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Editorial

From the Editor: Saturation in qualitative tourism studies
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1 INTRODUCTION

Selecting an adequate number of respondents who are representative of your target popu-
lation is of vital importance in quantitative research. Although quantitative studies aim to
obtain data with a solid statistical basis and to make informed, unbiased and generalised
conclusions (Andriotis, 2023; Monterrubio, Andriotis and Rodriguez-Muifioz, 2020), in
qualitative research, statistical generalisability is not the aim. Instead, such studies aim to
obtain insights on some aspects of human experience. Therefore, a good qualitative sam-
pling is concerned with the richness of information by exploring the range of opinions
from a population that, in the context of tourism studies usually, is composed of human
subjects, such as tourists, community members, entrepreneurs and decision-makers.

As an editor of the Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism (JORT), which aims
‘to mark an important milestone on the very important area of qualitative research in
tourism and hospitality’ (Andriotis, 2020: 1), and by doing so it is focusing entirely on
qualitative inquiry, I have realised that for empirical qualitative studies, saturation is an
essential methodological element for sample selection. In reality, tourism scholars have
frequently used saturation as an indicator of sample size (see, for example, Andriotis,
2013; Eitzenberger and Thimm, 2022; Eyisi and Okpoko, 2023; Fattah and Wang, 2023;
Islam and Rahman, 2023; Kochling, 2020; Liu-Lastres and Wen, 2021; Nyau and Chin,
2023; Paraskevaidis and Andriotis, 2021; Yeager et al., 2021; Andriotis and Paraskevaidis,
2021; Andriotis and Paraskevaidis, 2022; Paraskevaidis and Andriotis, 2015).

For this reason, this editorial seeks to explore the concept of ‘saturation’, which
although it is being widely used by most, if not all qualitative tourism researchers, in
the broader context, the concept is both problematic and vague and almost absent from
the methodological tourism literature. As a result, only a very small number of tourism
studies have critically examined the concept.

2 CHALLENGES OF APPLYING SATURATION IN TOURISM STUDIES

Often it is thought that the larger the sample, the better the results and more accurate
the outcome. In the case of qualitative studies although ‘size does matter ... more
is not always better’ (Anderson, 2017: 4). For instance, the author reviewed 30
peer-reviewed qualitative studies published after 2020 in the three top four-star tour-
ism journals (Annals of Tourism Research, Tourism Management and Journal of Travel
Research) and found that they used between 10 and 40 interviews to reach saturation
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(13 of them had 20 interviewees or less and 9 between 21 and 30, mean 23.5). Among
papers published in the three journals, Journal of Travel Research had larger samples
(between 15 and 42, mean 29.1), perhaps due to the fact that this journal in the past
used to have a quantitative focus.

In practice, the corpus of qualitative samples should not be repetitious but large
enough to capture the range of experiences of the phenomenon under study (Mason,
2010). In the words of O’Reilly and Parker (2012): ‘In qualitative inquiry, the aim is not
to acquire a fixed number of participants rather to gather sufficient depth of information
as a way of fully describing the phenomenon being studied” (p. 195). However, in cases
where a researcher reaches saturation too quickly, his analysis might lack criticality
and complexity (Charmaz, 2014: 215). Thus, qualitative studies should recruit only the
number of participants, which is appropriate to draw the necessary conclusions and the
data they will provide will be fully used. In this respect, the common guiding and widely
accepted principle of sample selection across a range of qualitative research approaches
is saturation that relates to the number of interviews conducted (Saunders et al., 2018).

