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Senior Editor's Preface

My early involvement with Grounded Theory came about as a result of my
membership in our university research committee, specifically when assessing
proposals from students embarking on their PhDs. A number of proposals were
presented where the methods section described a research approach that appeared
to circumvent the usual requirements. It seemed as if students were embarking
upon their research without a clear research aim or plan of action, and that this
could be justified by invoking the precepts of grounded theory. In many cases, my
colleagues and I concluded that this was simply a device for students to bypass
the usual process of scrutiny; the proposal was turned down, with a request for
the methodological issues to be dealt with more clearly and adequately.

Although I had spent part of my time as an undergraduate studying social sci-
ences, and had completed a PhD in sociology, by this time (mid-1990s) I was
teaching and researching in the areas of Computing and Information Systems (IS),
focusing largely on IS development methods and ways in which such systems
might be modelled mathematically. In the ensuing years, my own research and
teaching reverted to my earlier interests in the social sciences, and I found that
within the area of academic IS these issues were taking on far more importance,
supplementing and challenging the more technically oriented perspectives.'

Thus I found that some of the research students in my own area were now
proposing to develop PhDs using the methods of the social sciences—including
the grounded theory method (GTM). My scepticism with regard to GTM might
well have continued had not one student persisted with his proposal, despite my
concerns. He showed me how the method had been used within IS itself, argued
for its value, and also demonstrated how many of those claiming to use the
method either failed to grasp its full implications or relied on a highly selective
misreading of the key texts.?

Prompted to learn more about GTM, I read the ‘primary’ sources of Glaser &
Strauss, Glaser’s later works, and those of Strauss and Corbin; also some ‘second-
ary’ sources which either claimed to adopt the method or where the method was
discussed in more general terms. Seeing that GTM was becoming part of the
methodological armoury of IS research, in 2001 I prepared a paper on GTM in
general and on its use in IS in particular (Bryant, 2002a). In that paper I argued
that GTM was clearly a valuable and important methodological advance, but that
many of its precepts and early statements were in need of extrication from what
we would now understand to be an outdated epistemological stance, redolent of
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positivism and naive empiricism. Soon after submitting the paper, I happened
upon the work of Kathy Charmaz, in particular her contribution to the second
edition of Handbook of Qualitative Research (Charmaz, 2000) in which she
proposed a distinction between objectivist and constructivist GTM. Here was a
similar argument to my own, albeit hers was far more informed and nuanced.

I contacted Kathy, and sent her a copy of my paper; she was kind enough to
send me an encouraging reply and point to other sources in a similar or related
vein. A short time later I came across Glaser’s response to Charmaz’s chapter and,
after discussing it with Kathy, submitted my own reply to Glaser (Bryant, 2003).
In the meantime I had also republished my original paper (Bryant, 2002b),
which had led to an exchange with Cathy Urquhart, a researcher with a track
record of using GTM in the field of IS.

By 2004 I had established a group of young researchers, all doing PhDs, some
of whom were using GTM in a variety of areas and countries. Kathy Charmaz
was completing work on what was eventually published as Constructing
Grounded Theory (2006); surely destined to become a standard introduction to
the method. We discussed the idea of a collection of papers extending and elab-
orating upon the constructivist trend within GTM, and approached SAGE with a
proposal. The editor, Patrick Brindle, not only welcomed the idea but also sug-
gested we think about something on a far larger and wider scale. SAGE already
published handbooks on many methods, but there was no handbook for GTM;
surely an oversight that required some remedy.

Our proposal was received with enthusiasm by the reviewers to whom it was
sent for comment; indeed several requested that they drop their anonymity and
be invited to contribute. The aim was always to publish the Handbook in 2007;
40 years since the publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory. The list of
potential contributors was largely prepared on the basis of names suggested by
Kathy and, largely because the requests came from her, we achieved a positive
response from almost all of those approached.

In the meantime, I made direct contact with Barney Glaser, finally meeting
him at a conference in Stockholm in 2005, and again at his London GT Seminar
in early 2006. Although I am sure that there are several chapters in this
Handbook with which Barney will not agree, he has offered encouragement
throughout. In preparing the Editors’ ‘Introduction,” I followed one of Glaser’s
basic precepts and treated the chapters ‘all as data.” As a consequence, I treated
my reading as a coding exercise, on the basis of which I was able to produce an
outline for our Introduction.

One of the questions often posed by students is: ‘Does applying GTM neces-
sarily result in a Grounded Theory?’ They rarely ask the more profound question:
‘Can one produce a Grounded Theory without using GTM?’ During the period
in which I was preparing the Handbook (late 2006) I attended a tribute to Enid
Mumford, a pioneer researcher who applied the socio-technical framework
developed at The Tavistock Institute to contexts in which people were coping
with the introduction of new technology, particularly computer-based technology.
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Mumford’s work (e.g. 1981, 1996) was based on meticulous fieldwork in
locations as varied as coalmines, docks, offices, and hospitals. It was undertaken
as a form of Action Research but, in terms of the outcome, the theoretical results
can be seen to be clearly grounded. Thus just as there are many researchers
claiming to do GTM, so there are others who are doing GTM without realizing
it. This Handbook is aimed at both groups, as well as those who wish to learn
more about the method 40 years on.

While preparing this Handbook, Barney Glaser emailed me to ask what ‘main
concerns are you trying to resolve with the forthcoming handbook?’ to which
I replied ‘I see the handbook as a resource for researchers—both relatively new
and experienced—who are keen to find out more about GTM. From my experi-
ence many researchers have only a vague idea about GTM: and usually a largely
inaccurate idea at that. The chapters in the handbook will offer some indication
of the principles behind the method, and that is why I think your statement about
FGT will be critical; and it will lead people to investigate the issue further by
reading your book on FGT. This in turn evoked Barney’s rejoinder: ‘Your vision
of the handbook is right on.’

NOTES

1 These ideas and these developments are discussed in my recent book Thinking Informatically
(2006).

2 These ideas were further developed in a joint paper with the student in question, Kobus Smit;
see Smit & Bryant, 2000.
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Introduction
Grounded Theory Research:
Methods and Practices

Antony Bryant and Kathy Charmaz

PRE-EMINENT QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHOD

The Grounded Theory Method (GTM) comprises a systematic, inductive, and
comparative approach for conducting inquiry for the purpose of constructing
theory (Charmaz, 2006; Charmaz & Henwood, 2007). The method is designed
to encourage researchers’ persistent interaction with their data, while remaining
constantly involved with their emerging analyses. Data collection and analysis
proceed simultaneously and each informs and streamlines the other. The GTM
builds empirical checks into the analytic process and leads researchers to exam-
ine all possible theoretical explanations for their empirical findings. The iterative
process of moving back and forth between empirical data and emerging analysis
makes the collected data progressively more focused and the analysis succes-
sively more theoretical.

GTM is currently the most widely used and popular qualitative research
method across a wide range of disciplines and subject areas. Innumerable doc-
toral students have successfully completed their degrees using GTM. An exten-
sive and expanding literature on the method has developed in research reports
where it has been used, and in discussions concerning its general precepts and
how it might best be understood, developed, and taught to others. Its extensive
use in specific practice professions has led to significant advances in those prac-
tice fields. Using its originators Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss’s
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) own terms, GTM has ‘grab’ and ‘fit’; it is clearly
‘a good thing’.

