multiple data collection methods, researchers can produce convincing and accurate findings, contributing valuable insights to the field.

All the above, the sixth author added that grounded theory stands out as a powerful qualitative research methodology, particularly valued for its ability to generate theories directly from systematically gathered and analyzed data. This bottom-up approach provides researchers with authentic insights into social interactions, processes, and behaviors within their natural environments, making it especially effective for exploring complex and poorly understood social issues. Participant selection in grounded theory is a dynamic and iterative process known as theoretical sampling. This method allows the emerging theory to guide the selection of participants, ensuring that data collection is continuously refined and focused on filling theoretical gaps. This iterative process, combined with constant comparison, ensures that the developing theory is robust and well-supported by the data. Reflexivity is another crucial element in grounded theory, helping researchers remain aware of their biases and ensuring that these do not influence the sampling process. By practicing reflexivity, researchers can enhance the quality and credibility of their data collection, thereby strengthening the overall research process. Theoretical sampling continues until theoretical saturation is achieved, meaning no new data significantly advances the theory. This ensures that the final theory is comprehensive and accurately reflects the phenomena being studied. While a typical sample size for grounded theory research is around 25 interviews, it may extend to 30 to develop theoretical constructs thoroughly. Diversity in the sample is also essential, as it ensures that the emerging theory captures the complexity of the phenomena under study. Researchers must consider a range of experiences, backgrounds, and perspectives to develop a well-rounded theory. Ethical considerations are paramount in grounded theory research. Researchers must ensure that participants are treated with respect and fairness, addressing issues such as informed consent, confidentiality, and the potential impact on participants. Researchers must examine the likely consequences with participants and ways of setting research questions and proceeding with the research. By adhering to these ethical standards, researchers can enhance the rigor and credibility of their studies. Overall, grounded theory provides a flexible and rigorous framework for developing theories that are deeply rooted in empirical data. By carefully considering participant selection, reflexivity, sample diversity, and ethical issues, researchers can produce robust and meaningful theories that contribute significantly to our understanding of complex social phenomena.

Finally, the seventh author adds that phenomenology offers a thoughtful approach to understanding the lived experiences of individuals, focusing on capturing the essence of these experiences from the participants' perspectives. Rooted in early 20th-century European philosophy, phenomenology employs thick descriptions and close inquiry to uncover how meaning is constructed through personal insights and perceptions. Selecting participants for phenomenological study is a critical process that goes beyond traditional sampling methods. Instead, it involves purposive, snowball, and maximum variation strategies to ensure that participants provide rich, detailed accounts of their experiences. Purposive sampling allows researchers to choose individuals who have deep insights into the phenomenon, while snowball sampling helps identify additional participants through recommendations from initial subjects. Maximum variation sampling ensures a diverse range of perspectives, enhancing the depth and breadth of the data collected. The number of participants in phenomenological research varies, with recommendations ranging from 5 to 25 participants. The key is to continue data collection until saturation is reached, meaning no new themes or insights emerge from additional data. This ensures that the study captures the full essence of the phenomenon being explored. Interviews, both unstructured and semi-structured, are primary data collection methods in phenomenology. These interviews allow participants to describe their experiences in detail, providing the rich, evocative data needed to understand the phenomenon thoroughly. Observations in the context where the phenomenon occur further enrich the data. The success of a phenomenological study hinges on the careful selection of participants and the depth of the data collected. By employing appropriate sampling strategies and focusing on the richness and saturation of the information, researchers can construct a comprehensive understanding of human experiences grounded in the authentic perspectives of those who have lived them. These days, many qualitative researchers point out that the construction should not lie in the hands of professional researchers but must be a co-construction with participants, with the intent that the research will benefit (marginalized) participants. This approach not only enhances the credibility and depth of the research but also provides valuable insights into the complexities of human existence.

In summary, Table 2 shows the overview of participant selection across selected qualitative methodologies, and Table 3 shows participant selection considerations by methodologies.