From the review of the 30 peer-reviewed studies undertaken by the author, it was
found that most provide limited transparency to how saturation was achieved. In fact, the
majority did not provide a solid justification for their sample size or provided only super-
ficial reporting. Just to name some examples: the study of Shin, Lee and Kim (2024)
stated: ‘Given that qualitative studies require at least a sample size of 12 to reach content
saturation, a sample of 17 was determined to be adequate for data analysis’; Manthiou,
Ulrich and Kuppelwieser (2024) pointed out that their ‘interview process stopped at
reaching saturation’, and Ruhanen, Saito and Axelsen (2021) stated that ‘sampling con-
tinued until theoretical saturation had been reached’. All these examples and several oth-
ers prove that most studies tend to claim they had reached saturation but do not provide
any comprehensive explanation on how saturation has been defined, achieved or justified.

Generally speaking, although several scholars, e.g. O’Reilly and Parker (2012), con-
sider saturation as a convincing concept, its application has a number of practical weak-
nesses. The main reason for this is that there is not a universally accepted ‘rule of thumbs’
for determining qualitative sample sizes. The failure of many tourism scholars to criti-
cally explain and provide evidence on how they have reached saturation has an impact on
the quality of their studies. The problem is more severe if somebody considers the limited
methodological tourism research on the specifications that shape saturation and how to
evaluate and accomplish it. Hennink and Kaiser (2022) support ‘unsubstantiated claims
of reaching saturation undermine the value of the concept’ (p. 2). The obvious lack of
transparency in reaching saturation may be attributed to the absence of detailed guidance
on how to assess saturation (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006; Morse, 1995).

3 FORMS OF SATURATION

In qualitative research, four different approaches of saturation exist. These approaches
are explained below.

3.1 Data saturation

Data saturation is the most widely sampling approach for tourism researchers (see,
for example, the studies of Eitzenberger and Thimm, 2022; Fattah and Wang, 2023;
Frost and Frost, 2021; Jasrotia and Singh, 2023; Jiang et al., 2012; Komis and Wassler,
2022; Nyau and Chin, 2023; Welthagen, Slabbert and Du Plessis, 2023; Yeager et al.,
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2021). This is evident from the 30 qualitative studies reviewed for the purpose of this
editorial, from which more than half (60%) used data saturation to report information
redundancy. Within this approach, studies stop data collection only when the data col-
lected from the last informants do not generate any new insightful information on the
themes and subthemes (Paraskevaidis and Andriotis, 2017).

According to this approach, ‘informational redundancy’ (Sandelowski, 2008),
i.e. how much data (or in other words number of interviews) are required until
nothing new is apparent, can be used to identify sample sizes. Thus, collecting any
additional data will not produce any added value. It is then when the researcher
becomes confident that data are saturated, he stops collecting any additional data
and starts analysing the collected ones (Saunders et al., 2018: 1896—1897). Just to
give an example the study of Paraskevaidis and Andriotis (2021) used as a sample
13 medical volunteers and reported that data saturation was reached only when the
aim and the objectives of their study were addressed and the last two interviewees
did not provide any new insightful information, but their responses just confirmed
the findings of the previous interviews.

3.2 Theoretical saturation

According to Bryant and Charmaz (2007), theoretical saturation refers to ‘the point at
which gathering more data about a theoretical construct reveals no new properties, nor
yields any further theoretical insights about the emerging grounded theory’ (p. 611).
Thus, this approach attempts to determine when the properties of theoretical categories
are adequately developed (Saunders et al., 2018). However, the main dilemma facing
researchers is whether they have collected sufficient data to illustrate the theoretical
framework underpinning their study or not?

Generally speaking, theoretical saturation is achieved when the concepts or dimensions
that characterise a theory are fully reflected in the data (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020). Therefore,
theoretical saturation cannot be determined in advance of data collection and analysis. In
tourism literature, several studies have determined their sample size based on the theoreti-
cal saturation criterion (see, for example, Monterrubio, Andriotis, and Rodriguez-Muiioz,
2020; Swanson and Brothers, 2012). For instance, from the review of the 30 studies, one
third were based on the theoretical saturation criterion to select their sample.