GTM is now so much a part of the methodological inventory of so many
disciplines and subject domains that scholars may forget that it only came into
existence 40 years ago with the publication of Glaser and Strauss’s initial publi-
cation, Awareness of Dying (1965a). Soon after, the key canonical text, The
Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967) followed. Indeed as Stefan Timmermans
and Iddo Tavory discuss in Chapter 23, based on a keyword search in databases
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of sociological publications, GTM did not become the dominant qualitative
methodology until the late 1980s. Furthermore, they associate this rise to
pre-eminence with the publication of Anselm Strauss’s Qualitative Analysis
for Social Scientists (1987) followed soon after by Strauss and Corbin’s
‘user-friendly’ Basics of Qualitative Research (1990).

Whether or not Timmermans and Tavory are correct in their interpretation of
their data, by 2000 Titscher, Meyer, Wodak, and Vetter could report in their bib-
liometric survey of qualitative methods that for the period 1991-1998, GTM
received 2622 citations in the Social Science Citation Index out of a total of 4134
citations to all types of methods, quantitative as well as qualitative—almost 64%
of the total; with the remaining percentage shared between 11 other methods.
Noting their congruent findings with those of others such as Coffey, Holbrook,
and Atkinson (1996), and Lee and Fielding (1996), Titscher et al. argue that
these findings ‘suggest that grounded theory is the most prominent among the
so-called qualitative approaches to data analysis. This does not mean that the
methodologies developed by Anselm Strauss and Barney Glaser are used to any
great extent’ (2000: 74, italics added). Lee and Fielding’s correct assessment of
the discrepancy between claiming use of the method and actual evidence of
this continues today. This Handbook aims to substantiate the attributes and
contributions afforded by GTM, at the same time clarifying the ways in which
researchers have developed and adapted it in use. The Handbook also demon-
strates how GTM has been influential and influenced by other methods in
various fields and disciplines.

Titscher et al. explain the predominance of GTM in part by the enormous
number of citations of Glaser and Strauss’s The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
Awareness of Dying, and Time for Dying books, whereas other approaches
do not have such specific and widely acclaimed core texts. (Kearney, in
Chapter 6, describes these three texts as ‘the definitive GT tutorial’.) Yet, as Lee
and Fielding note: ‘[W]hen qualitative researchers are challenged to describe
their approach, reference to grounded theory has the highest recognition
value. But the very looseness and variety of researchers’ schooling in the
approach means that the tag may well mean something different to each
researcher’ (1996: 3.1).

Certain perceptive readers might, at this stage, take exception to our focus on
qualitative research in this introduction. They might point out that Glaser strongly
maintains that GTM is a method that can use all forms of data: qualitative
and quantitative. Glaser has consistently made this argument over the years, but
it is worth noting that the full title of Glaser and Strauss’s book was The
Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research.!

In a similar way, ambiguous and contested meanings of the term ‘Grounded
Theory’ itself become readily apparent. As used most commonly in the litera-
ture, the term Grounded Theory can lead to confusion. In some cases it refers,
correctly, to the result of the research process, i.e. a grounded theory; but in many
other cases it refers to the method used in the research process (Charmaz, 2003).
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Strictly speaking a Grounded Theory is exactly that: A theory that has resulted
from the use of the GTM. In common parlance, however, the term refers to the
method itself, and the title of the Handbook adopts and follows this usage.
In some individual chapters, as well as in this Introduction, the authors have
adopted the term Grounded Theory Method (GTM) to refer to the method. The
term Grounded Theory (GT) then refers to the result of using that method.
Quotes from specific sources use the original authors’ own terms. In most cases,
the context in which the authors use the term resolves any actual ambiguity. The
methods world will have to accept that the phrase Grounded Theory has now
become part of common parlance, resonating with both meanings: the method
and the resulting theory.

GROUNDED THEORY METHOD: A CONTESTED CONCEPT

The contested status of grounded theory methods, however, is not so easily
resolved. Gallie (1956) first propounded the idea of an ‘essentially contested
concept’ in 1956; specifically with regard to political terms such as ‘power’ and
‘democracy’. Since then, scholars have often applied the label of ‘contested
concept’ to any term that elicits substantial disagreement. Gallie himself offered
a set of clear ‘minimal criteria’ for scholars to view a concept as essentially
contested. Bryant’s (2006) explanation of Gallie’s criteria follows:

(1) the concept must be ‘appraisive in the sense that it signifies or accredits some kind of valued
achievement’, i.e. deemed to be significant and valuable;

(2) the achievement ‘must be of an internally complex character, for all its worth is attributed to it
as a whole’;

(3) this complexity of praiseworthy achievement leads to a variety of descriptions of the nature
and process of the achievement;

(4) the achievement must be ‘open’, in the sense that there has been ‘considerable modification
in the light of changing circumstances’ which could not have been predicted;

(5) those who use the term must recognize that their specific use ‘is contested by those of other
parties ... to use an essentially contested concept means to use it against other uses and to
recognize that one’s own use of it has to be maintained against other uses’. It has to be used
‘aggressively and defensively’;

(6) there must be some ‘original exemplar whose authority is acknowledged by all the contestant
users of the concept’, failing which there is the risk of ‘radical confusion’;

(7) the continuous competition for acknowledgement should enable the ‘original exemplar's
achievement to be sustained and/or developed in optimum fashion’.?

When applying Gallie’s criteria to GT/GTM, it certainly qualifies as a
contested concept, and labeling it as such usefully allows us to identify the
following aspects:

(1) ‘Appraisive’. GTM clearly fulfils this criterion, as has already been pointed out, the method
has 'high recognition value’ and claims for its use provide partial validation of a researcher’s
study.
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(2) ‘Internally complex character’. This criterion certainly applies in the sense that the achievement
of GTM has been to redefine the character of qualitative research, and of social research meth-
ods in general. Only the most myopic and outdated overview of even quantitative research
methods could fail to acknowledge the impact of GTM.

(3) 'Variety of descriptions'. This criterion is a central feature of GTM; with an embarrassment of
riches in terms of ‘variety’, albeit with many authors contending that some descriptions of the
method have moved well beyond its claimed confines.

(4) 'Considerable modification in the light of changing circumstances’. Again another criterion that
is all too evident in the paths taken by its proponents since 1967.

(5) 'Used aggressively and defensively’. The GTM literature is replete with examples of precisely
such efforts. Diverse researchers often take Glaser's position, and those who work with him, to
be that his writings embody ‘classic GTM', with all other forms being secondary, partial, or not
GTM at all but rather mere description’ or Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA). In fact, Glaser now
seems far more amenable to the possibility of alternative conceptions of GTM than in the past.
Other grounded theorists, while recognizing Glaser's unique and continuing contribution and
influence, would maintain that their chosen perspective on GTM holds at least equivalent validity.
In addition, methodologists who do not claim grounded theory allegiance have raised criticisms
of the method and of how various researchers have used it. These criticisms range from its
emphases on induction, agency, and presumed emphasis on micro studies to disapproval of
some grounded theorists’ small samples and trite analyses as well as inattention to epistemo-
logical questions and integration with extant literatures.

