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Abstract 

The researcher in this paper sought to identify the basic components that are integral part of any research 
methods while conducting a qualitative research. The researcher developed a qualitative research methods 
chapter while conducting research on a phenomenon of abusive supervision. This paper will help the research 
students to analyse a phenomenon such as abusive supervision in context of its ontology, epistemology, 
theoretical perspective, methodology and methods. Furthermore, target population, sampling technique, data 
collection methods and the role of a researcher in this whole research process, and another essential part of a 
qualitative research, ethics which play a crucial role while conducting and gathering a qualitative data, have also 
been discussed in detail. 
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1. Introduction  

The focus of this research is the employee’s experience of abusive supervision. Prior research on abusive 
supervision sought to demonstrate that work to date in the field is dominated by a managerial and conceptual 
approach that privileges an examination of abusive supervision in terms of its effects for the organisation such as 
impact upon productivity, job tension, emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions, etc. (Harvey, Stoner, 
Hochwarter, & Kacmar, 2007; Khan, Qureshi, & Ahmad, 2010). There is a limited exploration of what abusive 
supervision means in terms of its aspects and features, what supervisory impulsive and strategic abuse means for 
employees, employers, peers, (Ferris et al., 2007; Tepper, Duffy, & Breaux-Siognet, 2012). More specifically, 
the employees’ own understandings and perceptions of the issue are marginalised in the literature. As with much 
of the work in the management academy, this field is dominated by quantitative and positivist approaches which 
downplay individual experiences and local and personal understandings in favour of broad-brush, numerical 
aggregates of data. The present research seeks to remedy this neglect by foregrounding an examination of 
employees’ own perceptions and understandings of supervisory abuse in terms of its different features and 
aspects, e.g., supervisory impulsive and strategic abuse. What are its impacts on employees’ morale and 
employees’ responses to these impacts within an organisation in a cross-cultural context?  

In order to achieve this purpose, the research seeks to answer these research questions. 

1. Which features/aspects of abusive supervision in the workplace impact on employee’s morale?  
2. What are these impacts on employee morale in a cross-cultural context? 
3. How do subordinates respond to different aspects/features of abusive supervision in a cross-cultural 

context? 
As the present study is focusing on perceptions and understandings of supervisory abuse from employees’ own 
experiences, it leads itself to a qualitative, interpretivist approach – one carried out through interviews as the 
primary method of data collection. This paper discussed the reasons for selecting a qualitative approach for the 
present study, the rationale for selecting an interpretive approach within a qualitative method, and the data 
collection method. At the end, ethical issues raised by the study have also been discussed and a path forward 
proposed.  

2. Research Paradigm  

Qualitative research may be located in any one of three paradigms, positivist, interpretivist, and critical (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2003; Punch, 1998). A paradigm is a structure or a set of suppositions and ideas that provides a 
pathway to see what the world looks like when its scientific aspect is related to its assumptions. It also provides 
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questions and puzzles to be revealed and interpreted and indicates the research methods to be used (Neuman, 
2011). Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 107) defined a paradigm as ‘a set of basic beliefs (or metaphysics) that deals 
with ultimates or first principles’. Patton (1990) argued that it is a view or perception regarding the complex 
phenomenon of the real world. 

Kuhn (1970) is famous for being the first researcher to use paradigms in the context of a framework to 
understand inquiry. He sees paradigms as established rules and techniques, discovered by a scientific community, 
that help to identify and illuminate a problem and further give some reasonable direction to solve it and provide 
results and justifications that are acceptable to the scientific community for further reference. 

The differences between a positivist and an interpretivist paradigm are shown below in table 1.1  

 

Table 1. Differences between paradigms 

Positivism Paradigm Interpretivism 

Reality is independent of human perception. Ontology 
Multiple realities and multiple truths/reality are 
socially constructed and constantly changing. 

Investigator and investigated are independent 
entities. 

Epistemology

Researcher and object are interactively 
linked/findings are mutually created within the 

context of the situation which shapes the 
inquiry. 

Quantitative Method Qualitative 
To measure and analyse causal relationships 

between variables within a value-free 
framework. 

Goal Stress is on process and meaning. 

Randomizations, blinding, highly structured 
protocols, and written or orally administered 

questionnaires with a limited range of 
predetermined responses. 

Techniques 
In depth and focus group interviews and 

participants observation. 

Larger than qualitative 
sample/representative. 

Sample Size
Small/purposeful/respondents with important 
information/not meant to be representative. 

Source: Retrieved from (Sale, Lohfeld, & Brazil, 2002, pp. 44-45). 