3.3 Meaning saturation

There are qualitative researchers, see, for example, Van Rijnsoever (2015: 12) who
believe that data collection should not focus entirely on the occurrence of themes.
Instead, they support that it should pay higher attention to those characteristics and
meaning of concepts that are reflected in the data, in other words ‘meaning saturation’.
Meaning saturation according to Hennink et al. (2017) is ‘defined as the point when
we fully understand issues, and when no further dimensions, nuances, or insights of
issues can be found’ (p. 6).

To achieve meaning saturation, Sim et al. (2018) propose ‘to consider not only how
many times the theme emerges from the interviews but its analytic conceptualisation,
thus move from descriptive meaning of the theme to its interpretive cogency’ (Sebele-
Mpofu, 2020: 7). Only when meaning saturation is reached, i.e. when researchers
‘have reached the point where viewpoints, variations, accurate and deep understanding
of information are all reflected in the data’ (Hennink et al., 2017, 2019; Saunders et al.,
2018), qualitative researchers can be assured that they gathered quality, rich, detailed
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and relevant data. From the 30 qualitative studies used for the purpose of this editorial,
only one used meaning saturation to determine its sample size.

3.4 Thematic or code saturation

This approach involves counting codes and/or themes in successive transcripts or sets
of transcripts until any additional data will not lead to any new emergent themes or
codes, signalling this way the reach of saturation. Qualitative tourism studies do not
frequently use coding or thematic saturation as a method for sample size determina-
tion. For example, from the 30 studies reviewed, none used thematic or code saturation
as an indicator of sample size. Also, through a more detailed literature review, only
an insignificant number of tourism studies were found having used thematic or code
saturation to reach saturation (see, for example, Brochado et al., 2023).

The main reason for this is that the reliance on codes or themes only leads to narrow
focus or analysis of saturation and ‘misses the point of saturation’ (Hennink et al.,
2017: 15). As a result, this method can be considered as a deficient measure of satu-
ration, since although the codes and themes can be saturated, vital information might
remain unconsidered. As a result, Hennink et al. (2019) support that thematic and code
saturation might be used only in the initial stages of analysis as a way to comprehend
‘the depth, breadth and nuance of the issue’ (p. 4).

4 CONCLUSION

This editorial has drawn on recent examples on the use of the concept of saturation to
encourage greater transparency in reporting sample sizes in qualitative studies. While
in a short editorial it is not possible to assess in detail all approaches using saturation
as a method of sample size determination, it is believed that the reference to studies
having explored and used saturation as the most commonly cited justification for an
adequate sample size and as a ‘gold standard’ in assessing samples’ quality can help
qualitative researchers to better understand how saturation can be assessed.

From the review undertaken for the purpose of this study, four main forms of satu-
ration were identified, namely, theoretical saturation that aims to develop theory, data
saturation that is reached when the collection of additional data does not produce any
added value, meaning saturation that focuses on the depth of research data and code
and thematic saturation that is documented by the breadth of collected data and in more
detail by counting codes or themes in successive transcripts or sets of transcripts until
any additional data will not lead to any new emergent themes or codes. While overall
the selection of qualitative sampling techniques should be situation specific guided by
research objectives, scope of study, study population, research design and budget, in
qualitative work, it is apparent that the grounds on which sample size is determined
is largely absent. To facilitate greater transparency in justifying and reporting sample
sizes and applying saturation in qualitative studies, further research is required.

To sum up, saturation is an important indicator that a sample is adequate for a study
phenomenon and that collected data have captured the diversity, depth and nuances of
the issues under study (Francis et al., 2010). For this reason, reaching saturation has
become a critical component of qualitative scholars that can help them to make their
data collection more robust and valid (O’Reilly and Parker, 2012). Finally, although
this editorial focuses on tourism, the principles it suggests apply to several other fields
and particularly to those studies with a qualitative focus.