(6) ‘Original exemplar’. No problem here; the original exemplar is The Discovery of Grounded
Theory or the combined GTM tutorial provided by The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
Awareness of Dying, and Time for Dying. Having a clear original exemplar does not, however,
preclude ‘radical confusion’ since several candidates for additional exemplars draw either from
Glaser's writings or those of Strauss, and some users of GTM, particularly in fields outside
traditional social science still seem unaware of the divergences among them (see Smit &
Bryant, 2000).

(7) 'Continuous competition for acknowledgement'. Again this criterion is readily apparent in
regard to GTM. We would like to think that this Handbook exemplifies the diverse ways
in which the original exemplar's achievement has been sustained in optimum fashion.

In sum, GTM is a contested concept, yet we argue that its contested nature
does not detract from its value and contribution. On the contrary, it accentuates
the ways in which the method has redrawn the methods map, brought to the fore
some of the central practical and philosophical methods issues, and initiated a
flourishing interest in methods enhancement and development. The Handbook
serves as an indication of this rich profusion and promise.

GLASER AND STRAUSS AND BEYOND:
MASTERS AND APPRENTICES

The two founders of GTM have left their indelible marks upon this method, far
more so than is the case with founders of other methods. Moreover, the ways in
which Glaser and Strauss each went in distinct directions after their initial
collaboration have also had significant impact on the method. The considerable
growth in interest in GTM dates from the late 1980s, the period following their
divergence. Thus many researchers who claimed use of the method in the early
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1990s often did so with near exclusive reference to Strauss and Corbin’s work,
assuming it to be a seamless development from The Discovery of Grounded
Theory. By the late 1990s, however, only those researchers who had not come
across Glaser’s (Glaser, 1992) arguments would have been unaware of the
distinct differences between Glaser’s and Strauss’s writings about GTM.

Strauss died in 1996, but his ideas continue to have currency, and as many of
the chapters in the Handbook evidence, to some extent our authors reaffirm his
contribution to grounded theory. Indeed Timmermans and Tavory argue that
Strauss’s work in the late 1980s, particularly Qualitative Analysis for Social
Scientists (1987) and Basics of Qualitative Research (Strauss & Corbin, 1990)
re-established Strauss’s role in GTM. Although long recognized by many sym-
bolic interactionists, many other scholars now see and stress the links between
Strauss’s early work and that of the American pragmatists such as Mead and
Dewey, and the writings of Peirce, as crucial influences on his initial contribu-
tion to GTM, and to his later methodological writings. Janice Morse and Jorg
Striibing in particular discuss these issues in Chapters 11 and 27, respectively,
and Adele Clarke and Carrie Friese build on Strauss’s pragmatism. Strauss’s later
writings also come closer to the centre of attention, particularly his Continual
Permutations of Action (1993), to which no fewer than seven contributors refer.
Thus scholars see Strauss’s contribution to the GTM canon as having a far wider
reach than narrow methodological questions and prescriptions because it goes
well beyond the early collaborative work with Glaser, the later book on
Qualitative Research, and the first edition of Basics of Qualitative Research.

Glaser continues to write about and teach GTM. His chapter here summarizes
his recent ideas on formal grounded theories, and over the past few years he has
produced an extensive range of books and edited collections of examples of
GTM research. He continues to offer his Grounded Theory Seminar, attracting
students from around the world, and states that he has despatched copies of his
books to recipients in more than 40 different countries. Glaser claims continuity
between the initial GTM statements, such as The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
and his later writings. He defines his position as being that of ‘traditional’ or
‘classic’ GTM, thereby distancing his view of the method from Strauss and
Corbin in particular, but also from many other writers claiming the GTM mantle.
In some regards, his position has changed from dismissing any other version of
the method as invalid, towards a more accommodating view that at least
acknowledges the existence of disparities between newer variations of the method
and his authentic GTM.

Glaser played an enormous role in shaping GTM. From the outset, however,
the method became more than the combined work of Glaser and Strauss. Using
the current methodological terminology we might now talk of Glaser and Strauss
each, individually, acting as a lens that refracted diverse and profound traditions
(both theoretical and methodological) towards the focal point of GTM. Yet at a
more empirical and immediately personal level, Glaser and Strauss had from the
outset worked with Jeanne Quint on research about death and dying at the
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University of California, San Francisco. Their various publications are listed in
the footnotes in the introduction to Awareness of Dying. Quint (later Quint
Benoliel) went on to develop her work based on this initial collaboration to the
extent that the Washington State Nurses Hall of Fame has honoured her, and
included the comment that, ‘Her commitment to caring for the dying began
with an early study with Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in which she
assessed the way in which dying patients were cared for’. This commentary
continues:

To say that Jeanne Quint Benoliel is a ‘living legend’ is an understatement. She has trans-
formed the field of care for dying people. She was the first to bring the family into care for
the dying. Her research, joined with Ruth McCorkel’s, continued to focus on system distress,
enforced social dependency, and health outcomes for patients and the families. Taken
together, Jean's contributions have helped shape the field of palliative care and hospice care.
She has made legendary contributions to nursing that bring honor to the discipline.
Retrieved March 23, 2007 from (http://www.wsna.org/hof/inductee.asp?id=2).

As many of the contributors to this Handbook indicate, Glaser and Strauss
came from very different backgrounds, and their specific trajectories certainly
exerted profound influences both on their early statements and examples of
GTM, and on their later divergence. More critically, and again something some
of our contributors comment on and demonstrate, the method spread in its early
years through a form of apprenticeship and mentoring of doctoral students
in sociology and nursing at the University of California, San Francisco (UCSF).
A number of the contributors to this Handbook studied with Glaser or Strauss
or both and, as their chapters testify, these experiences were formative and
enduring.’

Glaser continues active promotion of GTM, and has a large group of adher-
ents who rely upon his guidance and support in their work: both face-to-face and
via E-mail. Yet even with the vast reach now possible using electronic forms of
communication, this growth via apprenticeship can only account for a minute
proportion of those using GTM. Certainly, key GTM figures of the second gen-
eration of Glaser and/or Strauss’s former doctoral or postdoctoral students such
as Kathy Charmaz, Adele Clarke, Juliet Corbin, Susan Leigh Star, Phyllis Stern,
Janice Swanson, Carolyn Wiener, and Holly S. Wilson, among others, have
sought to continue this tradition with their teaching and mentoring. Nonetheless,
the method itself has now taken on a life of its own as evidenced by the wide
range of contributions to this Handbook.

Given some of the key ideas about GTM, that it should produce mid-range
theories grounded in the data, ‘fit’ the context, and generate applicable and use-
ful analytic explanations, it is important to note that even from the outset a
significant strand of practice-oriented research was manifest. Two of the three
founding texts (Awareness of Dying and Time for Dying) had clear practical
ramifications that Quint specifically developed. Indeed Quint’s development
from early collaborative work with Glaser and Strauss led to her ‘legendary
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contributions’ to the professional practices and strategies for palliative and hospital
care, and represents an early and notable exemplar of this central characteristic.
It also explains to some extent why GTM has sustained the interest of
people working in care and associated medical and support areas, often combining
professional employment with their research activities. Quint demonstrated the
usefulness of conceptualizing issues in professional practice and explicating
their consequences.

In sociology in the USA, qualitative research attracted women and the UCSF
doctoral program in sociology itself enrolled more women than men. During
the early years of the program, most of the men who completed their degrees
entered applied areas that seldom included qualitative research. After the
decline of American sociology in the late 1970s, the doctoral program at
UCSF narrowed its focus to medical sociology and offered specializations in
women’s health and ageing; all of these areas interested women students in the
program.