TABLE 3 Participant selection considerations by methodologies.
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In closing, this article shall empower novice and/or veteran, graduate, and postgraduate researchers with the knowledge and tools needed to make informed decisions about participant selection considering some thinking points, thereby contributing to the rigor and richness of qualitative research in educational contexts. With our experiences and insights, we hope to foster a deeper understanding of the participant selection process and inspire researchers to approach it with the care and consideration it deserves.



Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The Research Committee of Kathmandu University School of Education approved the research procedures involving human participants. The researchers obtained informed consent from all individual participants for participation in the study. Likewise, participants provided written informed consent to publish any potentially identifiable name, images, or data included in this article.



Author contributions

ND: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing, Resources, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Methodology, Supervision, Validation, Visualization. BPN: Conceptualization, Resources, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. BPP: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. RKD: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. DRG: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. PRG: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. LPB: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

 Angrosino, M. (2007). Doing Ethnographic and Observational Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Aspers, P., and Corte, U. (2019). What is qualitative in qualitative research. Qual. Sociol. 42, 139–160. doi: 10.1007/s11133-019-9413-7

 Atkinson, P. (2011). The Ethnographic Imagination: Textual Constructions of Reality. New York, NY: Routledge.

 Barkhuizen, G. (2016). A short story approach to analyzing teacher (imagined) identities over time. TESOL Quart. 50, 655–683. doi: 10.1002/tesq.311

 Barkhuizen, G., Benson, P., and Chik, A. (2014). Narrative Inquiry in Language Teaching and Learning Research. New York: Routledge.

 Barton, J. (2020). “Doing qualitative research with interpretative phenomenological analysis,” in Enjoying Research in Counselling and Psychotherapy, eds. S. Bager-Charleson and A. McBeath (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan).

 Baxter, P., and Jack, S. (2008). Qualitative case study methodology: study design and implementation for novice researchers. Qual. Report 13, 544–559. doi: 10.46743/2160-3715/2008.1573

 Campbell, S., Greenwood, M., Prior, S., Shearer, T., Walkem, K., Young, S., et al. (2020). Purposive sampling: complex or simple? Research case examples. J. Res. Nurs. 25, 652–661. doi: 10.1177/1744987120927206

 Charmaz, K. (2015). “Grounded theory,” in Qualitative Psychology: A Practical Guide to Research Methods, ed. J. A. Smith (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications), 53–84.

 Charmaz, K. (2022). “Thematic analysis and grounded theory: an overview,” in The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications), 85–113.

 Chevalier, J. M., and Buckles, D. J. (2019). Participatory Action Research: Theory and Methods for Engaged Inquiry (2nd ed.). London: Routledge.

 Cho, S., and Lee, J. (2022). The role of theoretical sampling in grounded theory: practical insights from a study on teachers' experiences. J. Qual. Res. Methods 25, 120–134.

 Clandinin, D. J., and Huber, J. (2010). “Narrative inquiry,” in International Encyclopedia of Education (London: Elsevier Ltd), 436–441.

 Clandinin, D. J., Pushor, D., and Orr, A. M. (2007). Navigating sites for narrative inquiry. J. Teach. Educ. 58, 21–35. doi: 10.1177/0022487106296218

 Conlon, C., Timonen, V., Elliott-O'Dare, C., O'Keeffe, S., and Foley, G. (2023). Confused about theoretical sampling? Engaging theoretical sampling in diverse grounded theory studies. Qual. Health Res. 33, 947–959. doi: 10.1177/1049732319899139

 Connelly, F. M., and Clandinin, D. J. (1990). Stories of experience and narrative inquiry. Educ. Res. 19, 2–14. doi: 10.3102/0013189X019005002

 Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative Inquiry Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Crowe, S., Cresswell, K., Robertson, A., Huby, G., Avery, A., and Sheikh, A. (2011). The case study approach. BMC Med. Res. Methodol. 11, 1–9. doi: 10.1186/1471-2288-11-100

 Da Silva Barreto, M., Simon, B. S., Marquete, V. F., and Girardon-Perlini, N. M. O. (2023). Theoretical sampling process in a Straussian grounded theory study. Rev. Bras. Enferm. 76:e20210212.