 

Neuman (2011) differentiated interpretivism and positivism philosophical paradigms. He mentioned that the 
positivist view of the world is objective where behaviour and cause and effect can be measured and human 
activity can be predicted. He is more focused on the mechanisms of the world scientifically, and concentrated on 
calculation and estimation of the occurrence of events in the world. While an interpretivist view of the world 
allows for subjective values, where individuals are understood to form their own reality of the world in different 
contexts through interactions with others, in an interpretivist paradigm the researchers have no direct access to 
the real world (Carson, Gilmore, Perry, & Gronhaug, 2001). Individuals are understood to perceive the world 
differently because of their own experiences and perceptions in different contexts. Each philosophical paradigm 
has its own strengths and weaknesses (Cavana, Delahaye, & Sekaran, 2001). The most important things in 
considering methods for inquiry are the research requirements and research objectives (Cassell & Johnson, 2006; 
Cavana et al., 2001). 

As the researcher mentioned in the foregoing section, selection of the right paradigm will enable the researcher 
to answer present research questions from different perspectives, rather than from a single perspective. This will 
assist and authenticate the present research findings and provide an assurance that the existence of a single 
reality about supervisory abuse is not valid, it is always multiple one. Therefore, the researcher, after extensive 
consideration, chose an interpretivism rather than a positivism, as it is more suitable and comprehensive in 
illuminating the present research interest and further, will enable the researcher to listen to employees’ ‘hidden 
voices’ about the phenomenon of abusive supervision in terms of its aspects and features, impacts, and the 
employees’ responses to these impacts at work. These paradigms are further based on elements of ontology, 
epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Punch, 1998). 
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2.1 Ontology: Relativism 
Ontology is concerned with the nature of reality. Reality is perceived as subjective and depends upon how 
researchers and participants perceive it (Creswell, 2007; Punch, 1998). It is all about understanding the real 
world and its existence and action (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

In keeping with these ideas, it is argued that the present research is going to observe the phenomenon of abusive 
supervision from the employees’ own experiences and understandings. Therefore, this research will focus on 
ontological questions which will dig-out the nature and reality of abusive supervision at work and reveal that 
abusive supervision is vicarious (Harris, Harvey, Harris, & Cast, 2013) or real. Therefore, to answer the 
ontological perspective of the research questions, the present research will focus on: ‘What are the employee’s 
own experiences and understandings of supervisory abuse?’ ‘How does it impact an employee’s morale? ‘How 
do employees’ respond these impacts at work?’  

2.2 Epistemology: Subjectivism 

Epistemology is concerned with the way knowledge is acquired. It depends upon the relationship between 
researcher and researched, and how the researchers perceive that reality (Creswell, 2007; Punch, 1998). 
Epistemology is the relationship between the researcher and the reality, and how this phenomenon of reality can 
be explored or known (Carson et al., 2001). In the literature, different types of epistemologies have been 
introduced, but the selection of epistemology for specific research is totally dependent upon the nature and the 
reality of the research (ontology). In this regard, Guba and Lincoln (1994) have identified two types of 
epistemologies; one is objectivist epistemology stating that the discovered and known reality is real and factual, 
and the second is subjectivist epistemology stating that the reality is created and discovered. 

For the present research, the researcher is following the Guba and Lincoln (1994) subjectivist epistemology, as 
the purpose of the present research is to gain deeper understanding of the phenomenon of supervisory abuse in 
terms of its features and aspects through the employees’ own experiences and understandings at work. How do 
they perceive it? How does it impact them? And how do they respond to the impacts of abusive supervision? 

2.3 Research Methodology 

Methodology is concerned with the process and the method by which the researcher acquires knowledge about 
the world (Creswell, 2007; Edwards & Skinners, 2009; Punch, 1998) that may be helpful in answering the 
research questions and objectives of the present study. Research methodology helps the researcher to get data 
through multiple sources, e.g., questionnaires, face-to-face interviews, focus group interviews etc. It is argued 
that methodology plays a vital role in achieving research objectives. It points the research towards 
positivism/objectivism or interpretivism, according to the research objectives. If one of the research objectives is 
to supplement knowledge or fill an existing gap, then it would point towards positivism (quantitative methods). 
If the research objective is problem solving or exploring the phenomenon under study, then it would recommend 
interpretivism (qualitative methods) (Creswell, 2007). The following sections of this paper have shed light on 
components that have been selected for the present research. Further justification as to how and why these 
components for the present study have been selected, have also been discussed in detail.  