CAUSES, CONTEXTS, AND CONDITIONS OF
THE DEVELOPMENT OF GROUNDED THEORY

GTM developed in very specific circumstances. The initial research projects
from which the method emerged had been undertaken in the wake of Anselm
Strauss and Barney Glaser each suffering a close family bereavement. The
Appendix to Awareness of Dying makes it clear that an important factor in their
work on death and dying came initially from Strauss’s experience in dealing with
the illness and death of his mother in the early 1960s. Glaser joined forces with
Strauss some 6 months after the research project had begun (around 1960),
having himself just suffered the loss of his father. They worked together, and also
with Jeanne Quint, publishing a number of papers mentioned in the footnotes to
the opening pages of Awareness of Dying, first published in 1965. They also pub-
lished some methodological papers at this time, including a joint paper
‘Discovery of Substantive Theory: A Basic Strategy for Qualitative Analysis’
(1965b) and Glaser’s paper ‘“The Constant Comparative Method of Qualitative
Analysis’ (1965). These articles provided much of the groundwork for the more
extended and polemical statement of the method to be found in The Discovery
of Grounded Theory when it appeared in 1967.

Chapter 1 provides further details on the respective backgrounds of Glaser and
Strauss, as do other contributors, but scholars often ignore the deeply personal
motivation that animated Glaser’s and Strauss’s commitment to GTM from the
start. A similar personal commitment remains an important factor to this day
amongst many GTM practitioners as many chapters in this handbook very much
evidence both in content and style of presentation.* Yet had early grounded
theory works simply gained their inspiration from the originators’ personal
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commitment, then it is unlikely that the method would have flourished in the
ways it has. Glaser and Strauss, together and individually, brought with them:
(1) a shared dissatisfaction with current trends in US social science research;
(2) a wide range of ideas drawn from their distinctive backgrounds and experi-
ences; and (3) an innovative and perceptive orientation to the practices and skills
required for research in contemporary social settings. The chapters by Eleanor
Covan, Susan Leigh Star, and Phyllis Stern each attend, in some manner, to how
Glaser’s and Strauss’s particular individual experiences, training, temperament,
and interests influenced the background and development of the method. We do
not wish to imply that the emergence of GTM can simply be understood in terms
of a biographical concoction of the two; but neither do we disavow that these
issues have impact.

None of our contributors has sought to apply either Glaser’s ‘Six Cs’:
‘Causes, Context, Contingencies, Consequences, Covariances, and Conditions’
(see Glaser, 1978) or Strauss and Corbin’s ‘conditional matrix’ (1990, 1998) to
the development of GTM itself, but it would be an interesting exercise to
apply these two approaches as heuristic devices to shed light upon the origina-
tors’ trajectories, convergence, and divergence.’ Seeking to account for the emer-
gence and subsequent development of GTM in terms of the Causes, Context,
Contingencies, Consequences, Covariances, and Conditions might well be an
illuminating exercise, albeit one open to the criticism of constructing post hoc
reifications rather than shedding light on important conjunctures. Similarly
Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) conditional matrix might be able to provide an alter-
native conception of the shared framing of GTM and its originators’ subsequent
differences.

Indeed using these two approaches might provide a way in which the explana-
tory power and shortcomings of each could be assessed. In addition it would
contribute to a key deficiency in much of the GTM-related literature, i.e. a lack
of in-depth use of key strategies of the method itself. Far too many references to
GTM fail to get much beyond a few slogans or mantras supposedly corroborated
by reference to key texts, as if the rich detail and complexities magically flow
from the latter. For instance, any attempt to apply the conditional matrix would
result in the realization that the 1990 version differs significantly from the 1998
one (Charmaz, 2005, 2006; Clarke, 2005). Strauss was a theorist of action, not
of individuals. For him, action formed the core of experience and of sociologi-
cal analysis. The 1990 version of Basics of Qualitative Research better repre-
sents Strauss’s emphasis on action and interaction and their relation to meso and
macro social contexts, although the linked spirals of the 1998 version imply
trajectory and connections. Thus tracing a path around the 1990 version of the
conditional matrix (see Strauss & Corbin, 1990) would encompass the range and
type of structural conditions influencing and being affected by incorporating the
co-founders’ methodological actions taken together as well as viewed separately.
A similar exercise might be attempted for GTM itself as it has developed since
the 1960s.
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This point exemplifies one of the key strengths of the method: Its ability to
give rise to and illustrate the practical use of key research practices and concep-
tual tools, albeit with the likelihood that such facilities and potentialities will
themselves give rise to limited and mechanical applications and to the emer-
gence of new and syncretic forms of the method itself. Several contributors make
this point; e.g. Margaret Kearney, notes that students subjected Strauss to con-
stant pressure in the 1980s and 1990s to outline simple step-by-step recipes
for generating grounded theories. Strauss responded by offering heuristics,
rules-of-thumb, that all-too-often students saw as virtual rules to be followed
regardless of the research context.

A CELEBRATION OF DIFFERENCE?

We have deliberately entitled this introduction ‘Grounded Theory Research:
Methods and Practices’, since we both firmly see many of the developments
from The Discovery of Grounded Theory-vintage GTM as strengths and
enhancements of GTM, rather than as dissipations and diversions. Our view does
not imply that we welcome all such developments. For instance, we have not
found axial coding to be a productive research strategy, because it relies far too
much on preconceived prescriptions. In addition, we have serious reservations
about the conditional matrix in either of its forms. Such techniques cannot be
mechanically applied. In an analogous way that extant concepts should earn their
way into a grounded theory analysis, so too should using preconceived method-
ological tools. Such use should only occur after researchers carefully assess
whether a given technique has earned its way into their respective methodologi-
cal repertoires for their specific research problems (Charmaz, 2007). Thus in
his chapter, Bruno Hildenbrand provides an example of a good fit between the
conditional matrix and his developing analysis.

Ultimately, the maturity of a method will most likely result in the development
of a range of related strands, some of which may well appear to be vastly different
from the original. The progenitors of GTM have changed, modified, or eliminated
major methodological strategies themselves. Carolyn Wiener points out that
Strauss dispensed with writing memos directly and instead relied on transcriptions
of team meetings. Glaser (2003) recently changed his stance on the grounded the-
ory quest to discover a single basic social process. Certainly, such developments
will test the tolerance of the method practitioners and of the key statements of the
method itself. In so doing, disputes will arise concerned with issues such as the
core features of the method, the possible and viable interpretations of its key char-
acteristics, whether or not some new or hybrid form of the method is actually a
valid or legitimate variation rather than an anathema, and the extent to which par-
ticular applications or exemplars of the method-in-use demonstrate its flexibility
or undermine its integrity. This is not unique to GTM, Bob Dick’s chapter charts a
similar set of developments in the context of Action Research.
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Two important, and related, issues arise in this regard: First, to what extent are
statements about methods prescriptive, advisory, or heuristic? Second, at what
point do the differences between variations outweigh the similarities? The first
issue concerns the ways in which researchers and writers regard the invocations
of GTM texts. Some scholars see methods statements as detailed prescriptions
for research practices and procedures, while others look upon them as guidelines
or heuristics. These ambiguities pertain to GTM but, moreover, apply to all state-
ments about methods. Responsibility for the adopted orientation lies at least as
much with the reader (practising researcher) as the writer (methods author).
Some methods are offered by their progenitors from the very start as a basis
for variation and interpretation, while others are couched far more towards the
prescriptive end of the spectrum.

