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 “If he displeases us, we may express our distaste, and we may stand aloof from a 

person…but we shall not therefore feel called on to make his life uncomfortable”  

John Stuart Mill - On Liberty (1859) 

 

Abstract  

Scholarly research into sensitive topics such as workplace bullying is often 

circumscribed by a common methodological challenge: how to access, recruit and 

retain a sample population which is appropriate in size, representational in structure 

and which provides the researcher with the rich raw-data necessary for robust and 

valid analysis (Voltz and Heckathorn, 2008; Johnston and Sabin, 2010; Misago and 

Landau, 2012). Researchers who seek to better understand this complex 

interpersonal phenomenon, must negotiate a traumatised and, sometimes, reluctant 

population who may be loath to revisit their distressing experiences of bullying or 

emotional abuse for the purposes of academic research. While acknowledging that 

researching sensitive topics present complex ethical, moral and practical 

difficulties (Coen & Arieli, 2011; Fahie, 2014; Einarsdottir, this issue), there is a 

consequential professional imperative that such studies are subject to systematic, 

rigorous and thorough methodological approaches. For those engaged in qualitative 

research on workplace bullying or harassment, the successful realisation of a 

‘good’ sample – in terms of size and composition - remains a critical tension (Fahie 

and Devine, 2014; Fahie 2016). Similarly, traditional quantitative researchers must 

also anticipate and, indeed, successfully resolve, complex ethical and 

methodological dilemmas in order to ensure a scientifically appropriate response 

rate (Creswell, 2014, Fugard and Potts, 2015, Osborne, 2008). This chapter will 

examine these key methodological tensions for both quantitative and qualitative 

researchers, focussing specifically on accessing, recruiting and retaining an 

appropriate research population. The chapter concludes with some practical 

suggestions/advice for the researcher-in-the-field which draw upon the real-world 

experience of both authors. 
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Introduction 

Central to the epistemological integrity of any research project is the excavation of new 

knowledge; knowledge which is both ethically sourced and empirically consistent with the 

norms of international scholarly good practice. From schools (Fahie, 2014; 2016) to hospitals 

(An & Kang, 2015; Ling, Young, Shepherd, Mak & Saw, 2016); call centres (D'Cruz & 

Noronha, 2011) to construction sites (McCormack, Djurkovic & Casimir, 2013), there is 

increasing acknowledgement of the import of both fostering and maintaining a safe 

organisational work-culture; one which protects workers from bullying/harassment while 

supporting an environment in which their entitlement (both legal and moral) to a healthy and 

dignified workplace is safeguarded. Internationally, this rights-based recognition has been 

translated into robust legislation, the operationalisation of which has led to successful 

prosecutions across several jurisdictions against employers/organisations who have been found 

to be in breach of their respective provisions (see Morris, 2016 for example). 

Early descriptive studies of workplace bullying focussed on the cause and effect of this negative 

workplace interaction; however more recent studies have highlighted the complex dynamic 

nature of bullying at work (Samnani and Singh, P, 2016; Einarsen., Mycelium, Einarsen, 

Skogstad and Salin, 2017), as well as the contextual factors which shape the experience of 

bullying for employees and/or, indeed, bystanders (Escartin, 2016). Over the past twenty years, 

research into workplace bullying has diversified and, increasingly, draws upon a variety of 

different scholarly and disciplinary traditions (Rai and Agarwal, 2016).  This research has 

added considerable to our understanding of the phenomenon and, at the same time, has 

informed efforts towards the crafting of policies and standards of good practice which serve to 

protect workers, as well as the organisations which employ them. However, scholarly studies 

into sensitive topics such as workplace bullying are sometimes circumscribed by a fundamental 

methodological challenge: how to access, recruit and retain a sample population which is 

appropriate in size, representational in structure and, critically, which provides the researcher 

with the rich raw-data necessary for robust and rigorous analysis (Voltz and Heckathorn, 2008; 

Johnston and Sabin, 2010; Misago and Landau, 2012).  

Targets of workplace bullying are sometimes hesitant or unenthusiastic in response to 

invitations or requests to participate in research projects. Consequently, researchers who seek 

to better understand this complex interpersonal phenomenon find themselves having to 

tentatively negotiate a traumatised and, sometimes, wounded sample population who may be 

loath to revisit their distressing experiences of bullying for the purposes of academic 
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scholarship. Nonetheless, while acknowledging that researching sensitive topics like 

workplace bullying often present complex ethical, moral and practical difficulties (Coen & 

Arieli, 2011; Fahie, 2014; Einarsdottir, this edition), it is imperative that such studies and, in 

particular, the findings they reveal, are informed by systematic, scrupulous and appropriate 

methodological approaches throughout the investigative process.  

Underpinned by the personal reflections of two experienced and active researchers, this chapter 

will examine a number of key methodological issues for those engaged in workplace bullying 

scholarship, focussing specifically on accessing, recruiting and retaining an appropriate 

research population. The chapter concludes with some practical suggestions in respect of 

effectively sampling techniques for both qualitative and quantitative researchers.  

Qualitative Data – The Soft Option? 

Doing qualitative research requires an unparalleled degree of immersion by the 

researcher as an instrument of data collection. As such, the qualitative researcher must 

be a sensitive instrument of inquiry, capable of flexibility and on-the-spot decision 

making about following promising leads (Padgett, 2016, p. 2). 

For Marshall and Rossman (2014), the term “qualitative research” encompasses a wide variety 

of methodological approaches or processes (ethnography, autobiography, visual methods, 

narrative inquiry, critical discourse analysis, for example). It also includes the theoretical 

perspectives/frameworks which are employed by scholars to underpin, or scaffold, the 

analysis of qualitative data by providing a critical, interrogative analytic lens (including, but 

not limited to, post-modernism, post-structuralism, critical race theory, feminist emancipatory 

research paradigms and queer theory). While qualitative research is often defined by 

contrasting/comparing it with more traditional, positivistic or statistical research paradigms; 

those engaged in qualitative research will argue strongly that it is a valid, ‘stand-alone’ 

methodological approach in its own right. Qualitative researchers maintain that their studies 

provide an opportunity to ‘hear’ silenced or powerless voices (see Chunnu Brayda and Boyce, 

2014; Fahie, 2017) while, through the careful analysis of their revealing testimonies, offer the 

academy (and other policy shapers) a nuanced and revealing insight into the deeply personal 

experiences of these often-marginalised groups.  In this context, qualitative researchers are 

more concerned with …“‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions rather than ‘how many’…” 

(Ormston, Spencer, Barnard, and Snape, 2014, p. 3).  