 Dahal, N. (2023). Ensuring quality in qualitative research: a researcher's reflections. Qual. Report 28, 2298–2317. doi: 10.46743/2160-3715/2023.6097

 Dahal, N. (2024). Developing the vision for STEAM-based mathematics education in Nepal: A Swa-Twam-Tat inquiry (Unpublished PhD Thesis). Kathmandu University, Nepal.

 Dahal, N., Luitel, B. C., Pant, B. P., and Shrestha, I. M. (2022). “Autoethnography: bringing lives and research together,” in Proceedings of Third International Conference on Transformative Education Research and Sustainable Development (TERSD-2022). Available at: https://tersd2022.kusoed.edu.np/wpcontent/uploads/2022/11/Proceedings-TERSD-2022_3-Novemeber-2022.pdf (accessed November 4-6, 2022).

 De Vaus, D. (2001). Research Design in Social Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Denzin, N. K., and Lincoln, Y. S. (2002). The Qualitative Inquiry Reader. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Dhakal, R. K. (2021). Women in School Governance in Nepal: an Ethnographic Inquiry. (Doctoral thesis) Kathmandu University, KU eLibrary, Nepal. Available at:https://elibrary.ku.edu.np/handle/20.500.14301/292 (accessed August 2, 2024).

 Draucker, C. B., Martsolf, D. S., Ross, R., and Rusk, T. B. (2007). Theoretical sampling and category development in grounded theory. Qual. Health Res. 17, 1137–1148. doi: 10.1177/1049732307308450

 Duffy, M., and Mhuirthile, T. N. (2024). The power of phenomenology. Soc. Sci. 13:442. doi: 10.3390/socsci13090442

 Gergen, K. J. (2014). Pursuing excellence in qualitative inquiry. Qual. Psychol. 1, 49–60. doi: 10.1037/qup0000002

 Glesne, C., and Peshkin, A. (1992). Becoming Qualitative Researchers: An Introduction. London: Longman.

 Grauer, K. (2012). A case for Case Study Research in Education (book chapter – 11) in Action Research Methods. Cham: Springer Nature.

 Guba, E., and Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Fourth Generation Evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Gubrium, J. F., and Holstein, J. A. (2003). Postmodern Interviewing. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Heckathorn, D. D. (1997). Respondent-driven sampling: a new approach to the study of hidden populations. Social Prob. 44, 174–199. doi: 10.1525/sp.1997.44.2.03x0221m

 Ishak, N. M., and Baker, A. Y. A. (2014). Developing sampling frame for case study: challenges and conditions. World J. Educ. 4. 29–35. doi: 10.5430/wje.v4n3p29

 Kramp, M. K. (2004). “Exploring life and experience through narrative inquiry,” in Foundations for Research: Methods of Inquiry in Education and the Social Sciences, eds. K. DeMarrais and S. D. Lapan (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates), 103–122.

 Lincoln, Y. S., and Guba, E. G. (2016). The Constructivist Credo. London: Routledge.

 Liu, Q. (2022). Grounded theory and its applications. Acad. J Human. Soc. Sci. 5, 145–150. doi: 10.25236/AJHSS.2022.051520

 Livingston, W., and Perkins, A. (2018). Participatory action research (PAR) research: critical methodological considerations. Drugs Alcohol Today 18, 61–71. doi: 10.1108/DAT-08-2017-0035

 Mata-Codesal, D., Kloetzer, L., and Maiztegui-Oñate, C. (2020). Strengths, risks and limits of doing participatory research in migration studies. Migrat. Lett. 17, 201–210. doi: 10.33182/ml.v17i2.934

 Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Mertens, D. M. (2010). Research and Evaluation in Education and Psychology: Integrating Dieversity with Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed Methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Mills, J., Bonner, A., and Francis, K. (2006). The development of constructivist grounded theory. Int. J. Qualit. Methods 5:3. doi: 10.1177/160940690600500103

 Milne, E. J. (2016). Critiquing participatory video: experiences from around the world. Area 48, 401–404. doi: 10.1111/area.12271

 Morse, J. M. (2000). Determining sample size. Qual. Health Res. 10, 3–5. doi: 10.1177/104973200129118183