2.3.1 Research Purpose: Descriptive and Exploratory 

Exploratory research aims to highlight and explore an un-explored and un-interpreted phenomenon to better 
understand the problem (Cavana et al., 2001; Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Further, exploratory research 
provides in-depth, rich data and descriptions. But sometimes exploratory research focuses on some unknown 
problems and tries to solve it in order to provide and identify a future research direction (Phillips & Pugh, 2000).  

As stated, the present research seeks to identify and explore abusive supervision especially in terms of its aspects 
and features from the employees’ perspective in a cross-cultural context. This field is dominated by the positivist 
approach (Tepper, 2007) and the majority of the studies have been conducted to highlight its antecedents, 
consequences and factors of its occurrence of the broad term of abusive supervision. Therefore, it is argued that 
supervisory abuse needs to be explored by focusing upon employees’ own experiences at work.  

2.3.2 Research Approach: Qualitative  

Qualitative research originates from the disciplines of education and social sciences with their studies of 
complex human behaviour (Taylor, 1984). According to Burns and Grove (2009) qualitative research is a 
systematic and subjective approach to highlight and explain daily life experiences and to further give them 
meaning. Qualitative research allows researchers to deeply explore behaviours, different perspectives, and life 
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experiences to discover the complexities of the situation through an holistic framework (Holloway & Wheeler, 
2002). Creswell (2007, p. 15) defined qualitative research this way: 

‘Qualitative research is an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct methodological 
traditions on inquiry that explore a social or human problem. The researcher builds a complex, holistic 
picture, analyses words, reports details of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting’.  

While this approach is further explained by McLeod (2001) who posits that it is very difficult and challenging to 
understand the human world scientifically, but we can work out the truth that will help us to find solutions. This 
study explored and illuminated supervisory abuse, its impacts and employees’ responses to these impacts from 
employees’ own understandings and experiences in the cross-cultural context of Australian and Pakistani cultural 
settings. The methodological framework is qualitative in nature. Qualitative research is used to explore the 
potential antecedents and factors about which little has been known and explored (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
Qualitative research is an interpretive and naturalistic approach (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), which is based upon 
the observations and interpretations of people’s perceptions of different events (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Neuman, 
2011).  

As this study is, about the neglected and marginalised aspects of employees’ own understandings and 
experiences of the phenomenon of abusive supervision, therefore a qualitative approach is most appropriate for 
this study. The nature of the research questions provides a solid base for conducting the present study with a 
qualitative approach as in a qualitative study we can explore and illuminate the phenomenon, mainly focusing on 
‘what?’ and ‘how?’ types of questions. Identification of variables is not an easy task; and must be explored to 
provide a broad view of the topic under study. One reason for conducting this study via a qualitative approach 
was to present a detailed view of the topic from the perspective of employees who have been subjected to 
abusive supervision, and their perceptions and understandings about it in naturel settings such as face-to-face 
interviews and observations. Extensive data collection, from multiple sources, is the back bone of any qualitative 
study. In this context, the focus of the present study is upon developing a descriptive and explanatory type of 
theory. For this reason, the researcher have collected data through multiple avenues such as face-to-face 
interviews, texts, etc., which is why the researcher chooses a qualitative approach to conduct the present 
research.  

2.3.3 Research Strategy: Interpretive Type of Interviews 

Ultimately, the present research is based upon an interpretive approach because the researcher is trying to see the 
social world from the participant’s perspective and consider the participant’s perception of the world (Edwards 
& Skinners, 2009). It is further explained by Denzin and Lincoln (2003) that an interpretive approach depends 
upon both the participant’s view and the researcher’s view of reality, so that the researcher can discover the 
significance and importance of an action or make it understandable and clear for others what this specific action 
means. It needs to be interpreted and deduced in a way that other people can easily understand. People create 
their own worlds of reality while interacting with the outer world around them. They assign meaning to the 
world around them, and to understand that meaning the researcher has to approach them while interpreting their 
assigned meaning (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991).  

In this regard, the researcher has selected an interpretive approach which is most suitable for collecting data 
within an interpretive paradigm; therefore the researcher has not design a new qualitative method but rather 
conducted semi-structured interviews for the present study. Analysis and interpretation are the factors that played 
a crucial role and authenticated the results of this study. Moreover, rich and in-depth data can play a crucial in 
understanding the phenomenon under study and explain and resolve the research questions. Further, it is argued 
that supervisory abuse, in terms of its aspects and features which are the subdomain of abusive supervision, lacks 
formal propositions, quantifiable measures of variables, and testing of hypotheses. This also supports conducting 
this study with an interpretive approach.  