Central to the essence of qualitative research perspectives is the notion that it offers depth to 

a study (Padgett, 2016) seeking, as it does, to explore at a more profound yet subtle level the 
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‘lived experience’ (LaSala, Wilson and Sprunk, 2016; Van Manen, 2016) of those who have 

experienced workplace bullying, for example. It achieves its aim by means of a critical 

analysis of the thoughts and deeply inscribed experiences of those who have been actors in 

the negative workplace dynamic (Dzurec, 2016; Smith, 2016).   

By employing face-to-face interviews or focus group discussions, for example, the researcher 

is afforded the opportunity to sensitively and meticulously probe the interviewee(s) responses, 

as well as follow unexpected lines when they arise (Myers, 2013). In this regard, qualitative 

research methods are considered particularly suited to research into sensitive topics (Fahie, 

2014a, 2016 and 2017). Nonetheless, the superficial simplicity of qualitative research methods 

belies a research approach that demands a high level of skill, empathy and expertise to deliver 

(Clark and Sousa, 2017).  

Target vs. Victim  

While some previous studies exclusively employ the term victim to denote an individual who 

has been subjected to workplace bullying behaviours (for example, Quine, 2001 and Djurkovic, 

McCormack & Casimir, 2005), others (Karatuna, 2015; Pilch and Turska, 2015 and D'Cruz, 

Paull, Omari & Guneri-Cangarli, 2016, for instance) eschew the word victim and deliberately 

utilise the term target, a word which, they argue, may appear less “loaded” in respect of any 

potential inferences of culpability or passivity (Namie and Namie, 2003; Branch, Ramsay and 

Barker, 2013). Confusingly, both target and victim have also been employed synonymously by 

a significant number of influential scholars in the field (Glasø, Matthiesen, Nielsen & Einarsen, 

2007; Berthelsen, Skogstad, Lau & Einarsen, 2011 and Leon-Perez, Notelaers, Arenas, 

Munduate, & Medina, 2014). Unsurprisingly, this semantic inconsistency regarding the 

essential characteristics of a sample population can prove confusing for scholars and readers 

alike, particularly within qualitative research studies. To ensure clarity and promote common 

understanding, it is critical that the writer justifies their choice of terminology from the outset. 

In addition, it is important that writers acknowledge that the concepts of target and/or victim 

are, in themselves, inherently unstable and that the individual who, for the most part, has self-

identified as having been exposed to bullying behaviours may simultaneously position 

themselves, and/or be positioned (or accused?), as a perpetrator of negative workplace 

behaviours (Branch, Ramsay and Barker, 2013). These challenges can only be addressed when 

the writer consistently, rigorously and honestly interrogates their own rationale for selecting or 
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excluding particular words or phrases, employing their research question(s) as a 

methodological yardstick against which to judge the appropriateness of their ultimate choice. 

As well as subjective methods of identifying individuals who have experienced workplace 

bullying or harassment (self-labelling or self-selecting), other authors have employed objective 

definitions of workplace bullying as a determining/characterising tool (see D’Cruz and 

Noronha 2010, for example).  In these instances, standard definitions of workplace bullying 

are utilised as a type of classifying yardstick against which the experiences of the individuals 

are compared and contrasted in order to ascertain their target identity.  

Sample Size – The Goldilocks Conundrum 

The most common qualitative approaches adopted by researchers when exploring workplace 

bullying include the use of interviews and focus groups, while the use of physical health 

measures and daily diaries are less frequently employed (Neall and Tuckey, 2014).  Whatever 

the methodological approach selected by the researcher, the issue of sample size (Too Big? 

Too Small? or Just Right?) will soon present itself as a considerable issue or challenge. Despite 

what Goldilocks may argue, it would be naive to argue here that the “Just Right” sample size 

is simply the one that best answers the research question(s).  As is discussed throughout this 

chapter, sample size and composition is mediated by a number of disparate variables, some of 

which are outside the control of the researcher. Nonetheless, whenever practicable, every effort 

must be made to ensure that data saturation has been reached and that the findings are based 

on solid, reliable evidence. Data saturation refers to the point at which no new data is needed 

to adequately answer the research question (Francis, Johnston, Robertson, Glidewell, 

Entwistle., Eccles &  Grimshaw,  2010). While this may be considered the gold standard within 

qualitative research, the reality is that sample size will always be circumscribed by practical 

considerations such as time, geography, availability of resources (both financial and personal), 

as well as the degree of sensitivity of the topic under consideration. Indeed, it has been argued 

that the very concept of data saturation may be contrary to the spirit of qualitative research, as 

it implies a positivistic imperative, one which is anathema to many qualitative scholars (Mason, 

2010).  

Malterud, Siersma, & Dorrit Guassora (2015) argues that the fruitfulness of the raw data (or 

information power) should shape the sample size and composition. The richer the information 

each individual interviewee reveals, the smaller the sample size necessary to answer the 

research question(s). Another approach to justifying sample size is to consider a Grounded 
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Theory approach. At a practical level this requires a level of openness, flexibility and 

adaptability on the part of the researcher, in that he or she must systematically revisit and 

reinterpret the raw data, the research question and the sample composition throughout the data 

collection period. This approach supports the concept of theoretical sampling, whereby the 

initial criteria for sample selection is atheoretical in its genesis, and an appropriate 

analytic/conceptual theory is only generated following an iterative, organic data collection 

process and analytic approach (Draucker, Martsolf, Ross & Rusk, 2007; McCrae and Purssell, 

2016).  However, particular care needs to be take not to overlook unexpected or unforeseen 

avenues which may have been revealed during the data collection process as to do so would 

undermine the qualitative nature of the study. What follows is a brief personal reflection of 

some of the challenges qualitative researchers face as the engage in the, at times, difficult task 

of gathering data in the field. 