In practice, the initial intentions of the methods progenitors do not really seem
to matter. Some researchers will advocate strict adherence, but others will seek
to follow or develop variations; with ensuing arguments concerning whose
approach has greater validity or authenticity. The resulting tensions have partic-
ularly affected the history and development of GTM, especially once Glaser and
Strauss themselves took their different paths.

The originators taking different paths leads to the second issue: At what point
do such differences lead to a move from ‘variations on a theme’ to ‘a different
method in its own right’? This question holds fundamental relevance for GTM,
since anyone looking at the range of statements and exemplars on offer will need
to take some stand in this regard. Clearly, a fairly specific and widely acknowl-
edged group of initial, canonical texts include statements or exemplars of the
method: The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Awareness of Dying, and Time for
Dying are the obvious ones. Yet the subsequent trajectories of Glaser and Strauss
severely undermine taking these texts as a basis for a sustained and seamless
understanding of GTM.

Glaser contends that his writings since these early statements do indeed con-
tinue to offer a genuine continuation of and adherence to the early GTM sources.
The alternative path taken by Strauss, particularly in his collaboration with Corbin,
attests to at least one other point of view. Furthermore, at least since Charmaz’s
chapter in the second edition of the Handbook of Qualitative Research (2000), fur-
ther diversification of the method has occurred, although the underpinnings of her
view were apparent in her 1990 article, ‘Discovering Chronic Illness: Using
Grounded Theory’. At the simplest level, we have the Glaserian school of GTM,
the Strauss and Corbin school, and the Constructivist. The integration of method-
ological developments of the past 40 years distinguishes Constructivist Grounded
Theory. This version emphasizes how data, analysis, and methodological strate-
gies become constructed, and takes into account the research contexts and
researchers’ positions, perspectives, priorities, and interactions.

Many scholars would agree that GTM has three versions; nevertheless, for
some scholars, GTM is actually far more diverse. In Chapter 21, Norman Denzin
lists seven different versions of GTM; ‘positivist, postpositivist, constructivist,
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objectivist, postmodern, situational, and computer assisted’. The distinctions
between some of these remain unspecified, and some overlap. In any case, the
most articulated forms of the method fall fairly readily into the three given above.

GROUNDED THEORY METHOD AS A FAMILY OF METHODS

Anyone contemplating the GTM landscape must grasp the inherent complexity
of what might be termed the ‘family of methods claiming the GTM mantle’. This
point may not seem significant to experienced researchers, but to those new to
research, particularly if faced with methods examinations and submissions to
research committees, the issues are immediate and vital. Understanding them
allows novices to make informed choices and to articulate rationales supporting
their choices.

Consideration of GTM as a ‘family of methods’ deliberately evokes Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s concept of ‘family resemblances’ which he introduced in his
Philosophical Investigations to demonstrate how similarities are often based on
judgements around ideas that are not amenable to clear and precise definitions.
Thus according to Wittgenstein, we all know what a ‘game’ involves. We can
successfully apply this term to many diverse activities that do not all share com-
mon attributes, but do share some common characteristics with some other
games. Wittgenstein writes:

Consider for example the proceedings that we call ‘games’. | mean board-games, card-
games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all? Don’t say:
There must be something common, or they would not be called ‘games’ but look and see
whether there is anything common to all. For if you look at them you will not see something
that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that.
To repeat: don't think, but look! (Wittgenstein, 1953, aphorism 66).

Note that Wittgenstein’s admonition ‘don’t think, but look!” is similar to many
GTM statements concerning the primacy of grounded observation over precon-
ceptions. More critically for our present discussion, his argument centres on sim-
ilarities and relationships that can apply to GTM itself. Every contributor to this
Handbook has studied, applied, taught, and/or written about GTM. Yet each one
will have his or her own ideas of what precisely constitutes GTM, and these
specific (idiosyncratic) ideas form a family of resemblances in much the same
way as Wittgenstein describes them.

Wittgenstein states:

I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than ‘family resem-
blances’; for the various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour
of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same way. And | shall say:
‘games’ form a family (Wittgenstein, 1953, aphorism 67).

Now we can readily extend this metaphor of family resemblances so that,
just as in real families, membership becomes contested or individuals



12 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

become excluded. Given the pre-eminence of GTM, many researchers have
good reason to claim the mantle of GTM in some manner, and for others to chal-
lenge what they regard as illegitimate claims and claimants. Correspondingly,
those who see the method as fostering incomplete data collection or mundane
explanations will distance themselves from it, as do those who are antagonistic
towards inductive qualitative research.

Unlike Wittgenstein’s example of games, however, novices cannot obviously
and intuitively grasp GTM. Rather, it takes a good deal of effort and insight to
develop sufficient confidence with the method to make these sorts of judge-
ments. Indeed, in putting this Handbook together, we intend our readers to view
it as a basis for discussion and debate from which students can learn, and upon
which experts can apply their insights; certainly not as the only statement about
the method, albeit one with some definitive status.

Teaching GTM often requires that instructors treat a set of procedures as if they
were rules. Yet learning how to use GTM necessitates moving beyond rules to a
more profound, more nuanced, and more resilient understanding of the key prin-
ciples of the method. Thus Strauss worried about students’ persistent requests for
a clear set of procedures for doing GTM. Ironically, however, Strauss and Corbin’s
Basics of Qualitative Research achieved its popularity to some extent precisely
because it seemed to offer just this sort of GTM manual. Some have termed it a
cookbook approach, in which the authors discuss the ingredients, procedures, and
outcomes in explicit detail, with clear instructions derived from decomposing
complex activities into small-scale, simpler tasks. Yet a cookbook can also provide
a foundation from which imaginative cooks can develop their own versions of the
recipes. (Kearney notes in Chapter 6 that, as GTM grew in popularity, Strauss was
constantly asked for a restatement of the method in recipe form.)

We argue for viewing GTM as a family of methods along the lines suggested
by Wittgenstein. The Handbook then indicates the extent to which scholars
invoke differences of approach and of substance, and specify the relationships
between their respective approaches and substantive analyses. Many of the
contributors themselves offer ideas about the essential properties or features
of GTM; Stern’s paper specifically focuses on this issue. In some cases the
authors define a set of criteria. For instance Wiener states that she considers
the following to be ‘integral to following GTM’:

data gathering, analysis and theory construction proceed concurrently;

coding starts with first interview and/or fieldnotes;

memo writing also begins with first interview and/or fieldnotes;

theoretical sampling is the disciplined search for patterns and variations;
theoretical sorting of memos sets up the outline for writing the paper;

theoretical saturation is the judgement that there is no need to collect further data;
identify a basic social process that accounts for most of the observed behaviour.

Urqubhart outlines a set of guidelines, five in all, which centre on:

e doing a literature review for orientation;
o coding for theory not superficial themes;
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o use of theoretical memos;
o building the emerging theory and engaging with other theories;
o clarity of procedures and chain of evidence.

