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Sample Adequacy and Implications for
Occupational Health Psychology Research

Jesse S. Michel, Paige Hartman, Sadie K. O'Neill, Anna Lorys, and Peter Y. Chen

Auburn University

Bergman and Jean (2016) skillfully summarize how the industrial and or-
ganizational (I-O) psychology literature generally overrepresents salaried,
core, managerial, professional, and executive employees. We concur that that
the underrepresentation of traditional workers (i.e., wage earners, laborers,
first-line personnel, freelancers, contract workers, and other workers out-
side managerial, professional, and executive positions) can negatively affect
our science. In our commentary we extend the arguments of Bergman and
Jean by (a) discussing the appropriate use of samples, which are determined
by study goals and hypotheses, and (b) further examining samples in oc-
cupational health psychology (OHP) and related journals, which generally
require worker samples.

Study Goals and Hypotheses Dictate Sample Adequacy
An important foundation for this commentary is to note that the study pur-
pose and hypotheses affect choice of samples, as sample adequacy is judged
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on representativeness of the population in which research results are applied
(Guion, 2002). Therefore, it is important to articulate when the underrep-
resentation of workers in applied psychology literature would influence the
advancement of science, as I-O researchers often appropriately and inappro-
priately use worker/nonworker, student, nonworker, and worker samples. In-
deed, reviewing the articles summarized by Bergman and Jean (i.e., articles
published in Journal of Applied Psychology, Personnel Psychology, Academy
of Management Journal, Journal of Organizational Behavior, and Journal of
Management during 2012-2014) reveals many appropriate examples in each
sample category.

Arguably, some of the most difficult samples to justify in applied psy-
chology are workers and nonworkers included in a study. Yet, under many
circumstances, these may be the most appropriate samples. One such exam-
ple is the work of Wang, Sui, Luthans, Wang, and Wu (2014), which investi-
gated leadership effects on employee performance with a sample of leaders
and their followers. Not only is this an excellent example of correctly using a
sample of workers/nonworkers to address study goals and hypotheses, but it
adheres to Bergman and Jean’s assertion (see also Meindl, 1993) that work-
ers need to be examined even when research is addressing leadership system
questions (p. 104). Similarly, the advocacy for student samples can be pro-
vided by the work of Le, Robbins, and Westrick (2014), in which data from
students addressed the study goals and hypotheses revolving around student
choice and persistence in the science, technology, engineering, and mathe-
matics (STEM) fields. Likewise, Scott, Garza, Conlon, and Kim (2014) con-
ducted a study investigating managerial motives for adhering to justice rules
on a day-to-day basis. Using daily surveys of managers, the authors were able
to address their study goals and hypotheses with an appropriate nonworker
sample. Finally, Qin, Direnzo, Xu, and Duan (2014) published an excellent
example of the use of worker samples. In two studies assessing relationships
between emotional exhaustion and prohibitive voice behavior, the authors
used two independent samples of construction workers (e.g., welders, car-
penters, bricklayers) that clearly matched the study goals and hypotheses.

In sum, we believe there are many exemplary examples of studies utiliz-
ing worker/nonworker, student, nonworker, and worker samples within the
applied psychology literature. Unfortunately, even when samples are used
appropriately, yet these samples at the aggregate do not reflect the labor mar-
ket, the researcher bias toward managers, professionals, and executives men-
tioned by Bergman and Jean is present (i.e., it is not the samples but the re-
search that is biased). Thus, even in the best case scenario (i.e., appropriate
sample use), this is a pervasive problem that ultimately affects our current
and future body of theoretical and empirical knowledge. Equally problem-
atic is the inappropriate use of worker/nonworker, student, nonworker, and
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Figure 1. Proportion of samples from top occupational health psychology jour-
nals (2012-2014), classified by worker status. JOHP = Journal of Occupational
Health Psychology; W&S = Work & Stress.

worker samples, which may explain why many constructs and phenomena
may not be fully understood, as in these cases sample adequacy is ignored.