© 2024 The Author Journal compilation © 2024 Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/06/2026 09:04:29AM

via free access



Editorial 5

REFERENCES

Anderson, V. (2017). Criteria for evaluating qualitative research. Human Resource Development
Quarterly, 28(2), 125-133, doi: 10.1002/hrdq.21282.

Andriotis, K. (2013). The antinomian travel counterculture of Gavdos: An alternative mode of
travelling. Annals of Tourism Research, 40, 40-58, doi: 10.1016/j.annals.2012.08.002.

Andriotis, K. (2020). Editorial. Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, 1(1), 1-6, doi:
10.4337/jqrt.2020.01.00.

Andriotis, K. (2023). From the editor: Writing a scientific structured article: The ILMRAD for-
mat. Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism,4(2), 101-112, doi: 10.4337/jqrt.2023.02.00.

Andriotis, K. and Paraskevaidis, P. (2021). Negotiated exchanges in the online hospitality mar-
ket: Hoteliers and hotel managers’ perceptions of Booking.com. International Journal of
Hospitality Management, 97, 1-9, doi: 10.1016/j.ijhm.2021.103010.

Andriotis, K. and Paraskevaidis, P. (2022). Artist residencies as specialistaccommodation: Cultural
entrepreneurship during the COVID-19 pandemic. International Journal of Contemporary
Hospitality Management, 35(5), 1738-1758, doi: 10.1108/IJCHM-10-2021-1261.

Brochado, A., Rodrigues, P., Sousa, A., Borges, A.P., Veloso, M. and Gémez-Sudrez, M. (2023).
Resilience and sustainable urban tourism: Understanding local communities’ perceptions
after a crisis. Sustainability, 15(18), 13298, doi: 10.3390/sul51813298.

Bryant, A. and Charmaz K. (2007). The SAGE Handbook of Grounded Theory, London: Sage.

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative
Analysis, 2nd edn. London: Sage.

Eitzenberger, F.J. and Thimm, T. (2022). A tourism research agenda for Uzbekistan. Journal of
Qualitative Research in Tourism, 3(1), 51-64, doi: 10.4337/jqrt.2022.01.04.

Eyisi, A.P. and Okpoko, P.U. (2023). Enhancing regional tourism governance in Nigeria: A case
study of the southeastern region. International Journal of Tourism Policy, 13(1), 53—66, doi:
10.1504/1JTP.2023.129170.

Fattah, A.A. and Wang, L. (2023). The four-way approach of tourism students towards a post—
Covid-19 world and the future of tourism. Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, 4(1),
52-86, doi: 10.4337/jqrt.2023.01.04.

Francis, J., Johnson, M., Robertson, C., Glidewell, L., Entwistle, V., Eccles, M. and Grimshaw J.
(2010). What is an adequate sample size? Operationalising data saturation for theory-based
interview studies. Psychology Health, 25, 1229-1245, doi: 10.1080/08870440903194015.

Frost, J. and Frost, W. (2021). Ten markers of quality in designing and publishing qualitative
tourism research. Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, 2(2), 158-167, doi: 10.4337/
jqrt.2021.02.05.

Guest, G., Bunce, A. and Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough? Field Methods,
18(1), 59-82, doi: 10.1177/1525822X05279903.

Hennink, M.M. and Kaiser, B.N. (2022). Sample sizes for saturation in qualitative research: A
systematic review of empirical tests. Social Science & Medicine, 292, 114523, doi: 10.1016/].
socscimed.2021.114523.

Hennink, M.M., Kaiser, B.N. and Marconi, V.C. (2017). Code saturation versus meaning satura-
tion: How many interviews are enough? Qualitative Health Research, 27(4), 591-608, doi:
10.1177/1049732316665344.

Hennink, M.M., Kaiser, B.N. and Weber, M.B. (2019). What influences saturation? Estimating
sample sizes in focus group research. Qualitative Health Research, 29(10), 1483—-1496, doi:
10.1177/1049732318821692.

