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Saturation is well known in qualitative research as a key methodological concept and criterion 

for discontinuing data collection and/or analysis. Often, it is used by qualitative researchers in 

making decisions related to the adequacy of their sample size (1). It is becoming increasingly 

common for decisions to take place at the planning stage in order to propose sample size to 

potential funders or ethical review boards. A concise statement, such as the phrase “until 

saturation was reached”, is frequently included in the reporting of qualitative research to justify 

the discontinuation of data collection and/or analysis. There is a trend, however, to not offer 

explanation of what saturation means or how it occurred in the context of a study. These 

statements are therefore at risk of being vacuous (included perhaps to tick a checkbox that will 

drive away reviewer and reader criticism) or overly simplistic (perhaps a response to word limit 

constraints preventing an accurate portrayal of authors’ efforts to richly engage in 

considerations around saturation). Formal quality guidelines (2,3) and sometimes a journal’s 

own quality criteria prefer saturation is discussed and, if authors do not discuss saturation in 

line with these assessment criteria, reviewers may request revision (4). In this editorial, we 

argue that uncritical and/or overly simplistic statements about saturation are not sufficient to 

indicate quality in qualitative research. We contribute to increasing calls to clarify the concept 

of saturation in research reports by inviting authors and reviewers to critically re-examine and 

elaborate on how they justify and report saturation in qualitative research (1,4–8).  

 

The notion of saturation has multiple distinct meanings. While its origins lie within grounded 

theory, at least four different forms of saturation are used (sometimes in isolation or in hybrid 

combinations) across a broad range of qualitative approaches, with each form having its own 
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theoretical and methodological assumptions that underpin them (9). Rooted within grounded 

theory, theoretical saturation relates to the degree of development of theoretical categories 

(10,11). This aligns with the underlying epistemological position and general goals of grounded 

theory, which aim to propose explanatory theoretical frameworks (10,11). The notion of 

saturation has since evolved in the literature. Saunders et al. identify three variants of 

saturation including inductive thematic saturation, a priori thematic saturation and data 

saturation (9). Briefly, inductive thematic saturation is similar to theoretical saturation but 

relates to identifying new codes or new themes, rather than the degree of development of 

theoretical categories already identified (9). A priori thematic saturation takes a largely 

deductive approach in which data are collected to exemplify pre-determined theoretical 

categories (9). Lastly, data saturation relates to the degree to which new data repeat what was 

expressed in previous data, with no reference necessary to theoretical categories (9). Other 

more recent concepts such as information power and theoretical sufficiency have also been 

proposed as alternative tools to make decisions about discontinuing sampling and analysis in 

qualitative research (12,13).  

 

For decades, literature has drawn attention to the concept of saturation as nebulous, a source 

of confusion even, or a process that lacks systematization, all while it has also come to be 

described as the gold standard by which purposive sample sizes are determined in health 

science research (5–7,14). While the notion of theoretical saturation is well-developed with 

clear guidance on its practical application in grounded theory (10,11), there tends to be more 

vagueness surrounding other variants of saturation, in relation to whether and how they may 
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apply to other qualitative methodologies (1,4,6). There is no singular formula for determining 

saturation and, as identified in a review by Walker et al., little consistency in how saturation is 

reported across various qualitative methods, including grounded theory, qualitative description, 

phenomenology, ethnography, and narrative analysis, (not to imply there should be necessarily) 

(6,8,14,15). If saturation is deemed relevant by authors, it is thus typically determined through 

their own interpretation of the term and judgment informed by the literature. It is therefore 

incumbent upon authors to make thoughtful decisions around determining saturation (when 

relevant) and also in how it is reported. Of 15 articles that reported reaching saturation 

identified in a review by Francis et al., none were descriptive or transparent in their reporting 

about what saturation meant in practice or how it was achieved (1). This is not isolated to the 

one journal that was the source of Francis et al.’s review. Authors who claim to have achieved 

saturation do not always explain what this means in the context of their studies, and often 

mention saturation only sparingly, an issue that has been highlighted by several qualitative 

scholars (1,7,12,14).  

 

To help address the issue, authors and reviewers can critically consider the relevance of 

saturation to the research question, methodological orientation and context of each study. 

Varpio et al. suggest that saturation may be a concept suited to positivist and post-positivist 

qualitative methodologies such as Glaser and Strauss’s Grounded Theory (12). Framed in this 

way, they emphasize that saturation has helped qualitative research to gain increased 

legitimacy (12). They also emphasize, however, the unintended consequence that qualitative 

researchers work within expectations for research rigour that are generally rooted in positivist 
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and post-positivist traditions, even when working within non-positivist orientations (12). It is 

important that authors do not skim over the concept of saturation or overlook it if it is 

meaningful to their study. It is also problematic, however, to assume that saturation is a generic 

requirement or appropriate criterion for establishing quality across all qualitative approaches, 

given the wide variety of methodologies within qualitative research (4,8). 

 

We posit that it is important for researchers to decide which form of saturation (if any) can 

meaningfully address the specific threats to quality in the context of a particular study. 

Moreover, we emphasize it is important authors demonstrate how they have reached these 

decisions around saturation (if relevant) in their circumstance. The relevance of saturation 

should be assessed against expectations for research rigour that align with the theoretical and 

methodological assumptions of an author’s particular qualitative approach. Quantity of data (or 

number of interviews), for example, is not necessarily theoretically important to achieve 

saturation across all qualitative approaches. What is determined as an appropriate sample size 

for one qualitative study is also not necessarily an appropriate sample size for another 

qualitative study (7). In some circumstances, a detailed description of the appropriateness or 

richness of data derived may be more important in justifying saturation when reporting a study. 

There are also practical constraints, such as limited resources (e.g., time, money, energy), that 

could prevent saturation from being reached in well-intentioned studies for which it is deemed 

relevant (8,11). Prolonged engagement in the field and in-depth analysis is not always feasible. 

For a study in which saturation is meaningful, we argue that not reaching saturation does not 
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necessarily invalidate qualitative findings and may simply mean that a phenomenon has not yet 

been explored fully or sufficiently.  

 

When authors deem saturation relevant and feasible, it is crucial to demonstrate transparency 

by reporting what saturation means in the context of their study, how it is part of their 

methodological orientation, how it occurred, and any limitations encountered. While we 

acknowledge the importance of concise reporting, we argue too that accurate and transparent 

reporting of qualitative methodologies is essential to ensure quality. Tables, figures, or 

appendices are alternative ways to provide evidence of how saturation (or other analytical 

decisions) was addressed when faced with limited word counts. Moving beyond universal 

applications and generic phrasing in reporting saturation can help to dispel the myth that 

saturation is the vital criterion for discontinuining data collection and/or analysis. It can enable 

the full range of qualitative research approaches to justify and explain discontinuing data 

collection and/or analysis in ways that are meaningful to their own rationales and contexts. 
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