 

Personal Reflection - Declan 

Researching difficult-to-access groups such as targets of workplace bullying (Fahie and 

Devine 2014, Fahie 2013 and 2014b), members of minority sexualities who work in Irish 

Roman Catholic schools (Fahie, 2016), teachers experiencing dissonance between their 

personal religious beliefs and that of the denominational schools in which they work (Fahie, 

2017), for example, have presented particular methodological and ethical challenges. As a 

researcher who has worked extensively with topics which may be deemed ‘sensitive’ (Fahie, 

2014a), or where study participants are drawn from populations that can be considered 

‘vulnerable’ or ‘at-risk’, I have regularly had to negotiate the complex terrain that is sample 

access, sample recruitment and sample retention. 

Making initial contact with a sufficient number of individuals or groups (sample access) who 

have experienced traumatic events like workplace bullying can be difficult, especially since 

targets of bullying are not necessarily part of a discrete, homogenous group that can be easily 

approached or, indeed, located. Even when this problem of access has been surmounted, 

another challenge presents as the researcher must obtain potential research participants’ 

agreement to contribute to the research project (sample recruitment). Negotiating this 

agreement is predicated on establishing a professional, yet personable, relationship with the 

participants. Then, assuming that the sample population has been accessed and recruited 

successfully, there remains, nonetheless, a final obstacle. The researcher must ensure that 

those who have agreed to participate in the research do not change their minds and withdraw 
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from the study before completion (sample retention). As well as being a practical 

methodological issue, sample retention also poses an ethical dilemma for every researcher as 

participants must be afforded the right to withdraw, without prejudice, from any study. 

However, at a pragmatic level, this can pose a considerable challenge for researchers who 

must balance that absolute right to withdraw with their own legitimate desire to conduct 

sound, rigorous and thorough research.  

The tripartite challenges of sample access, sample recruitment and sample retention can prove 

difficult to surmount and my research experience has sensitised me to the palpable moral 

tension which can materialise between the researcher’s desire to produce findings that are 

both publishable/valid, and the practical challenge(s) of accessing a sufficient number of 

“good” participants to ensure the apposite and, indeed, responsible, representation of 

participant voice. The resolution of this tension is far from straightforward and I have 

struggled, at times, in my efforts to reconcile these competing and somewhat counterintuitive 

demands.  

The challenge of accessing an appropriate sample first became an issue for me in 2002 when, 

as a Master’s student at the School of Education, University College Dublin (UCD), I 

investigated the experiences of Lesbian and Gay teachers working in Ireland’s 

overwhelmingly denominational (Roman Catholic) school system. Despite advertising in 

teacher union magazines/newsletters as well as efforts at snowballing/purposive sampling, I 

found myself with a final non-representative sample of just 7 teachers. Given that each of 

these participants could have potentially (and at the time, legally) lost their jobs, or been 

passed over for promotion, should their sexuality be made know to school management, the 

difficulty in sourcing a sufficient number of willing research participants was hardly 

surprising. Ten years later I embarked upon a related project, focussing on the 

(hetero)normative organisational cultures in Irish primary schools and the impact these 

cultures continue to exert upon the Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual (LGB) teachers who work 

within them. Despite the passage of over a decade, and the (re)evolution of Irish social mores 

in respect of homosexuality in general, sample access remained an issue as did recruitment 

and retention. A variety of strategies were employed. Personal contacts were approached 

initially and they agreed, in turn to approach others with a view to inviting them to contact 

me. This chain-referral method (Snowballing) was successful and the sample size was further 

augmented by a formal approach to the relevant teaching union’s LGBT group. Nevertheless, 

and because of their fear of being inadvertently “outed”, a number of potential participants 
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withdrew their initial agreement to participate resulting in a final sample size of 27. However, 

with no other option, “better a small sample than no sample at all” (Cohen, Mannion and 

Morrison, 2007). 

Workplace bullying research carried out by this author on the bullying of teachers and school 

principals in Irish primary schools also relied on a relatively small sample size (just 24) (Fahie 

2013, Fahie and Devine, 2014, Fahie, 2014a and 2014b). Once more, sample access for this 

study proved a very real challenge. Mirroring the technique employed in 2002, I submitted a 

general, non-academic, article on workplace bullying for the nationally distributed teacher 

union magazine, InTouch, in order to maximise sample size and representationality. Entitled 

“Workplace Bullying – What’s all the fuss about?”, the article concluded with a paragraph 

which invited interested parties to contact the author with a view to participating in academic 

research on the topic (see Fahie, 2007a and 2007b). Approximately 30 teachers made initial 

contact, five subsequently withdrew and the sample size was eventually augmented by means 

of a snowballing technique. At the time, one participant emailed me the following quote1.  

“I’m so sorry, Declan. I know I said I’d be interviewed but I really can’t face it. To 

be honest I want to forget about it all. Even thinking about it again after I read your 

article brought it all back to me. To be honest I didn’t sleep a wink that night…I 

just want to get on with my life and forget about (the bully). Sorry again. Good luck 

with your research…”  

This comment exemplifies the palpable reluctance of some potential participants to recount 

their experiences as they feared that the retelling of their stories would serve to deeply distress 

them once more. This desire to erase the painful memory from their psyche was, perhaps, an 

understandable self-protection mechanism which, paradoxically, was at odds with their 

sincere desire to contribute to a deeper understanding of workplace bullying.  

Qualitative Research and Self-Selected Samples  

A powerful tool in the arsenal of research methodologies employed by researchers into 

sensitive subjects is use of the self-selected sample. Indeed, as with other difficult-to-access 

populations, self-selected samples are sometimes the only practical and meaningful option for 

those undertaking qualitative research into workplace bullying. Nonetheless, this sampling 

strategy -whereby participants nominate themselves as research subjects – has a number of 

obvious disadvantages. Firstly, the use of this technique brings with it accusations of 

                                                           
1 She subsequently gave permission to be quoted for this publication. 
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atypicality in terms of the sample population.  In the case of targets of workplace bullying, for 

example, those who feel able to/strong enough to contact a researcher may not represent the 

totality of the spectrum of experiences and behaviours that characterise workplace bullying. 

As a result, there are legitimate concerns that, for example, the voices of those who remain 

too traumatised by their experiences may be neglected or omitted. As well as undermining the 

representationality of the data under analysis and its internal validity, this unintentional 

silencing has serious implications for the concept of qualitative depth that underpins the very 

notion of qualitative research methods. (This concept of Response Bias is discussed later in 

the chapter). Secondly, the spectre of motivation always hangs over a self-selected sample. 