Islam, N. and Rahman, M. (2023). Tourism, labour market, and host community impacts during
the refugee crisis in Cox’s Bazar. International Journal of Tourism Policy, 14(1), 91-106,
doi: 10.1504/1JTP.2024.135434.

Jasrotia, A. and Singh, P. (2023). Religious tourism and climate change: A qualitative study on
India’s sinking Himalayan town. Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, 4(2), 113-127,
doi: 10.4337/jqrt.2023.02.01.

Jiang, M., Wong, E., Klint, L.M., DeLacy, T. and Dominey-Howes, D. (2012). Tourism adapta-
tion to climate change — Analysing the policy environment of Fiji. International Journal of
Tourism Policy, 4(3), 238-260, doi: 10.1504/1JTP.2012.049722.

© 2024 The Author Journal compilation © 2024 Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/06/2026 09:04:29AM

via free access


https://doi.org/10.1002/hrdq.21282
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2012.08.002
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2020.01.00
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2023.02.00
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2021.103010
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCHM-10-2021-1261
https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2022.01.04
https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2023.01.04
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2021.02.05
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2021.02.05
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2021.114523
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2021.114523
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316665344
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732318821692
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTP.2024.135434
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2023.02.01
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTP.2012.049722

6 Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, Vol. 5 No. 1

Kochling, A. (2020). ‘Dream now, travel later’: Pre-travel online destination experiences on
destination websites. Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, 1(1), 51-72, doi: 10.4337/
jqrt.2020.01.03.

Komis, M. and Wassler, P. (2022). Sustainability issues on islands: A case of Cephalonia (Greece).
Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, 3(1), 32-50, doi: 10.4337/jqrt.2022.0005.

Liu-Lastres, B. and Wen, H. (2021). Are we missing the boat? Examining managers’ perspec-
tives on employee wellbeing in the foodservice industry. Journal of Qualitative Research in
Tourism, 2(1), 60-67, doi: 10.4337/jqrt.2021.01.04.

Manthiou, A., Ulrich, I. and Kuppelwieser, V. (2024). The travel influencer construct: An empirical
exploration and validation. Tourism Management, 101, doi: 10.1016/j.tourman.2023.104858.

Mason, M. (2010). Sample size and saturation in PhD studies using qualitative interviews.
Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung, 11(3), doi: 10.17169/fqs-11.3.1428.

Monterrubio, C., Andriotis, K. and Rodriguez-Mufioz, G. (2020). Residents’ perceptions of air-
port construction impacts: A negativity bias approach. Tourism Management, 77, 103983,
doi: 10.1016/j.tourman.2019.103983.

Morse, J.M. (1995). The significance of saturation. Qualitative Health Research, 5(2), 147-149,
doi: 10.1177/104973239500500201.

Nyau, S.T. and Chin, W.L. (2023). Revisiting the potential elements of urban regeneration
through cultural heritage tourism: A case study of stakeholders’ perceptions in Brunei.
International Journal of Tourism Policy, 13(5), 413-428, doi: 10.1504/1JTP.2023.133197.

O’Reilly, M. and Parker, N. (2012). ‘Unsatisfactory saturation’: A critical exploration of the
notion of saturated sample sizes in qualitative research. Qualitative Research, 13(2), 190—
197, doi: 10.1177/1468794112446106.

Paraskevaidis, P. and Andriotis, K. (2015). Values of souvenirs as commodities. Tourism
Management, 48, 1-10, doi: 10.1016/j.tourman.2014.10.014.

Paraskevaidis, P. and Andriotis, K. (2017). Altruism in tourism: Social exchange theory vs altru-
istic surplus phenomenon in host volunteering. Annals of Tourism Research, 62, 26-37, doi:
10.1016/j.annals.2016.11.002.

Paraskevaidis, P. and Andriotis, K. (2021). Medical volunteers as accidental tourists:
Humanitarianism and the European refugee crisis. Tourism Recreation Research, 49(4),
1-12, doi: 10.1080/02508281.2021.2011591.