2.3.4 Preference of Interpretive Approach over Narrative Approach 

A narrative approach is used to explore the lives of individuals specifically focusing on the events that have 
occurred in their lives. Czarniawska-Joerges (2004, p. 7) defined it as an approach which ‘is understood as a 
spoken or written text giving an account of an event/action or series of actions/events, chronologically 
connected’. In this type of study, the interviewer motivates the interviewee to tell the story (of the area of interest) 
linking all the story events chronologically (Uwe Flick, 2002).  

Therefore, it is argued that the present research is not considering a narrative approach as it is to explore a single 
phenomenon, not the individual’s lives. The second reason for not considering a narrative approach for the 
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present study is that the narrative approach focuses on the chronological order of the story events, while in the 
present research chronological order does not add value.  

3. Target Population 

Traditional management structure consists of three levels: Senior management, middle management and 
first-line management (Cole, 1998). First-line managers or supervisors play the role of bridge between 
management and the non-management workforce and workers (Hales, 2005; Lennox, 2012). 

 
Figure 1. Traditional pyramids of management levels 

Source: Adopted from Cole (1998, p. 19) 

 
First-line managers have different titles – supervisors, superintendents, team leaders, group leaders, 
foremen/forewomen, coaches, facilitators, section managers, leading hands, coordinators or area managers (Cole, 
1998; Gilmour & Lansbury, 1979; Hales, 2005; Leonard & Holgert, 2004). According to a survey conducted by 
the National Institute of Industrial Psychology in Britain, more than 200 relevant titles for ‘supervisory’ 
positions have been identified, while the Swedish Council for Personnel Administration reported a dozen 
translations of the title ‘supervisor’ (Gilmour & Lansbury, 1979). Hence, all these terms are used 
interchangeably in different organisations, countries and cultures. The reasons for selecting a non-management 
workforce as a target population for the present study are based on their direct interaction with their immediate 
supervisors who directly exhibit their behaviour towards their subordinates.  

3.1 Individual (Age, Gender, and Tenure) 

To highlight the importance of subordinates’ age, gender and tenure to the supervisor, the researcher has 
identified few studies conducted in this domain. Tepper (2000), in developing the most authentic 15-item scale 
of abusive supervision, used employees from six different public and private sectors organisations. He selected 
only full-time employees who were in a relationship with their supervisors for six months at the time of data 
collection. Forty-three percent of the subordinates were female, and thirty-five percent of the subordinates had 
female supervisors. While subordinates’ age range was 35 – 39 years and the supervisors’ age range was 40 – 44 
years. Tepper, Duffy, Henle, and Lambert (2006) conducted another study on National Guard members and their 
military supervisors. They included all departments, e.g., engineering, administration, machine repair, technical 
and non-technical training, etc. Ninety-three percent subordinates were male, and ninety-six percent of 
supervisors were male. Subordinates’ age range was 25 – 29 years, and supervisors’ age range was 30 – 39 years. 
The tenure with the supervisor ranged from six months to over five years while the average tenure with a 
supervisor was recorded at 2.45 years. They found that tenure with a supervisor had no effect on the result.  

Tepper et al. (2009) conducted two studies of supervised employees. In the first study, the three samples 
consisted of men 57%, 35%, and 65% respectively with average ages of 27, 40, and 43 years. In the second study, 
65% of participants were female and their average age was 45 years. Tenure with supervisor was a maximum of 
11 years, and a minimum less than one year. The data collected from public-and-private-sector employees in 
education, services industries, manufacturing and retail, and small businesses respectively. Zellars, Tepper, and 
Duffy (2002) conducted a study in which ninety-three percent of subordinates were male and ninety-six percent 

Senior 

Management

Middle Management

First-line Management

Workers

(non-management workforce)
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of supervisors were male and their tenure with the supervisor was a minimum of less than one year and a 
maximum of over twenty years. The study by Tepper, Moss, and Duffy (2011) was based on participants from 
seven health-sector organisations including hospitals, long-term care facilities, and out-patient facilities. They 
contacted the participants by e-mail, announcements at staff meetings, and/or distribution of flyers. The 
supervisors’ average age was forty-six years and sixty-nine percent were women. All were from diverse ethnic 
groups including black, while, Hispanic, and Asian etc. Twenty-one percent were from lower-level supervisory 
positions. The subordinates’ average age was forty-four years and seventy-seven percent were women. They 
were drawn from the same ethnic groups as were the supervisors. Their average tenure with a supervisor was 
4.33 years. 