 Moser, A., and Korstjens, I. (2018). Series: practical guidance to qualitative research. Part 3: Sampling, data collection and analysis. Eur. J. General Pract. 24, 9–18. doi: 10.1080/13814788.2017.1375091

 Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological Research Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Nag, G. (2023). Exploring the Human Experience: A Customer-Centric Approach to Ethnographic Research. Available at: https://netbramha.com/blogs/ethnographic-research-methods/

 Neill, S. (2006). Grounded theory sampling. J. Res. Nurs. 11, 253–260. doi: 10.1177/1744987106051850

 Neupane, B. P. (2024). Sociocultural environment and agency in identity construction of English language teachers. Qual. Report 29, 1948–1968. doi: 10.46743/2160-3715/2024.6756

 Neupane, B. P., and Bhatt, S. P. (2023). English language teachers' professional journey and construction of their identity. J. Interdiscipl. Stud. Educ. 12, 109–130.

 Noble, H., and Mitchell, G. (2016). What is grounded theory? Evid. Based Nurs. 19, 34–35. doi: 10.1136/eb-2016-102306

 Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Duan, N., Wisdom, J. P., and Hoagwood, K. (2015). Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method implementation research. Adm. Policy Ment. Health 42, 533–544. doi: 10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y

 Parish, A., and Shaikh, G. (2023). A Quick Guide to Research Methods for Dissertations in Education. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

 Patnaik, S., and Pandey, S. C. (2019). “Case study research,” in Methodological Issues in Management Research: Advances, Challenges, and the Way Ahead, eds. R. N. Subudhi, and S. Mishra (Bingley: Emerald Publishing Limited), 163–179. 1

 Polkinghorne, D. E. (1989). “Phenomenological research methods,” in Existential Phenomenological Perspectives in Psychology, R. S. Valle and S. Halling (New York: Plenum), 41–60.

 Polkinghorne, D. E. (1995). Narrative configuration in qualitative analysis. Int. J. Qual. Stud. Educ. 8, 5–23. doi: 10.1080/0951839950080103

 Priya, A. (2020). Case study methodology of qualitative research: Key attributes and navigating the conundrums in its application, Sociological. Bulletin 70, 1–17. doi: 10.1177/0038022920970318

 Pyo, J., Lee, W., Choi, E. Y., Jang, S. G., and Ock, M. (2023). Qualitative research in healthcare: necessity and characteristics. J. Prevent. Med. Public Health 56, 12–20. doi: 10.3961/jpmph.22.451

 Riessman, C. K. (1993). Narrative Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Robinson, O. C. (2014). Sampling in interview-based qualitative research: a theoretical and practical guide. Qual. Res. Psychol. 11, 25–41. doi: 10.1080/14780887.2013.801543

 Romm, N. R. (2018). Responsible Research Practice. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

 Silko, L. M. (2006). Ceremony. London: Penguin.

 Sokolowski, R. (2000). Introduction to Phenomenology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

 Starks, H., and Trinidad, S. B. (2007). Choose your method: a comparison of phenomenology, discourse analysis, and grounded theory. Qual. Health Res. 17, 1372–1380. doi: 10.1177/1049732307307031

 Strauss, A., and Corbin, J. (1993). Basics of qualitative research: grounded theory procedures and techniques. Contemp. Sociol. 21:138. doi: 10.2307/2074814

 Thomson, S. B. (2010). Grounded theory - sample size. J. Administ. Govern. 5, 45–52.

 van Manen, M. (2007). Phenomenology of practice. Phenomenology & Practice 1, 11–30. doi: 10.29173/pandpr19803

 van Manen, M. (2016). Phenomenology of Practice: Meaning-Giving Methods in Phenomenlogical Research and Writing. London: Routledge.

 van Manen, M. (2017). Phenomenology in its original sense. Qual. Health Res. 27, 810–825. doi: 10.1177/1049732317699381

 Walford, G. (2018). “Recognizable continuity: a defense of multiple methods,” in The Wiley Handbook of Ethnography of Education, eds. D. Beach, C. Bagley, and S. M. da Silva (Hoboken: Wiley Blackwell).