The question as to why those particular individuals have made contact with the researcher, 

and whether or not they have a personal agenda looms large. (One interviewee with whom I 

worked, asked that I use her real name in all published academic papers rather than a 

pseudonym. Despite my deliberate and conscious efforts to make it clear from the outset that 

this was impossible, she also asked that the alleged bully be named explicitly as well as the 

school in which they had both worked. Arguing that she was giving me her “permission”, she 

was exasperated by my refusal to do so.) Snowballing, or other chain-referral sampling 

techniques, are not without methodological challenges. Specifically, they often result in a very 

narrow or restricted population sample as the participants may be draw from a very shallow 

pool of personal contacts. This has particular relevance in terms of our understanding of the 

impact of critical intersectional variables such as age, gender, sexual orientation, social class 

and ethnicity, for example, in instances of negative interaction or harassment at work. 

Truth or Dare? - Validity in Qualitative Research 

The concept of validity for qualitative scholars is inextricably linked to the data sample profile, 

size and composition.  Ultimately, the inherent trustworthiness or soundness of the research 

findings and the claims therein, is predicated on the truthful representation of data (Noble and 

Smith, 2015). It is important to recognise that the very notion of validity is underpinned by the 

twin concepts of trustworthiness and authenticity (Schwandt, Lincoln and Guba 2007). In order 

for claims of validity to be upheld, the researcher (and by inference, the reader) must be 

confident that the interpretation of data is both truthful and credible. For Lincoln and Guba 

(1999), trustworthiness may be judged against a quasi-positivistic benchmark, predicated on 

the internal/external validity, reliability and objectivity of the raw data and, indeed, its analysis. 

Authenticity, in contrast, is an abstract, theoretical concept which challenges the researcher to 

acknowledge that the articulation and representation of data is always subjective. This 



10 
 

subjectivity is shaped by socially (re)constructed and constantly-shifting discourses and 

ideologies.  Researchers and readers bring these personal ontological perspectives to their own 

understanding and interpretation of the data and, by rigorously applying the interpretive lens 

of trustworthiness and authenticity, the interpretative validity of the findings is strengthened 

and assured. 

Critically, the “stories” being articulated, as well as the “voices” being heard, must reveal an 

authentic truth, one which provides the reader with a subjective insight into the phenomenon 

under consideration. However, qualitative research is notoriously messy (O’ Dwyer, 2004), and 

interviewees may have covert personal agendas which are not apparent until after the 

interviews are completed (Fahie, 2014). The following vignette draws upon a personal field 

experience and highlights the unforeseen and, to some extent, unforeseeable challenges that 

can impact upon validity and authenticity in qualitative studies.  

Sean self-selected to be interviewed as part of a study on workplace bullying and harassment 

in Irish schools. He presented as an articulate, open, young man and recounted the details of 

an ongoing dispute between himself and the principal of his school. Their professional and 

personal relationship had broken down completely and there was a great deal of animosity 

and anger in his testimony. Sean believed that he was being subjected to bullying behaviours 

by the principal. As part of the dispute, Sean revealed that a meeting had been held at the 

school during which his case was discussed by the Board of Management of the school. Sean 

was not at the meeting but had secreted a recording device in the room. He had subsequently 

retrieved the device and typed the proceedings of the meeting. Sean offered me approximately 

ten pages of typed transcript which, he said, “proved his case”. When I explained that legally 

and ethically I could not even read the transcripts and that they could not, and would not, 

inform any part of the final research findings, Sean was very annoyed. He later withdrew from 

the research project completely. 

 

In summary, my experience as a qualitative researcher into sensitive topics like workplace 

bullying highlights some key factors which shape (or, sometimes, limit) sample access, 

recruitment and retention. These include 

(1) A reluctance on the part of potential participants to revisit or relive their experience(s). 

Interviewees expressed the concern that revisiting the events, during interviews or focus 

group discussions, could serve to retraumatise them.  

(2) Fear that, by participating in the study, participants’ personal details could be made public. 

(Given the local profile of the education field in Ireland, for example, the desire for anonymity 

was at the forefront of several of the participant’s minds.) This is particularly the case in 



11 
 

workplace bullying disputes where the pertinent details are situationally specific and efforts 

to conceal or de-identify the testimonies can prove problematic.  

(3) A mistaken belief that participation in the study would give them access to expert advice 

that would “fix” the problem. This issue emerged for me after the interview process and 

offered an indication as to the motivation of those participating in the research. On completion 

of the interviewing, a number of participants sought advice on how to proceed or asked for 

confirmation that their actions to date had been correct and justified. In one case, the 

participant wanted affirmation that what they were experiencing was, in fact, workplace 

bullying. The participants had cast me as the Expert, as the one who could help them make 

sense of what had happened to them. The interview was, they seemed to suggest, a quid pro 

quo interaction and their “reward” for participation was access to my professional advice. 

Once again, despite having clarified the nature and limits of my role as researcher at the initial 

point of contact, there was a tangible sense of disappointment that I was unable to offer the 

type of advice sought and could only refer them to other professional sources of support.  

Tips and Suggestions 

Qualitative research into workplace bullying adds significantly to our understanding of the 

phenomenon, offering, as it does, a rich exploration of the lived experience of those who have 

experienced the trauma of negative interpersonal interaction in the workplace. Whether as a 

critical pillar within a mixed-methods paradigm, or as a legitimate “stand alone” research 

methodology, qualitative methodologies are particularly suitable to nuanced analysis of 

sensitive research. My experience suggests a number of practical suggestions on how to 

augment sample assess, recruitment and retention. 

Tips for improving Sample Access, Sample Recruitment and Sample Retention  

➢ Thinking creatively is often key to increasing response rates (with a corresponding 

broadening the scope and representationality) for any hard-to-reach sample. Strategic, 

focussed communication via trade unions, representative groups, professional bodies, 

guilds, work-based social clubs, for example, all offer the researcher opportunities to 

inform potential participants of the research project (by means of the organisations 

intranet or internal newsletters/magazines, for example), as well as offering the 

researcher a practical way of inviting potential participants to contribute to the project. 

Indeed, where possible, obtaining institutional/organisational acquiescence or “buy in” 

from the employer is critical to the success of the project. At a practical level, formal 
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cooperation and collaboration may be indicative of an organisational willingness on the 

part of the employer to respond positively to the eventual findings and 

recommendations of the study. 