As far as the subordinate’s tenure with the abusive supervisor is concerned, it is argued that the characteristics of 
abusive supervision includes a sustained and enduring relationship with the subordinate until and unless the (1) 
the target terminates the relationship, (2) the agent (The supervisor) terminates the relationship, or (3) the agent 
modifies his/her behaviour (Jezl, Molidor, & Wright, 1996; Shepard & Campbell, 1992). In all of the 
above-mentioned studies, it is evident that a subordinate’s tenure with a supervisor varies from study to study 
and has been reported as a minimum of six months (Baillien, Neyens, De Witte, & De Cuyper, 2009; Einarsen, 
Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; Leymann, 1996; Thau, Bennett, Mitchell, & Marrs, 2009) while Tepper et al. 
(2006) have reported in their study that it has no significant effects on abusive supervision results.  

But contrary to existing literature, the researcher has selected all those employees who have faced abusive 
supervision, irrespective of the duration during which they were exposed to abusive supervision, as the 
researcher has explored their personal experiences regarding abusive supervision that may vary from employee 
to employee. The second reason for not specifying six-month minimum for selecting employees for interview 
was to avoid the difficulties in and barriers to approaching the participants, as the present study has adopted a 
qualitative approach and used a snow-ball sampling technique to reach the target population.  

As for as the age and gender are concerned, Feshbach (1997) has argued that intensity of aggression and hostility 
exists more in males than females. Contrary to this argument, Einarsen et al. (1994) have linked the intensity of 
abusive supervision towards subordinates with the frequency of interaction between supervisors and 
subordinates. They also reported a high intensity of bullying behaviour towards administrative staff due to their 
daily interaction with their supervisors and a low intensity for teachers, as they work independently and have 
very minor interaction with their supervisors. Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov (2010) have focused upon 
attitudes and values rather than the individual’s position, age, gender etc. In keeping with Hofstede’s approach, 
the researcher has interviewed subordinates irrespective of their age and gender, chose subordinates who had 
experience the phenomenon of abusive supervision. 

3.2 Organisational (Task-oriented, Competitive Work Environments, Centralised Decision Making System) 

An organisation’s decision making style plays an important role in organisational success and development and 
all organisations in industry vary in their decision making styles. Drucker (1954) identified routine and strategic 
decision making styles while Simon (1960) identified programmed and non-programmed decision making styles. 
Simon (1973, p. 270) defined decision-making as ‘the central activity in which the organisation is engaged’. A 
paradigm of the decision making process has been developed by Huber and McDaniel (1986) who argued that 
the most important aspects, when designing an organisation, are the structures and processes that support the 
organisational decision making process. They further argued that hostile, complex and turbulent work 
environments support the use of a decision-making paradigm.  

The decision-making style within an organisation affects individuals positively or negatively, especially in their 
growth and development (Price, 1973). This line of reasoning produces what Huber and McDaniel (1986) refer 
to as ‘central activity’ in that decision making is linked with an organisation’s strategic management level where 
decision making is considered and focused upon as the central activity. This is what Drucker (1954) referred to 
as strategic decision-making style. Organisations delegate these decisions-making responsibilities to 
organisational members or a group of members who are called ‘decision units’. The creation of decision units 
within an organisation is a step towards a decentralised decision making-style where the authority of decision 
making is diffused (Huber & McDaniel, 1986). Employees who face decentralised team leadership have 
considerable advantages over the employees with centralized team leadership (Pearce, 2009).  

But contrary to the above mentioned literature, it is argued that the focus of the present study is exploration and 
identification of the phenomenon of abusive supervision in terms of its aspects and features, its impacts on 
employees’ morale and furthers the employees’ individual responses to these impacts in a cross-cultural context. 
Therefore the focus of the present study is on employees’ experiences and understandings of the phenomenon of 
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abusive supervision, rather than upon organisational management style, e.g., centralised or decentralised, a task 
oriented or competitive work environment. The second reason for not considering organisational structure, etc., 
was that the researcher was not interested to conduct a cross-sectional study but a cross-cultural study. And the 
third reason for not considering the organisational structure was that the researcher did not wish to narrow down 
the target population as he planned to use snow-ball sampling, which could make it difficult, in fact impossible 
to obtain the type of defined data where the focus of the study was on comparison of abusive supervision in 
terms of organisation structure etc.  

3.3 Employment-Related Factors (Causal vs Full Time, Professional Vs Low-Skilled Employees) 

The effects of abusive supervision are more severe for employees who have less job mobility (Tepper, 2000). 
Tepper and colleagues further conducted a study in which they approached only full-time employees and their 
bosses (Tepper, 2000; Tepper, Duffy, Hoobler, & Ensley, 2004; Tepper, Duffy, & Shaw, 2001; Tepper, Moss, 
Lockhart, & Carr, 2007) because the focus of their studies were on a cause-and-effects situation studying how 
abusive supervision affects employees’ turnover intention, organisation citizenship behaviour and resistance to 
abusive supervision. The same type of study was conducted by Harvey et al. (2007) in which they recruited 
full-time employees, mostly professional and were in administrative positions, but again the focus of the study 
was on measuring the effects of abusive supervision on negative employee outcomes, e.g., job tension, emotional 
exhaustion and turnover intention. 