 Webster, L., and Mertova, P. (2007). Using Narrative Inquiry as a Research Method: An Introduction to Using Critical Event Narrative Analysis in Research on Learning and Teaching. London: Routledge.

 Yin, R. K. (2009). Case Study Research: Design and Methods (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

 Yin, R. K. (2014). Case Study Research Design and Methods (5th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Copyright
 © 2024 Dahal, Neupane, Pant, Dhakal, Giri, Ghimire and Bhandari. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



OPS/images/frma-09-1512747-t003.jpg
Method(ology)

Auto/ethnography

Purpose

Explore self and cultural narratives

Sampling method

Purposive, evolving

Respect participant autonomy; ensure cultural and
contextual depth.

Narrative inquiry

Understand individual stories and broader
meanings

Purposive, criterion-based
selection

Respect participants’ stories; engage deeply over
time.

PAR Foster co-research and community action Purposive, collaborative Ensure inclusivity; address power dynamics; foster
mutual respect.

Ethnography Analyze cultural norms and behaviors Purposive, site-based Ensure participants reflect cultural diversity;
maintain prolonged engagement.

Case Study Explore real-life phenomena in depth Purposive, saturation-focused Obtain informed consent; ensure data quality
across multiple sources.

Grounded Theory Develop theory from data Theoretical sampling Reflexivity; diversify perspectives; balance
emerging insights.

Phenomenology Capture the essence of lived experiences Purposive, snowball, Ensure rich, detailed accounts; maintain

‘maximum variation

confidentiality.
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s Designation Profile

SMC Chair

Brahmin, man, early 60s,
retired headteacher, educated,
economically elite, earlier
lived 1km away from school,
now lives 20km away from
school

2 Rajan

Headteacher

Brahmin, man, early 40s;
educated, has good public
relations, lives 500 m away
from school

3 Nirmala

SMC Member

Brahmin, woman, mid-80s,
economically and
educationally disadvantaged,
lives 500 meters away from
school

4 Tika

SMC Member

Gurung, woman, early 30s;
educated, economically elite,
lives 3 km away from school

5 Sharmila

SMC Member

Sanyasi (calls her Kshatriya),
woman, late 30s; literate,
economically disadvantaged,
prefers not to speak much;
lives 2 km away from school

6 Bibek

SMC Member

Newar, man, mid-40s;

educated, economically elite,
local vendor/contractor, lives
500 meters away from school

7 Prabhakar

Political
Activist (SMC
Member)

Gurung, man, early 40s;
educated, economically elite,
entrepreneur, political cadre
(turned leader, become ward
chair after 2017 election) lives
500 m away from school

Source: (Dhakal, 2021, p. 67).
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Method(ology)

Key features of participant
selection

Sample size

Key considerations

Auto/ethnography

Focus on personal and cultural narratives,
exploring selfand others’ experiences; iterative
process.

Varies (context-dependent)

Ethical considerations; prolonged engagement
with participants; evolving selection during
research.

Narrative inquiry

Minimal participants, emphasizes temporality,
sociality, and place

Minimum 4-6 (depends on
focus)

Selection criteria are based on research purpose,
theoretical framework, and rich and meaningful
narratives.

Participatory Action Collaborative selection of participants as Flexible Involves stakeholders with shared goals; purposive
Research (PAR) co-researchers emphasizes shared ownership and respondent-driven sampling; empowerment
of non-academic participants.
Ethnography Focus on socio-cultural context; participants 6-10 Selection is based on the research site; purposive
reflect cultural dynamics; iterative process sampling is based on the research site, purposive
sampling, and profiles or bio-sketches to enhance
transparency.
Case study Guided by research questions; purposive sampling | Until data saturation Clear selection criteria; triangulation of data
for relevance; includes single or multiple cases sources; manage data overload to maintain focus.
Grounded theory Theoretical sampling guided by emerging theory; 25-30 interviews Diversity in the sample, constant comparison and
an iterative process theoretical saturation; reflexivity to avoid biases.
Phenomenology Focus on lived experiences; uses purposive, 5-25 participants Thick descriptions from participants; saturation

snowball, and maximum variation sampling

ensures no new themes; primary data from
interviews and observations.
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