Jane Hood argues that three features of GTM distinguish it from any other
research methods: ‘(1) theoretical sampling, (2) constant comparison of data to
theoretical categories, and (3) focus on the development of theory via theoretical
saturation of categories rather than substantive verifiable findings’. She terms
these the ‘troublesome trinity’, since as well as being ‘essential properties of
Grounded Theory’ they are ‘also the most difficult for researchers to understand
and apply’. Hood directs her entire chapter to demonstrating distinctive proper-
ties of GTM, differentiating it from what she terms the ‘Generic Inductive
Qualitative Model’. As many readers already know, Glaser has consistently
sought to distinguish between GTM and what he terms ‘Qualitative Data
Analysis’ (QDA).

Other authors make somewhat less expansive statements about the ‘core’ of
GTM. Thus Karen Locke argues that at its heart GTM consists of a set of ‘research
procedures and practices that help us to initiate, organize and carry forward
our thinking relative to our engagements with the field, for example, coding,
continuous comparing, iterative sampling in light of developments in thinking,
diagramming, memo writing, and so on’. Meanwhile Denise O’Neil Green,
John W. Creswell, Ronald J. Shope, and Vicki L. Plano Clark see the method as
‘a qualitative research design in which the inquirer generates a general explana-
tion (a theory) of a process, action, or interaction shaped by the views of a large
number of participants’.

Other contributors and GTM researchers will perhaps have their own particu-
lar ways of summarizing the key features of the method. One of us has recently
presented a specific account, which includes the following summary:

Grounded theory involves taking comparisons from data and reaching up to construct
abstractions and then down to tie these abstractions to data. It means learning about the
specific and the general—and seeing what is new in them—then exploring their links to
larger issues or creating larger unrecognized issues in entirety. An imaginative interpretation
sparks new views and leads other scholars to new vistas. Grounded theory methods can pro-
vide a route to see beyond the obvious and a path to reach imaginative interpretations
(Charmaz, 2006: 181).

GROUNDED THEORY PARADOXES AND PERPLEXITIES,
COMPLEXITIES AND CONUNDRUMS

A close reading of the chapters in this Handbook brings to the fore a number of
major issues concerning GTM, some of which are certainly paradoxical and con-
fusing to novice researchers, and perhaps even to those with more experience.
Following Glaser’s maxim ‘all is data’, we subjected the chapters for this Handbook
to a light-touch coding exercise that resulted in a series of themes or concepts high-
lighting many key issues regarding GTM and its use in current research practice.
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What is grounded in GTM: the categories, the concepts, or the theory?

This query is one of those deceptive questions; at first sight hardly worth asking,
but upon reflection it raises a whole series of critical issues. The obvious and
immediate answer is ‘the theory’; after all it is the Grounded Theory Method.
But this response then leads one to ask about the relationship between the
theory, the concepts and/or categories, and the data. The categories must surely
be ‘grounded’ in the data, since they give rise to the theory; or in Glaser’s terms
theories are systematically generated according to the procedures of GTM.

This answer, however, results in a further consideration: What does ‘grounding’
mean? Glaser correctly admonishes those researchers who fail to rise above
what he terms ‘description’. Yet he also criticizes those who leap to generate
theoretical statements without regard for systematic data collection and analysis,
and calls such statements ‘immaculate conjectures’ or ‘immaculate conceptual-
izations’. Again the traps for the novice and the unwary are legion without fur-
ther insight and guidance. A researcher embarking upon use of GTM will have
to avoid the Scylla of ‘mere description’ on the one side, and the Charybdis of
‘immaculate conceptualization’ on the other.

One problem actually lies in the way in which the term data is understood in
GTM, and the ambiguities in the early GTM works. Several contributors (e.g.
Holton, Kearney, and Locke) point out that data play a double-edged role in
GTM. The method certainly encourages, even commands, researchers to gather
data in one form or another; and many GTM researchers seem guided by the
motto ‘everything is data’. But this motto is not meant to imply that ‘data is
everything’, on the contrary, as Kearney remarks in Chapter 6, ‘Glaser and
Strauss were much more comfortable writing at a distance from data than are
authors of current qualitative reports in the practice disciplines’ (stress added).

GTM products that really have ‘grab’ and ‘fit’ probably do so because the
researchers have managed to sustain this balancing act between ‘grounding’ and
‘distancing’, thereby producing substantive conceptualization. Again Kearney
sums this up by noting that Glaser and Strauss favoured ‘theoretical density over
descriptive amplification’. This observation leads us to consider two other
related issues: the nature of data and the sense in which GTM research encom-
passes and perhaps even requires researchers to make imaginative leaps from
the data.

Data

The term ‘data’ is central to the early writings of GTM, and indeed continues to
act as a pivotal identifier for the method. Yet, as we point out in Chapter 1, and as
other contributors such as Adele Clarke and Carrie Friese, Katja Mruck and Giinter
Mey, Virginia Olesen, and Susan Leigh Star would concur, the term itself is fraught
with problems that the GTM literature itself ignored. In our earlier works (for
example, Bryant, 2002, 2003, 2006; Charmaz, 2006; Charmaz & Mitchell, 2001),



INTRODUCTION 15

each of us has individually sought to incorporate key admonitions with regard to
the use of the word, yet still retain the main strengths of GTM.

In the realm of IT or ICT (Information and Communications Technology) the
term data has similar centrality and accompanying ambiguities, which can illus-
trate similar problems arising in GT. People distinguish between data and ‘infor-
mation’, explaining the relationship between them in terms along the lines of
‘[D]ata is therefore raw material that is transformed into information by data
processing’.

This sort of imagery appears in most popular textbooks for students of com-
puting and information systems. It implies that human beings and computers
‘process’ information from data, in much the same manner as petrol is refined
from crude oil. Thus, this mechanistic imagery obscures the issue of ‘meaning’,
and mistakes the ways in which humans act in the world. We are not automatons,
taking in data and then somehow processing it. As one of us has argued else-
where (Bryant, 2006), in the context of IS and Informatics, people cannot engage
directly with anything to do with data. Scanning a book into a computer is a
data process; someone trying to read it (and make sense of it) immediately is in
the realm of information, because it inevitably involves meaning.® In GTM, the
very acts of defining and generating data place the researcher in the realm of
meaning.

The contributions by Ian Dey, Bob Dick, Sharlene Hesse-Biber, Jo Reichertz,
and many others make similar points. In GTM, the relationship between data,
however defined and grasped, and the researcher is one founded on action, inter-
action, and interpretation. As Mruck and Mey, and Olesen imply, reflexive
scrutiny of these processes helps the researcher to locate and position their data
(and themselves) without reifying these data or their resulting analyses. The
early GMT texts understandably emphasized the importance of ‘the data’, in
contrast to the theoretical flights of fancy that Glaser and Strauss saw as predom-
inant in sociological research at the time. But we are now in the position where
GTM has taken its place in the methodological armoury, and the danger is that
researchers will over-emphasize the role of data at the expense of other facets of
the method. Hence, a number of contributors to the Handbook meticulously
locate the role for imagination, serendipity, ‘abduction’, and reflexivity in GTM.