In keeping with these ideas, it is worthwhile to mention that a majority of the studies which focused on 
employee’s casual or full-time status were considering cause-and-effects situations and adopted a positivist and 
quantitative approach while, the present study has examined supervisory abuse from employees’ own 
perspectives and understandings in a cross-cultural context adopting an interpretive qualitative approach. As 
Hofstede et al. (2010) argued while studying a phenomenon in a cross-cultural context, the most important thing 
is to consider the values and attitudes, rather than a subordinate’s position, e.g., causal or full-time. The present 
study is about the subordinate’s past experiences of abusive supervision. Whether they have faced abusive 
supervision as causal or full-time workers and whether they were low-skilled or professional employees of the 
organisation does not add value for the present study. Furthermore, the researcher has not involved the 
organisations or the supervisors while conducted interviews with subordinates because this study was based 
solely upon the perceptions and understandings of employees’ own experiences regarding their supervisory 
abuse.  

4. Unit of Analysis 

The most important part of any research is the unit of analysis, as the entire research is based upon it. According 
to Neuman (2011, p. 69), the unit of analysis is: ‘The units, cases, or parts of social life that are under 
consideration. They are key to developing concepts, empirically measuring or observing concepts, and using 
data analyses’. The unit of analysis could be individuals, dyads, groups, or organisations. The determination of 
the unit of analysis during the initial stage of research is crucial as the conceptual framework, data collection 
techniques and sample size all depends upon the unit of analysis (Cavana et al., 2001; Neuman, 2011).  

For the present research, the unit of analysis was workers (non-management workforce). The researcher has 
applied a snow-ball sampling technique to workers from both public and private sector organisations (Tepper, 
2000; Tepper et al., 2001) from Australia and Pakistan. In-depth interviews have been conducted with employees 
to get their perceptions of what aspects and features of abusive supervision have impacted on their morale, and 
what were their responses to these impacts. As the researcher, has previously mentioned that ‘supervision’ means 
superintendents, team leaders, group leaders, foremen/forewomen, coaches, facilitators, section managers, 
leading hands, coordinators or area managers (Cole, 1998; Gilmour & Lansbury, 1979; Hales, 2005; Leonard & 
Holgert, 2004). All these terms are used interchangeably in different organisations, countries and cultures.  

5. Population and Sample 

The target population of the present study was workers (the non-management workforce), especially those 
workers who have experienced the phenomenon of abusive supervision at work. ‘Level of supervision’, which 
the researcher already has mentioned, means first-line managers (Cole, 1998; Gilmour & Lansbury, 1979; Hales, 
2005; Leonard & Holgert, 2004). As mentioned earlier that abusive supervision is a subjective assessment, as 
some workers may perceive their supervisors to be abusive and some may not. It varies from worker to worker. 
In short, the target population of the present study was workers/employees who have faced abusive supervision 
at work. 
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The reason for selecting abused employees as a target population for the present study was that abusive 
supervision has adverse effects on an abused employee’s performance, attitude, self-respect, physical health, job 
satisfaction, life satisfaction, organisational commitment, job tension, emotional exhaustion, turnover intention 
and actual turnover, absenteeism, conflict between work and family-life and psychological distress (Breaux, 
Perrewé, Hall, Frink, & Hochwarter, 2008; Burris, Detert, & Chiaburu, 2008; Carlson, Ferguson, Hunter, & 
Whitten, 2012; Khan et al., 2010; Tepper, 2000, 2007; Tepper et al., 2009; Tepper et al., 2006; Tepper et al., 
2004; Zellars et al., 2002). This costs the organisation in terms of lost performance, lost productivity, employee 
turnover and increased health care expenditures (Tepper, 2007; Tepper et al., 2011). But the question here is this: 
why are these specific employees the target of supervisors’ abusive behaviour? To identify the factors behind the 
occurrence of abusive behaviour towards specific employees, Olweus (1978) argued that it is due to employees’ 
perceived lower performance; they fit a provocative victim profile, and according to this profile it is difficult and 
annoying to work with them. This argument is also supported by Tepper et al. (2011). Tepper and colleagues 
further argued that abusive supervision is a costly phenomenon in terms of lost productivity, absenteeism, 
turnover, and health care expenditures. That’s why present study has focused upon identifying the features and 
aspects, of abusive supervision as different aspects and features might have different effects on employees’ 
morale and they might respond them differently. These abused employees being a source of getting and 
sustaining a competitive advantage for the firm, can affect the firm’s performance in the market place and 
industry. Those employees not abused at work by the same supervisor, were beyond the scope of the present 
study as this does not have adverse effects on an organisation’s performance and productivity. 