Different Applied Disciplines Require Different Samples

To get a clearer picture of the underrepresentation of appropriate worker
samples in I-O psychology, we replicated the results of Bergman and Jean’s
focal article with more specialized journals that should arguably include
more worker samples. That is, each of the journals outlined in the focal
article broadly represents the applied psychology literature and provides
a benchmark for applied research across subdisciplines (e.g., career devel-
opment; leadership; team development, processes, and effectiveness; work
stress, health, and well-being). One area that we feel should use more worker
samples is the field of OHP, as OHP is generally concerned with protect-
ing and promoting the safety, health, and well-being of workers by focusing
on the work environment, the individual, and the work-family interface (cf.
OHP journal descriptions). The primary journals for OHP are Journal of
Occupational Health Psychology (JOHP) and Work & Stress (WeS); thus we
coded these journals based on the coding scheme presented by Bergman and
Jean for the years 2012-2014.

Given the specific scope of JOHP and WS on health, safety, and well-
being, we anticipated results closer to the labor market data outlined by
Bergman and Jean (i.e., greater focus on workers). Based on JOHP and We-S
data (see Figure 1), it seems that OHP journals publish a much larger propor-
tion of worker samples than do more general applied psychology journals,
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as workers consisted of the second most frequent category versus the lowest
frequency in the review by Bergman and Jean. Despite the large portion of
samples focusing on workers, these results still do not reflect the true labor
market and underrepresent workers, as only 18.3% and 33.8% of the sam-
ples in JOHP and Wé¢»S were worker samples. Thus, even in this better case
scenario (i.e., greater representation of worker samples), appropriate worker
samples still appear to be underrepresented in a field that should focus largely
on workers.

Conclusion

To conclude our commentary, we would like to note that Bergman and Jean’s
concerns require serious consideration in applied research. In addition, we
offer two important and related points. First, though the general applied psy-
chology literature does underrepresent workers, it is important to note that
sample adequacy is determined not entirely by the labor market but by the
study goals and hypotheses (which may not represent the labor market at
the aggregate level). Second, other applied disciplines often require different
samples. Though OHP is generally concerned with protecting and promot-
ing the safety, health, and well-being of workers, OHP journals still seem to
publish a disproportionately low frequency of worker samples (though at a
higher rate than general I-O journals). To help address the underrepresenta-
tion of workers, we recommend applied researchers target worker samples,
as determined by study goals and hypotheses, to strengthen our understand-
ing of existing constructs and theoretical frameworks (i.e., constructs and
phenomena such as job control, job security, health, safety, or work-family
policy may not be fully understood when sample adequacy is ignored).
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[-O at a Crossroad: The Value of an Intersectional
Research Approach
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The focal article written by Bergman and Jean (2016) draws attention to a
critical void in the industrial and organizational (I-O) psychology domain:
the study of low- and medium-skill workers. Although segmenting employ-
ees based on their job status may provide new conceptualizations of em-
ployee work experiences, this approach may not provide the nuanced view
necessary to fully comprehend the many ways in which employees differen-
tially experience the workplace. Within this category of workers, experiences
may vary based on employees’ race, gender, socioeconomic status (SES), or
other identity-defining characteristics, and these person-specific identities
may interact with one another. An intersectional research approach provides
a foundation on which researchers can more fully understand how individ-
uals’ multiple social identities interact to affect their workplace experiences.
In the commentary that follows, we provide an overview of intersectional
research and describe how such a perspective would lead to meaningful de-
velopments within I-O psychology.

Intersectionality Defined

Intersectionality refers to the multiple identities an individual holds and the
ways in which these identities interact to influence an individual’ life across
domains (Cole, 2009; Crenshaw, 1989). The complex intersection of social
identities, such as gender, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, SES, age, reli-
gion, disability, and gender identity, lead to markedly different experiences
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