➢ Any research project may be the first opportunity for some of the participants to engage 

with formal academic research and researchers. Their expectations and, indeed, 

understanding of the process may be both unclear and unrealistic. It is incumbent on 

every ethical and moral researcher to explain the scope of the research project, the 

length of time for interview, location of interview as well as the publication trajectory 

to any interested and relevant parties. The participants’ unconditional right to withdraw 

from the research project, without prejudice, is central to professional good practice for 

all researchers. 

➢ Trust is central to the retaining of sample participants and absolute clarity around the 

nature and, indeed, limits of the relationship between interviewer and interviewee will 

prove fundamental in retaining the participation of individual participants. This is, 

however, far from straightforward and clear boundaries parameters to be set and 

maintained in respect of interpersonal boundaries (See Fahie, 2014a and Einarsdottir, 

this edition) 

➢ Building on the notion of trust, participants must understand the rational limitations of 

“anonymity” and “confidentiality” in academic publications.  An absolute guarantee of 

anonymity or confidentiality is at best, misleading, and, at worst, dishonest.  However, 

by explaining the process of de-identifying a transcript and affording them access to 

the pre-published/draft papers for their commentary, the interviewees concerns may be 

assuaged in respect of confidentiality and anonymity. This, in turn, may ensure that 

they are less likely to withdraw from the process over fears that their identities could 

be revealed.   

➢ It may seem obvious, but accommodating participants’ needs in terms of travel and 

logistics may the simplest means of ensuring sample access and retention. Flexibility 

on the part of the interviewer to conduct interviews at a time and location that is 

convenient to the interviewee or arranging that, for example, interviews be conducted 

in pairs or small groups where appropriate may facilitate a positive data gathering 

experience.  Such courtesies serve to reinforce the interviewer/interviewee relationship 

and help to ensure that participants remain within the research process. 
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Quantitative Approaches –The Devil is in the Detail 

Reaching outsider voice(s) can prove especially challenging for quantitative scholars. This is 

particularly the case for those who are engaged in studies of marginalised, excluded or difficult-

to-access groups such as targets of workplace bullying, bystanders who witness negative 

interpersonal interaction at work or, indeed, alleged bullies. It must be acknowledged at the 

outset that the quality and nature of the researcher/researched interaction in quantitative 

research contrasts temporally with, for example, the interviewer/interviewee relationship. 

Within the quantitative paradigm, once sample access has been achieved, sample recruitment 

and retention occur simultaneously through both an instantaneous and contemporaneous 

interaction with the quantitative research instrument. This critical interaction will ultimately 

determine, and form, the essential nature of the voice(s) captured and, subsequently, shape 

what is heard and/or reported upon. Drawing on practical experience working with quantitative 

research tools, including large-scale questionnaire surveys, this section identifies practical 

strategies to help address these challenges and, in so doing, ensure a greater response rate and 

a corresponding broader range of perspectives and voice(s).  

Traditionally, many studies of workplace bullying draw upon a positivistic paradigm 

characterised by large-scale surveys (Arenas et al., 2015; Glasø & Notelaers, 2012; Hauge, 

Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2009; Lewis, Megicks, & Jones, 2017; Nielsen et al., 2009). However, 

particular  difficulties may arise when employing quantitative methodologies including, for 

example, cost, accessibility, representativeness and, critically, challenges in ensuring a 

scientifically appropriate response rate (Creswell, 2014; Fugard & Potts, 2015). The decline in 

survey participation rates - in the form of refusal and non-response- has more recently become 

a concern for researchers, while advances in technology have resulted in a dramatic operational  

shift in the design, distribution and delivery of questionnaires, particularly in respect of a 

conscious move from paper-based surveys to online platforms (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 

2014; Greenlaw & Brown-Welty, 2009). However, this methodological (r)evolution has, over 

the past decade, contributed to a significant increase in the circulation of questionnaires across 

the interface of multimedia resulting, it has been argued,  in “survey fatigue” among the general 

public (Massey & Tourangeau, 2013). As a result, researchers are increasingly returning to 

postal surveys in an attempt to overcome difficulties associated with administering online or 

telephone questionnaires such as (a) a decrease in telephone landlines and publicly accessible 

telephone numbers (b) inconsistencies in terms of internet access across social strata and 
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geographic zones and (c) low response rates to sampling strategies which require email 

addresses (Rookey, Le, Littlejohn, & Dillman, 2012).  

For quantitative researchers the methodological challenges in accessing population samples are 

well documented (sampling procedures, response rates and representativeness, for example) 

(Creswell, 2014; Neuman, 2011; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). As noted above, of particular 

concern to researchers is the measure of study validity. In their review of research exploring 

workplace bullying, Neall and Tuckey (2014) identified the methodological concerns 

impacting on study validity, while proffering potential solutions to overcoming such threats 

(Table 1).  

Table 1: Neall and Tuckey (2014) review of methodological concerns and threat to validity 

Methodological Concern Validity Threat Solutions 

Overuse of cross-sectional 

design Internal 
Utilize longitudinal and 

repeated-measures designs 

Overuse of self-report 

surveys 
Constructs and 

Internal 

Utilize objective data in 

conjunction with self-report 

Reliance on one source of 

data Statistical conclusion 
Triangulate with multiple data 

sources 

Analysis at the individual 

level Statistical conclusion 
Analyse data at dyadic, group, or 

organizational level 

Focus on 

antecedents/outcomes Statistical conclusion Investigate overall process 

Overuse of behavioural 

checklist 
Constructs 

Include definition, endorsement, 

frequency, and severity scales 

with behavioural checklist 

Overuse of field studies Internal Incorporate experimental studies 

Lack of information of source 

(or perpetrator) of harassment  
Statistical Conclusion 

Assess source/perpetrator in 

harassment measurement and 

improve reporting of harassment 

source/perpetrator 

Non-representative sampling 

or lack of information on 

sample representativeness  

External 
Improve sampling and research 

reporting 

(Adapted from Neall and Tuckey, 2014, p. 231) 

They argue that the lack of studies reporting on the source of bullying/harassment is of 

particular concern, given that the development, nature and consequences of harassment can 

vary depending on the perspective being measured (Neall and Tuckey, 2014). As such, a 

multifaceted approach to measuring bullying/harassment is recommended, integrating the 
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perspectives from a range of informants (including targets, perpetrators and witnesses) in order 

to address the singularity of voice currently captured across studies in their review (Neall and 

Tuckey, 2014). It is also recommended that data is collected relating to the timeframe of the 

bullying/harassment measure, as well as the different types of  bulling/harassment experiences 

in order to strengthen the vigour and theoretical underpinning of research in the field (Neall 

and Tuckey, 2014).   