Abused employees from both public and private sector organisations in a cross-cultural context, i.e., Australia 
and Pakistan, have been approached to participate in the present study, as the purpose of the present study was to 
identify and explore the aspects and features of abusive supervision from an employee’s perspective. Hence, the 
first criterion for participant selection was ‘employees who have faced or suffered from abusive supervision at 
work’. A second criterion was that Australian-or-Pakistani-born participants have been recruited for the present 
study as the researcher was going to compare employees’ own experience of abusive supervision in a 
cross-cultural context. Participants from these countries have illuminated cultural differences.  

Sampling is a method of deducing information about a whole population from a limited number of units. Only 
appropriate and proper development of the sampling technique will lead to authenticity of results. The 
importance of sampling in any type of research is highlighted by Punch (1998, p. 193): ‘We cannot study 
everyone, everywhere doing everything. Sampling decisions are required not only about which people to 
interview or which events to observe, but also about settings and processes.’ Sampling is closely linked to the 
purpose and research questions of the study. These questions lead to selection of samples from a large pool 
which further generalises results to the population (Neuman, 2011). 

For the present research, the researcher has adopted ‘purposeful sampling’. It is a good technique to deeply 
investigate, discover and understand the phenomenon under study through a sample which gives detailed 
information (Merriam, 2002). Ideally, the sample represents the whole population on the characteristics of 
interest (Burns & Grove, 2009). As the researcher has adopted purposeful sampling, the selected individuals has 
been informed regarding the research problem and rationale for the study (Creswell, 2007). Purposeful sampling 
is further divided into three main types: judgement sampling, in which the researcher selects only those 
participants who can answer the research questions; snow-ball sampling where the researcher selects only 
potential participants for the research; and quota sampling, based on a quota from each representative group 
(Cavana et al., 2001).  

For this present study, the researcher has selected the snow-ball sampling technique (Loh, Calleja, & Restubog, 
2011). This is a useful technique for reaching potential participants. As the topic of the present research is very 
sensitive, employees could be reluctant to talk about their supervisors’ abusive behaviour. The researcher has 
used his personal contacts and social network to reach employees to talk about their experience of supervision 
generally and then, if the data already produced in the academic field are correct, many of these people will have 
had less-than-positive experiences that the researcher can go on to explore further. A snow-ball technique has 
been used to get more contacts for data collection through interviews. This technique works like a chain to reach 
the potential participants.  

The size of the sample is determined by the type of research we are going to conduct, whether it is quantitative 
or qualitative research. Researchers have defined different criteria for quantitative and qualitative research, but 
the common thing is that the criteria depend upon population characteristics, types of data and its accuracy likes 
its degree of confidence. It is representativeness that matters, not whether the sample is small or large (Neuman, 



www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 10, No. 21; 2014 

306 
 

2011). Relevance is even more important than representativeness in directing the study toward the participant 
selection ( Flick, 2009). 

For the present study, the researcher has conducted thirty interviews of employees each in Australia and Pakistan. 
Hence the overall sample size was sixty face-to-face, semi-structured, in-depth interviews. Creswell (2007) 
emphasised that even a sample of ten can represent a reasonable size, as the most important thing in a qualitative 
research is the quality not the quantity. Sixty participants were merely an estimation of the sample size. The 
researcher could continue to conduct interviews until and unless data saturation occured and new data ceased to 
emerge from interviews (Arnault, 2002; Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

6. Interviews 

The type of interviews includes structured, semi-structured, open-ended, face-to-face, telephonic, one-on-one, 
computer-assisted, group interviews, and focus group interviews, etc. An interview ‘provides a unique 
opportunity to uncover rich and complex information from an individual’ (Cavana et al., 2001, p. 138). Willis 
(2007) states that the environment and situation in which you are going to conduct your research play a crucial 
role in how you organise the conducting of interviews, your selection of interviewees, your questioning material, 
your structure for the interview and how you understand and interpret the data. 

Thus the present research was totally based on employee interviews for data collection. In this regard, the 
researcher has approached the participants after office hours and has endeavoured to select a private location for 
the interviews on these Participants were assured of privacy and confidentiality of the interview material. Hence 
the participant were more relaxed and motivated to share his/her perceptions and experiences of abusive 
supervision at work, and such an environment has enabled the researcher to get more rich data and conduct an 
in-depth interview. 

