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Saturation in Qualitative Research 

What is saturation? 

Saturation refers to the point at which sufficient data have been collected to draw conclusions, 

and additional data collection will yield little to no additions.1 It is widely considered to be an 

important indicator of quality in qualitative research.2,3,4,5 

The concept of saturation originally comes from grounded theory research, where it emphasizes 

the adequacy of data to support the development and credibility of theory.6 

Saturation is also used more generally in qualitative research to determine the appropriate 

sample size for a project, and to add rigor to the analysis. For non-grounded theory research 

using a thematic analysis approach, saturation is defined in one of several ways:   

 Data Saturation: The point at which new data repeat what was expressed in previous 

data.5 

 Thematic Saturation: The point at which further data collection and analysis identify no 

new themes in the data.7  

 Code Saturation: The point at which no new relevant codes or ideas are found in the 

data and the codebook has stabilized.8 

 Meaning Saturation: The point at which we fully understand the issues identified in the 

data and no further insights or nuances are found.8 

What are the limitations of saturation?   

The point at which saturation is achieved depends on the heterogeneity of the sample, the 

quality of your data and your data collection processes (e.g. having trained interviewers who 

fully explored all topics with participants), the design of your data collection tool, as well as your 

approach to coding (e.g. inductive vs. deductive).  

For example, a project with highly structured interview guide and a deductive coding approach, 

in which codes are derived directly from the interview questions, is likely to achieve saturation 

within a few interviews, while a project using a loosely structured interview guide and an 

inductive coding approach may not achieve saturation until closer to n=20 interviews.  

Importantly, achieving saturation within a few interviews or focus groups does not denote the 

quality of the project, and a project that does not achieve saturation until more data collection 

events are completed is not lower in quality. The important thing is that saturation is achieved at 

some point within the dataset, indicating confidence in the ability to draw conclusions from the 

sample.  

 

 



How and when do I address saturation in my qualitative project? 

(1) Study Design: Consider saturation when you are estimating the sample size for your 

qualitative project, and mention saturation in the methods section of your grant proposal 

as a rigor step (see suggested grant language at the bottom of this page). 

o A recent systematic review found that saturation is typically achieved between 9-

17 interviews and 4-8 focus groups.9 Even so, many journals and reviewers still 

show a preference for studies with sample sizes of n=20 or more and may be 

critical of studies will smaller sample sizes, so keep this in mind when 

determining your sample size. Additionally, if you plan to stratify your sample in 

order to look at differences between subgroups of participants, you should aim to 

reach saturation of data within each group.  

(2) Data Collection and Analysis: If you are able to analyze your data as it is collected, you 

can use saturation as a basis for determining when to end data collection. You can also 

assess saturation once you have completed data collection as a step to add rigor to your 

analysis.  

o If Q-PRO is involved in data analysis for your project (regardless of whether we 

are involved in data collection or not) we will assess and report back to you on 

saturation as part of our analytic methods. We are not able to accommodate 

concurrent data collection and analysis, so we will report back to you about 

saturation once initial data collection is complete.  

o Q-PRO can also mentor you about determining saturation, so that you can 

determine saturation while your data collection is ongoing, or after data collection 

is complete.  

(3) Dissemination: Authors frequently write that they “sampled to saturation,” or “achieved 

thematic saturation,” in their manuscripts, with little additional detail. A best practice is to 

include a description of your approach to determining saturation, for transparency. It is 

not necessary to report the exact point at which saturation was achieved, however you 

may do this if you choose.  

Suggested Grant Language:  

Interviews Qualitative interviews will be conducted with an estimated X participants, 
consistent with previous research that has found than n=9-17 interviews are 
sufficient to obtain saturation (e.g. subsequent interviews do not generate new 
findings) (Hennik & Kaiser, 20229). Additional interviews will be conducted as 
necessary until saturation is reached.  
 

Focus 
Groups 

X focus groups will be conducted, consistent with previous research that has 
found that n=4-8 focus groups are sufficient to obtain saturation (e.g. 
subsequent focus groups do not generate new findings) (Hennik & Kaiser, 
20229). Additional focus groups will be conducted as necessary until saturation 
is reached.  
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