Given the continuously changing context of survey research, purposive sampling is 

increasingly adopted as a procedure for accessing hidden populations through web based 

methods including surveys and online recruitment (Barratt, Ferris, Zahnow, Palamar, Maier & 

Winstock, 2017). The use of purposive sampling for accessing hidden populations is 

considered to be problematic, particularly when measuring external validity and 

representativeness (Barratt, Ferris and Lenton, 2015). In fact, it has been argued the external 

validity of data collected through purposive sampling is unknown (Barratt, Ferris and Lenton, 

2015). However, it is suggested that by drawing comparison with probability samples and 

ethnographic fieldwork, the external validity of purposive sampling can be understood within 

context, allowing the researcher to evaluate the representativeness of findings more confidently 

(Barratt, Ferris and Lenton, 2015). Indeed, the use of non-probability sampling to identify 

hidden practices or experiences of hidden populations among large samples has been suggested 

as an effective way to access a more in-depth, nuanced understanding of the field (Barratt et 

al., 2017). Although this approach limits the measure of population prevalence, it affords the 

opportunity to measure patterns between variables across the sample in order to gain greater 

understanding of issues and trends over time (Barratt et al., 2017). Adopting a Tailored Design 

Method (TDM) when administering questionnaire surveys has been identified as an effective 

approach to increasing representativeness and response rates across a population (Ziegler, 

2006, Sakurai and Jacobson, 2010, Luiten and Schouten, 2013, Dillman, 2014). Additional 

factors impacting on response rates when adopting TDM include the individual’s interest in 

the research, the researcher’s understanding of the population to be sampled, the information 

regarding contact details for potential respondents, the role of gatekeepers in accessing 

participants, the types of incentives used and the value of the endorsement from professional 

bodies sponsoring the study (Huang, Hubbard and Mulvey, 2003).  

However, while significant attention has been given to the procedures for identifying and 

selecting population samples, there has been less focus on the difficulties and sensitivities 

associated with accessing marginalised voice(s). The lack of personal, face-to-face interaction 
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with ‘participants’ within quantitative methodologies can mean that respondents are essentially 

“faceless” and, to some degree, depersonalised (considered as a coded number on a list within 

a sampling frame). Indeed, understanding the importance of participant engagement with the 

research instrument is crucial when exploring issues relating to workplace bullying, 

particularly where selection bias and accessing ‘appropriate’ voice(s) are of concern 

(Niedhammer et al., 2009; Reknes et al., 2017; Yamada, Cappadocia, & Pepler, 2014). It is 

imperative that researchers of workplace bullying understand and acknowledge that surveys 

are social interactions, shaped and guided by, what Massey and Tourangeau (2013) refer to as, 

cultural understandings. In this context, Farrell and Shafiei (2012) argue, for example, that the 

fear of surveillance and organisational/institutional scrutiny has hindered some respondents 

from engaging with questionnaires, further  excluding  their voice(s) and experiences from 

workplace bullying discourses.  

Adopting a multi-method approach using both paper-based and online questionnaires has been 

identified as effective in increasing questionnaire survey response rates more generally (Bray, 

Noble, Robinson, Molloy, & Tilling, 2017; Nulty, 2008) and when exploring workplace 

bullying (Devonish, 2013; Fattori et al., 2015; Van Fleet & Van Fleet, 2012). Although 

response rates can be poor, online surveying instruments can provide an opportunity to invite 

a broad range of participants to explore workplace bullying, while identifying features can be 

easily replaced with numerical codes, maintaining the anonymity of the respondent (D'Cruz, 

Paull, Omari, & Guneri-Cangarli, 2016; Ling, Young, Shepherd, Mak, & Saw, 2016; Stagg, 

Sheridan, Jones, & Speroni, 2013; Van Fleet & Van Fleet, 2012; Yamada et al., 2014). Using 

specific strategies can enhance the use of online surveying. Locating the survey within the 

workplace or organisation using face-to-face researcher interaction (Bardakçı & Günüşen, 

2016; Galanaki & Papalexandris, 2013; Leon-Perez, Medina, Arenas, & Munduate, 2015), or 

centrally located laptops in privately screened areas when conducting a computer based survey 

(O'Driscoll et al., 2011) have been identified as effective techniques for accessing marginalised 

voice(s) when exploring workplace bullying.  

Indeed, the temporal and spatial analysis of workplace bullying has been facilitated through 

the collection of longitudinal data and the secondary analysis of large scale studies (Ariza-

Montes, Muniz R, Leal-Rodríguez, & Leal-Millán, 2016; Askew et al., 2012; Attell, 

Kummerow Brown, & Treiber, 2016; Eriksen, Hogh, & Hansen, 2016; Finne, Knardahl, & 

Lau, 2011; Lallukka, Rahkonen, & Lahelma, 2011). Adopting a multi-method approach 

broadens the researcher’s opportunities to engage with individuals who may be experiencing 



17 
 

workplace bullying. This following section provides some strategies to overcome the 

difficulties associated with accessing and capturing the voice(s) of difficult-to-access groups 

by drawing on researcher practical experience.  

Personal Reflection – Deirdre 

For every researcher, engaging effectively and efficiently with quantitative instruments of 

measurement can prove challenging. A key skill when administering large and small-scale 

surveys is anticipating problems or difficulties and systematically planning for their resolution 

before fieldwork begins. As a researcher who has worked with both large and small survey 

samples (including a national survey of 1,500 teachers working in socio-economically 

challenged schools across Ireland (McGillicuddy & Devine, forthcoming) and another of 126  

primary and post-primary teachers on constructs of ‘good’ teaching (Devine, Fahie, & 

McGillicuddy, 2013; Devine & McGillicuddy, 2016)), I have had to negotiate the subjectivities 

which influence and shape the design, development and administration of questionnaire 

surveys. Indeed, my own engagement with quantitative research regularly evoke a wholly 

affective response, inducing feelings of anticipation and anxiety which, for me, were only 

overcome by ensuring effective, meticulous planning and a step by step approach.   