Ruhanen, L., Saito, N. and Axelsen, M. (2021). Knowledge co-creation: The role of tourism
consultants. Annals of Tourism Research, 87, 103148, doi: 10.1016/j.annals.2021.103148.
Sandelowski, M. (2008). Theoretical saturation. In: L.M. Given (Eds), The SAGE Encyclopedia

of Qualitative Research Methods (pp. 875-876). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Saunders, B., Sim, J., Kingstone, T., Baker, S., Waterfield, J., Bartlam, B., Burroughs, H. and
Jinks, C. (2018). Saturation in qualitative research: Exploring its conceptualization and oper-
ationalization. Quality and Quantity, 52(4), 1893-1907, doi: 10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8.

Sebele-Mpofu, EY. (2020). Saturation controversy in qualitative research: Complexities and
underlying assumptions. A literature review. Cogent Social Sciences, 6(1), 1838706, doi:
10.1080/23311886.2020.1838706.

Sim, J., Saunders, B., Waterfield, J. and Kingstone, T. (2018). Can sample size in qualitative
research be determined a priori? International Journal of Social Research Methodology,
21(5), 619-634, doi: 10.1080/13645579.2018.1454643.

Shin, H., Lee, J. and Kim, N. (2024). Workcation (workation) travel experiences, satisfaction
and revisit intentions: Focusing on conceptualization, scale development, and nomological
network. Journal of Travel Research, 63(5), 1150-1168, doi: 10.1177/00472875231188717.

Swanson, J.R. and Brothers, G.L. (2012). Tourism policy agenda setting, interest groups and
legislative capture. International Journal of Tourism Policy, 4(3), 206221, doi: 10.1504/
1JTP.2012.049719.

Van Rijnsoever, F. (2015). (I Can’t Get No) Saturation: A simulation and guidelines for mini-
mum sample sizes in qualitative research. Innovation Studies Utrecht (ISU) Working Paper
Series, 15(5), 1-25.

Welthagen, L., Slabbert, E. and Du Plessis, E. (2023). Determining the competitiveness attri-
butes of conference tourism: A South African industry perspective. International Journal of
Tourism Policy, 13(3), 262-276, doi: 10.1504/1JTP.2023.10055944.

Yeager, E.P., Boley, B.B., Goetcheus, C. and Welch-Devine, M. (2021). Peer-to-peer accom-
modation hosts: An identity framework. Journal of Qualitative Research in Tourism, 2(1),
2041, doi: 10.4337/jqrt.2021.01.02.

© 2024 The Author Journal compilation © 2024 Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/06/2026 09:04:29AM

via free access


https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2020.01.03
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2020.01.03
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2022.0005
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2021.01.04
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2023.104858
https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-11.3.1428
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2019.103983
https://doi.org/10.1177/104973239500500201
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTP.2023.133197
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112446106
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.10.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2016.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508281.2021.2011591
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2021.103148
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/00472875231188717
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTP.2012.049719
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTP.2012.049719
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTP.2023.10055944
https://doi.org/10.4337/jqrt.2021.01.02

	What counts as constitutionalism in the Global South? An anthropological perspective
	Keywords:
	INTRODUCTION
	CONSTITUTIONALISM IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH: THE NEED FOR AN EXPANDED VIEW

	Undesirably risky affairs
	Keywords:
	INTRODUCTION
	Preliminaries

	RENEWING THE APPEAL OF THE SUBJECTIVE RISK-HARM THESIS

	From the Editor: Saturation in qualitative tourism studies
	INTRODUCTION
	CHALLENGES OF APPLYING SATURATION IN TOURISM STUDIES
	FORMS OF SATURATION
	Data saturation
	Theoretical saturation
	Meaning saturation
	Thematic or code saturation

	CONCLUSION
	REFERENCES￼﻿