7. Data Collection Procedures 

For data collection, the employees have been approached after office hours and have been given information 
regarding the nature and rationale of the research. The respondents have been guaranteed the anonymity of the 
data and results. As earlier mentioned the researcher was using an interpretive approach and adopted a snowball 
sampling technique. The participants in the study have been contacted and selected through personal contacts 
and social networking (Weaks, 2002). To identify and explore what aspects and features constitute abusive 
supervision, the researcher has conducted face-to-face, in-depth open-ended and semi-structured interviews. In 
this type of interviews, the researcher had a better chance to obtain from interviewees opinions, views, 
perceptions and experiences in detail. The nature of semi-structured interviews have allowed and enabled the 
researcher to prepare a topic guide or relevant questions to be covered with each participant in one sitting (Polit 
& Beck, 2008). Further, face-to-face interviews have allowed the researcher to clarify any ambiguities and 
important points. The interviews were planned to last sixty to ninety minutes. 

The interviews were audio-taped (with permission from the participant) so as to preserve an accurate account of 
the interview which could be replayed for analytic purposes. Anonymity has been assured during the course of 
recording. Participants have been reminded of their right to withdraw from the study or terminate the interview 
at any time before commencing the session.  

8. Ethical Issues 

‘Ethics begins and ends with you, the researcher’ 

(Neuman, 2011, p. 143) 

Ethical issues are important for both quantitative and qualitative research, but ethical considerations are more 
important in qualitative research as qualitative research approaches often intrudes in participant’s lives (Punch, 
1998). That’s why Neuman (2011, p. 143) made the individual researcher responsible for research ethics. He 
added that ‘It is the moral and professional obligation of the individual researcher to be ethical even when 
research participants are unaware of or unconcerned about ethics’.  

In the whole research process, the researcher is the one who knows the potential benefits and losses involved in 
an on-going research project. While collecting any kind of information or data from participants, the researcher 
should disclose all benefits and losses that may affect the participants (Punch, 1998). Some general ethical issues 
in research that result in some prohibitions are: never cause unnecessary or irreversible harm to participants, 
secure prior voluntary consent when possible and never unnecessarily humiliate, degrade, or release harmful 
information about specific individuals that was collected for research purposes. These are minimal standards and 
are subject to interpretation (e.g., what does ‘unnecessary’ mean in a specific situation?). Participation in any 
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kind of research must be voluntary, and the researcher must inform participants regarding all aspects of research 
studies. In this regard, this is pertinent to note that the researcher have got an informed consent statement signed 
by the participants, inform them of their rights and provide brief information about the research study (Neuman, 
2011).  

To avoid the organisation’s involvement in data collection, from the ethics approval perspective, the researcher 
has not recruited participants through their organisations. Rather, individuals have been contacted, using a 
snow-ball technique, through the researcher’s personal contacts and social networks. To get the full essence of 
the study, the researcher have got the participant’s confidence, consent and approval before proceeding in an 
interview with the participant. Before approaching participants for data collection through interviews, prior 
informed consent have also been obtained from them and they had been informed that they can withdraw 
anytime during the interview. To avoid any kind of identification of individuals, supervisors or organisations, the 
present study was based on employees’ past experiences and perceptions of the phenomenon of abusive 
supervision. Participants have been motivated to share their experiences of abusive supervision but not the 
specific individual supervisors or organisations. If advertently or inadvertently the participants had identified any 
individual supervisors or organisation, the researcher have immediately reminded them that the researcher did 
not wished them to disclose such information. And while transcribing the audio recordings any individual 
supervisors and organisation identification have been replaced with pseudonyms or omitted altogether. And at 
the end of the interview, the researcher has assured the interviewee of the confidentiality of interviewed data. 
Given the potentially sensitive nature of the topic for employees and the fact that the researcher would be 
discussing issues that may raise some painful memories for the participants, the researcher would have identified 
support or other information services that individuals might access in their area should they feel the need to after 
our conversation, and would have provided these details to each participant.  

After data collection, all the data in any form, e.g., printed transcripts or audio recordings, have been kept in a 
locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office and any electronic data (NVivo) files have been stored in 
password-protected computers. 

9. Summary/Conclusion 

In this paper, the researcher has highlighted the reasons behind the selection of a qualitative approach instead of 
a quantitative approach and further reasons for a phenomenological approach. Its prefer-ability over other 
qualitative approaches has also been highlighted and linked with the present research. Qualitative data collection 
methods and in-depth interviews have briefly been discussed and ethical issues related to this study have also 
been explained.  
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