The old adage “fail to plan, plan to fail” has particular resonance when designing, circulating 

and encouraging responses to a questionnaire survey. In this respect, my own personal 

experience echoes Dillman (2000) who emphasises the critical importance of initial 

questionnaire design and layout. In this respect, the more attractive (and clear) the 

questionnaire design, the greater the possibility/probability of individuals engaging with, and 

responding to, the research questions under consideration. Simply put, the questionnaire must 

be easy to follow, readable and straightforward to complete. At a practical level, for example, 

ensuring a shorter survey length and clear questionnaire design has been found to contribute to 

higher response rates (Dillman, 2000; Rookey et al., 2012; Sahlqvist et al., 2011). (Indeed, for 

scholars like Einarsen, Hoel, and Notelaers (2009), Notelaers, De Witte, and Einarsen (2010) 

and Notelaers and Einarsen (2013), a key factor in the ongoing success and efficacy of the 

widely used Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ-R) is its relatively short length).   

Furthermore, careful and continual reflection on the central research question(s) under 

consideration helps maintain focus when refining the content of questionnaire surveys.  There 

is much debate in the literature about the effectiveness of using coloured paper to enhance 

response rates to questionnaire surveys (Beebe, Stoner, Anderson, & Williams, 2007; Brennan 
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& Charbonneau, 2005; Muller, 2014). What is less clear is whether the use of colour within the 

main body of the questionnaire is effective in increasing respondent engagement. For example, 

in my own national survey of 1,500 teachers, the colour blue was used to differentiate between 

different sections and questions in the layout design in an attempt to contribute to a more user-

friendly questionnaire. The font style, size and colour must also acknowledge the composition 

of sample population with larger font identified as attracting a higher response rate (Mallen, 

Dunn, Thomas, & Peat, 2008). For example, in designing questionnaires for 100 children, I 

used Comic Sans MS, a font originally intended for use online to attract children’s attention, 

while the inclusion of visuals and pictures as response cues clarified the nature of the 

response(s) required. Finally, when designing the questionnaire the level of functional literacy 

among the sample population as well as, perhaps, an awareness of particular cultural 

sensitivities amongst that cohort must also be foregrounded. The following section of this 

chapter presents a methodological approach to increasing the response rate to large scale 

questionnaire surveys.  

The Tailored Design Method  

Questionnaire design is just the initial step towards the successful administration of a 

quantitative survey. The next, and probably the most anxiety-inducing phase, is the faceless 

contact with the ‘respondent’ who, at this point, only exists in the ether of representative 

sampling. One specific strategy, the Tailored Design Method, which promotes the use of 

multiple points of contact (Dillman, 2000; Rookey et al., 2012),  has been used as means for 

ensuring an increased response rate when exploring workplace bullying (Spence Laschinger & 

Nosko, 2015) (Table 2).  

 

Table 2 Tailored Design Method of Questionnaire Surveys 

The Tailored Design Method 

Strategy Approach 

Questionnaire length Having a shorter questionnaire is more likely to 

encourage participants to respond 

Questionnaire layout and design A clear layout and design to the questionnaire which is 

easy to follow and read 

Ensuring numerous contacts Ensuring a minimum of 4 to 5 timed multiple contacts:  

➢ a pre-questionnaire information letter informing the 

potential participant the questionnaire will arrive, 
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➢ the delivery of the survey pack (including the 

questionnaire, a return stamped addressed envelope 

and a token of appreciation)  

➢a reminder contact (such as a postcard or letter) to 

encourage non-respondents to complete and return the 

questionnaire 

Personalising contact Including letterheads and addressed directly to 

participant 

Including a means for 

responding 

Having a stamped addressed envelope for return 

A token of appreciation A small token to thank participant for responding to 

questionnaire survey in advance 

Switching mode of contact Using email or phone to follow up on the questionnaire 

survey 

(Dillman, 2000; Rookey et al., 2012) 

A key aspect to this approach is the use of multiple points of contact pre- and post- survey 

which can be achieved through the use of letters, postcards, emails, phone calls, text messages 

(Clark et al., 2015; Dillman, 2000; Keding, Brabyn, MacPherson, Richmond, & Torgerson, 

2016; MacLennan et al., 2014; Rookey et al., 2012; Starr, McPherson, Forrest, & Cotton, 

2015). Again, planning becomes an integral part to ensuring that such an approach can be 

adopted in an effective manner. 

In administering the national survey of 1,500 teachers across Ireland, I ensured 4 points of 

contact with potential respondents in an attempt to maximise the participant response rate 

(Figure 2).  

Figure 1 Tailored Design Method Applied to National Survey of Teachers in Ireland 
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The first point of contact was a letter informing the school that I would be sending a 

questionnaire within the week, with details regarding the target sample and the study being 

undertaken also provided. This ensured that individuals were conscious of the arrival of the 

questionnaire, readying them for its completion, and increasing the possibility for engaging 

with the research instrument.  

The use of cover letters and information sheets informing participants about the study, as well 

as ensuring them of their anonymity is often perceived as an effective means for increasing the 

response rate to postal questionnaire surveys when exploring workplace bullying (Farrell & 

Shafiei, 2012; Venetoklis & Kettunen, 2016; Whitaker, 2012). This is particularly challenging 

for researchers who have a short moment in time to capture the attention of the prospective 

respondent, while also communicating information in a truthful and ethical manner. Trust is 

key here, gained by assuring confidentiality and building a relationship through the medium of 

print and paper. Hence, the tone and language used in communicating this information cannot 

be underestimated. The second point of contact in my own national survey was delivery of a 

Survey Pack. Included in the pack was (a) an information leaflet, (b) the questionnaire itself, 

(c) a stamped addressed envelope for return and (d) a token of appreciation. (In this case I sent 

a tea bag and a chocolate which, as a novelty, was for consumption as the individual completed 

the questionnaire). Each element within the survey pack was designed to elicit a response by 

ensuring that the individual was informed about the purpose of the research, provided with a 

user-friendly questionnaire, thanked for their participation, and given the resources -a stamped 

and addressed envelope- required for ease of return. Addressing issues of anonymity when 

exploring workplace bullying within a small population sample (such as within a small cohort 

of workers working in a specific area) can also be challenging, with some studies removing 

identifying features such as gender and area of work to overcome such issues (Venetoklis & 

Kettunen, 2016). While this is by no means always possible or desirable, removing or altering 

potential identifiers affords a level of surety in respect of anonymity/confidentiality and that 

their questionnaire cannot be easily distinguished from others. This is particularly important in 

small or medium scale surveys, especially if, for example, there is only one female/gay 

man/accountant etc. working in the organisation. 