Induction, deduction, abduction

GTM is categorized as an inductive method. Induction can be defined as ‘a type
of reasoning that begins with study of a range of individual cases and extrapo-
lates from them to form a conceptual category’ (Charmaz, 2006: 188). In effect,
it means moving from the particular to the more general; in the context of GTM
it implies moving up from the detailed descriptive to the more abstract, concep-
tual level. One of the problems with induction is that this type of reasoning
involves a leap from the particular to the general, and may rely on too limited
a number of individual cases or an idiosyncratic selection. To an extent GTM



16 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

overcomes these problems with the ideas of theoretical sampling (see Chapter 7
by Jane Hood and Chapter 11 by Janice Morse, respectively) and the distinctions
between substantive and formal grounded theories (see Chapter 4 by Glaser and
Chapter 6 by Kearney, respectively). Indeed a close reading of The Discovery of
Grounded Theory and many other GTM books indicates a far more sophisticated
philosophical position than students often glean, much less those who only
glance at the texts in order to substantiate their GTM claims. Conversely, as
Timmermans and Tavory explain, some of the statements on offer, particularly
from ‘objectivist’ GTM sources, provide ammunition for critics of GTM to label
it as an ‘epistemological fairy tale’.

In the light of the work of those who have traced Strauss’s ideas back to the
American Pragmatists and the work of Charles S. Peirce, the inductive nature of
GTM is now seen as only part of the story: ‘abduction’ plays a key role. As a
way of reasoning:

Abductive inference entails considering all possible theoretical explanations for the data,
forming hypotheses for each possible explanation, checking them empirically by examining
data, and pursuing the most plausible explanation (Charmaz, 2006: 188).

The chapters by Striibing and Locke mention abduction, but Jo Reichertz
deals specifically with the topic, remarking on the ‘secret charm of abduction’
since it combines both the rational and the imaginative aspects of research; the
former by defining a logical form of inferencing, and the latter by acknowledg-
ing the role played by insight and institution. Although no specific mention of
the term abduction appears in any of the writings of Glaser and Strauss, or
Strauss himself, a strong case can be made that The Discovery of Grounded
Theory and some of the other GTM works of Glaser and Strauss, collectively
and individually, have abductive strands and implications, particularly when
they raise issues such as theoretical sensitivity. Indeed, Reichertz makes the
important point that attending to the process of abduction reunites the topics of
the logic of discovery and the logic of validation or justification; bringing both
into the realm of methodological consideration. Whatever one’s view on abduc-
tion, and its role in GTM in practice, this new attention to the topic helps under-
score how GTM far transcends the ‘naive Baconian inductivism’ of which it has
been accused (Haig, 1995).

Grounded Theory Method: simple yet skilful

One of the recurrent themes in many chapters is that GTM, far from being some
mystical complex approach, is in fact ‘simple’ and straightforward. Thus Lora
Lempert notes that memo making is not mystical but simple; Judith Holton sees
the solution to the chaos of coding inundation as ‘relatively simple’, as also is
recognition of the point at which to stop collecting data. Carolyn Wiener points
out that, with regard to the method of constant comparison, ‘the basic rule is
simple’. Conversely many contributors make the point that several key facets of
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GTM rely on extensive experience and skill on the part of the researcher. Wiener
notes that one of the key characteristics of the team in which she worked with
Strauss was that ‘All of us were skilled at coding but he was especially gifted
atit’. Hesse-Biber argues that one of the most difficult skills in learning qualitative
analysis ‘is the ability to see what is in the data’.

This paradox or ambiguity is particularly evident in discussions concerning
theoretical sensitivity. Almost all of those who address theoretical sensitivity,
comment to the effect that it is an acquired skill that does not come easily or nat-
urally. Holton rightly asserts that ‘[T]heoretical sensitivity requires two things of
the researcher—analytic temperament and competence’. Udo Kelle deals with
this issue at some length, and he concludes that ‘the previously presented two
basic rules, (1) to abstain from forcing preconceived concepts, and (2) to utilize
theoretical sensibility in this process, are obviously difficult to reconcile’.
Moreover he notes that in the years following publication of The Discovery of
Grounded Theory the ‘apparent antagonism between “emergence’” and “theoretical
sensitivity” remained a major problem for teaching the methodology of
grounded theory’.

Theoretical sensitivity is thus a problematic concept. It is crucial in the appli-
cation of GTM. But who has theoretical sensitivity? How do you get it? Who
judges it? Glaser and Strauss locate it within the researcher. Certainly, some
researchers have more developed theoretical proclivities than others. Abduction
helps here. Being able to entertain a range of theoretical possibilities to account
for a surprising finding gives the researcher material for making systematic
theoretical comparisons in relation to the particular finding. Making theoretical
comparisons not only means knowing something about theory, and at least intu-
itively understanding how to go about theorizing, but also means being able to
play with theoretical ideas before becoming committed to a single theoretical
interpretation.

GTM rightly appeals to novice researchers because it encourages them to
develop their own theories rather than merely fine-tuning existing ones. They
may become conceptual entrepreneurs themselves rather than just work for
theoretical capitalists. Nonetheless, this point obscures the fact that use of GTM,
at least as much as any other research method, only develops with experience.
Hence the failure of all those attempts to provide clear, mechanistic rules for
GTM: there is no ‘GTM for Dummies’. GTM is based around heuristics and
guidelines rather than rules and prescriptions. Moreover researchers need to be
familiar with GTM, in all its major forms, in order to be able to understand how
they might adapt it in use or revise it into new forms and variations.

Codes, categories, concepts

The terms ‘code’, ‘category’, and ‘concept’ occur as central ones within GTM
writings. Some writers use two or more of these terms synonymously. Star poses
the specific question ‘What is a code?’ and gives as a response that it ‘sets up a
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relationship with your data, and with your respondents’. She does not use the
term category, but does use the term concept implying that it operates at a higher
level of abstraction than a code. Lempert states that ‘codes capture patterns and
themes and cluster them under a “title” that evokes a constellation of impres-
sions and analyses for the researcher’; and she uses the term category as a higher
level code which has grown in complexity and abstraction, so subsuming other
codes. Kelle distinguishes between ‘data, codes and the emerging categories’,
and also notes that Glaser’s discussion of Theoretical Sensitivity (1978) intro-
duced a distinction between substantive codes and theoretical codes. Kelle sees
the latter as ‘terms which describe possible relations between substantive codes
and thereby help to form theoretical models’. He adds that ‘[T]he word “codes”
or “conceptual codes” is thereby used as synonymous for “categories and their
properties”’. Holton equates a code with a category, and quotes from another
author who equates a category with a concept; but her main focus is on the ways
in which the GTM researcher develops concepts and decides upon a core cate-
gory. Glaser stresses the importance of a core category in developing SGTs
(substantive grounded theories) and then using this core in the conceptual move
towards FGTs (formal grounded theories). Kelle invokes set theory and Venn
diagrams to achieve some clarification of the terms category and property, but
perhaps researchers need to clarify further distinctions between code and cate-
gory and concept.” It would seem that the best working model places these terms
in a hierarchy from bottom to top: respectively code, category, concept. The
resulting hierarchy will not, however, appeal to those GTM researchers who see
the relationship between category and concept as far more intricate. Whichever
approach researchers adopt, Glaser’s fundamental question ‘what category is
this data the study of?’ must still be posed.