The third point of contact in the aforementioned study was a postcard which was sent 7 days 

after the survey pack. The simplicity of the postcard format was that is offered a quick, easy to 

read, visual reminder for individuals to return their questionnaires. The fourth and final point 

of contact was made through a trade union magazine where I wrote an article about the topic 
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and gently requested that those who had yet to return the questionnaire to do so at their earliest 

convenience. Although this four contact process was costly in terms of time, effort and money, 

it ensured visibility through multiple contacts, while causing minimal disruption or 

inconvenience to those whose voice(s) I sought to hear. 

A key rationale for this tailored design, multiple contact approach is to ensure optimum 

response rates. Additional techniques used to increase the response rate for surveys exploring 

workplace bullying include the use of targeted distribution achieved through specific 

organisations, personnel/managers and payslips (Ahmad, Kalim, & Kaleem, 2017; Arenas et 

al., 2015; Karatza, Zyga, Tziaferi, & Prezerakos, 2016; Niedhammer, David, & Degioanni, 

2007; Reknes et al., 2017; Rutherford & Rissel, 2004; Takaki et al., 2010) as well as securing 

the support/recommendation of a trade union or professional organisation to provide validity 

to the questionnaire survey (McKay, Arnold, Fratzl, & Thomas, 2008; Reknes et al., 2017). 

Indeed, adopting a collaborative and participatory approach to quantitative questionnaire 

design and administration/circulation enhances the possibility for increased engagement with 

and response to large scale surveys.  

Tips and Suggestions 

Although there is a strong argument to be made regarding the strength in numbers within the 

positivistic paradigm of quantitative research, the challenges in accessing, engaging (through 

instantaneous recruitment) and retaining (to complete the questionnaire) respondents can prove 

difficult to anticipate and overcome. This is particularly pertinent for researchers exploring 

workplace bullying, who are attempting to explore a deeply affective, and sometimes 

traumatising experience in a faceless interaction laden with a cultural exchange of 

understandings through the medium of paper and print. As researchers working within this 

highly sensitive field, it is imperative, and indeed highly ethical, to consider such issues when 

designing and administering questionnaire surveys with particularly vulnerable samples. This 

section seeks to present some tips and suggestions to overcome these highly ethical dilemmas.  

➢ As with qualitative research, and mentioned earlier in this chapter, trust is again a key 

aspect. The importance of putting the potential respondent at ease cannot be 

understated. Communicating the nature and purpose of the study in an ethical, 

respectful and clear manner is integral to enhancing respondent 

engagement/recruitment. This can be achieved through the modes of communication 

(such as the pre-questionnaire or cover letter) prior to completion of the survey. 
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➢ Ensure questionnaire design is clear, user friendly and easy to read. Give due attention 

to the use of colour, images and font to enhance the design and attractiveness. Particular 

attention should also be paid to the questions being posed, their relevance to the overall 

purpose of the study and their clarity for intended respondents to the questionnaire. The 

more refined the questionnaire in terms of the questions being asked and the length, the 

more likely the individual is to respond.  

➢ Ensure the nature and tone of the questions posed do not contribute unnecessarily to the 

further traumatising of respondents, who, having experienced/witnessed workplace 

bullying, can be considered as a particularly vulnerable sample. Indeed, the inclusion 

of sources for support (if needed) within the survey pack for those who engage with the 

quantitative research instrument ensures a duty of care, a moral and ethical obligation 

on behalf of the researcher.  

➢ Use multiple points of contact through different modes in order to increase response 

rate. Preparing the individual for the questionnaire (through a pre-questionnaire letter) 

and reminding them to respond (using a postcard) can also contribute to greater 

response overall.  

➢ Adopt a multi-method approach which embraces both postal and online methods to 

address ‘survey fatigue’ and to broaden the sample while also ensuring a depth and 

representativeness to the data being collected.  

➢ Consider using the questionnaire survey as a means for accessing a sample if a 

qualitative study is to be undertaken. Provide a contact email/phone number for 

respondents to self-select to participate if such an approach is to be adopted.  

This section has provided researchers adopting a quantitative approach to exploring workplace 

bullying, with strategies which can address the challenges and difficulties associated with 

accessing and hearing the voice(s) of those most marginalised in their experiences.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter is not to position qualitative and quantitative research approaches 

as competing or opposing options on some sort of methodological spectrum. We argue that, 

rather than competing with each other, there is an essential complementarity between the two 

paradigms, either as stand-alone tools or employed concurrently in mixed methods approaches,  

These approaches are not mutually exclusive or  
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Successfully executing and completing research into workplace bullying often poses 

considerable practical and ethical challenges for even the most experienced scholars. 

Qualitative researchers must skilfully juggle complex moral and professional responsibilities, 

as they endeavour to offset their legitimate desire to draw upon a broad, representative sample 

while simultaneously working sensitively with a vulnerable research population. It is also 

evident that conducting questionnaire surveys can prove problematic, with the complexities of 

engaging in a highly social and cultural interaction intersecting subtly with the pragmatics of 

design and strategy. The (in)effectiveness of this intersection is very much dependent upon the 

quality of the design and administration of the survey. This interaction between the subjective 

and objective nature of quantitative research requires an in-depth understanding which, we 

would suggest here, ultimately impacts on the nature of respondent engagement and, hence, 

the response rate to large-scale questionnaire surveys.  

Indeed, if the end-point within this process is the individual’s engagement with the research 

instrument, a degree of introspective reflexivity is key if we are to understand the subjective 

nature of that interaction. By so doing, we critically reflect upon our professional practices, the 

theoretical perspectives which frame them and the actions they imply, in order to inform or 

improve our performance. The challenging nature of workplace bullying research compels us 

to be more creative in our approaches, to consider multiple ways of collecting the same data, 

while simultaneously maintaining an ethical and truthful core to our research. This is 

particularly pertinent to researchers exploring workplace bullying or harassment, the 

experience of which may be considered ‘a felt injury’ (Reay, 2005) and, as such, is difficult to 

relive and share.  
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