Theoretical codes, coding paradigms

Glaser and Strauss, individually, noted that the early founding texts of GTM
were far from perfect. Glaser’s chapter seeks to provide clarity and guidance on
the topic of Formal Grounded Theory (FGT), noting that some of the earliest
statements about FGT contained ambiguous or incomplete ideas. Both Glaser
and Strauss sought in their later, distinct writings to deal with other issues of
ambiguity or potential misunderstanding (see Strauss & Corbin, 1994). In some
cases these efforts generally produced positive results; but in other cases, they
netted fewer obvious benefits. We have already pointed out that the concept of a
coding paradigm is problematic and to an extent undermines the power of GTM
itself. A similar case can be made about Glaser’s introduction of his Theoretical
Sensitivity in 1978. To a novice researcher, Strauss’s coding paradigm and
Glaser’s theoretical codes appear to undermine one of the basic principles of
GTM: an open-minded, framework-free orientation to the research domain at the
outset. Kelle points out that Glaser: (1) does not clearly explain use of these
codes; (2) the codes themselves mix ‘logical’ with ‘substantive’ issues; and
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finally (3) ‘the employment of such an unordered list for the construction of
“grounded theories” poses grave difficulties if the researcher does not have a
very broad theoretical background knowledge to hand concerning the different
theoretical perspectives entailed in the list’. Glaser himself has distanced himself
from these codes in recent years, and as Kearney argues, Strauss remained
ambivalent in dealing with the demands to offer formulae or rules-of-thumb for
the application and use of GTM.

Verification and validation

Glaser and Strauss initially developed GTM as a move away from grand theory
verification. They aimed to offer an alternative to young sociological researchers
who, in colourful imagery, were almost exclusively tied to acting as ‘proletariat
testers’ to their masters, the ‘theoretical capitalists’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 10).
Hence their concern in The Discovery of Grounded Theory with ‘generation’ as
opposed to ‘verification’. But this concern then begs the question of how
grounded theories themselves can be verified or validated.® Dey raises this issue
in his discussion of how the distinction between the ‘context of discovery’ and
the ‘logic of validation’ can become sullied if grounded theorists use the same
data both for discovery and for validation. He quotes Kelle who argues that ‘the
prerequisite of independent testing requires that a hypothesis is not tested with
the empirical material from which it is developed’.

Accepting the notion of such independent testing is problematic for GTM
(unless we aim for theorizing rather than verification) because the method itself
depends on coterminous data gathering, analysis, and conceptual development.
Dey advises GTM researchers to be alert to these distinctions, so that ‘[I]f we
think of validity as the extent to which a theory is well-grounded empirically and
conceptually, then we can better appreciate the importance of theoretical consis-
tency as well as the accuracy or acuteness of our empirical interpretations. When
we develop categories, we need to take account of their theoretical underpin-
nings and implications as much as their efficacy with regard to the data’.
Reichertz, following Peirce, states that the outcome of abductive inference can
never be verified, however extensive the testing: ‘All that one can achieve, using
this procedure, is an intersubjectively constructed and shared truth’. Peirce
found the idea of absolute certainty ‘irresistibly comic’, and so saw truth claims
as at best provisional. Discussions about verification are not unique to GTM, but
still remain part of current discourse on epistemology, science, and general
claims to understand the real world.

Using the literature

Ever since the publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory, concerns have
arisen regarding how students and researchers should approach and use the exist-
ing literature relevant to their research topic. Holton states her view starkly, the
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researcher should enter the domain with ‘no preconceived problem statement,
interview protocols or extensive review of literature’. Stern notes this precept
approvingly, but also remarks that pressures from one’s professors, funding
committees, and other approval mechanism may work against being able to post-
pone a literature review to later (post-conceptual) stages of the research.
Lempert however clearly states that she deviates from this aspect of classic
GTM, not for the reasons given by Stern, but for pragmatic reasons:

In order to participate in the current theoretical conversation, | need to understand it. | must
recognize that what may seem like a totally new idea to me—an innovative breakthrough
in my research—may simply be a reflection of my ignorance of the present conversation.
A literature review provides me with the current parameters of the conversation that | hope
to enter ... It does not, however, define my research (see Chapter 12 in this Handbook).

Lempert’s point suggests a larger problem occurring in some studies that
claim grounded theory methods. Researchers may report ideas as new that have
been developed in relevant literatures, sometimes by other grounded theorists.
Careful analysis of relevant extant literatures after developing one’s grounded
theory can provide cues for raising its theoretical level and indicate which
conversations to enter.

Barry Gibson wonders how researchers develop theoretical sensitivity without
some familiarity with relevant literature. Similarly, Timmermans and Tavory
point to the various statements along the lines of Holton’s as the reason that
many novice researchers are left in ‘confused awe’. The recommendation that
the researchers should enter the research domain with an open mind is sound, but
many contributors point out two key flaws in taking this at face value. First, in
keeping with Dey (1999; Chapter 8), an open mind does not imply an empty
head. Anyone starting research will most certainly have some preconceived ideas
relevant to the research area. A researcher can account for these ideas in some
way, but certainly should not simply ignore them. Second, the advice about post-
poning exploration of the literature usually emanates from experienced
researchers, who themselves have developed an extensive knowledge of a vast
mass of literature together with a general familiarity with key topics and an array
of concepts at their fingertips. Wiener notes Strauss’s skills in analysis and cod-
ing that clearly derived from his wide experience and reading. Similarly Glaser
can reel off numerous examples of substantive and formal GTs, as well as many
others that do not quite make the grade. Here again, the balance arises between
reliance on the literature to provide the framework to start with, something that
Glaser and Strauss particularly took issue with, and having a level of understanding
to provide an orientation as Lempert advises.

Grounded Theory Method and Symbolic Interactionism

The relationship between GTM and Symbolic Interactionism elicits clear
disagreements. Clarke and Friese state unambiguously that ‘[W]ith deep roots in
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symbolic interactionist sociology and pragmatist philosophy, the grounded
theory method can be viewed as a theory/methods package with an interpretive,
constructionist epistemology’. Glaser has been at pains to counter this assertion,
devoting a specific article to countering precisely this easy identification
(Glaser, 2005).

Symbolic interactionism and grounded theory have strong compatibilities.
Both the theoretical perspective and the method assume an agentic actor, the sig-
nificance of studying processes, the emphasis on building useful theory from
empirical observations, and the development of conditional theories that address
specific realities. Like symbolic interactionists, grounded theorists assume that
people act, as individuals and as collectivities. The symbolic interactionist empha-
sis on meaning and action complements the question grounded theorists pose in
the empirical world: What is happening? (Glaser, 1978).

To find out and interpret what is happening takes the researcher into meanings
of action, which may be unstated or assumed. This point speaks to the major
divide among grounded theorists implied above: those who treat what they see
or hear and record as objective and those who see both what research partici-
pants’ actions and researchers’ recordings and reports as constructed. The latter
position treats the research process itself as an object of scrutiny and thus
embraces contemporary currents in symbolic interactionism.

The dual emphases on an agentic actor and action in both grounded theory and
symbolic interaction lead researchers into attending to process rather than
assuming structure. Subsequently, grounded theorists attempt to define funda-
mental processes and symbolic interactionists view social life as somewhat inde-
terminate and open-ended because it consists of interactional processes. These
points reveal the pragmatist underpinnings of both symbolic interactionism and
grounded theory, and have animated Strauss’s work. It follows that the resulting
theories would be contingent on specific conditions and modifiable as those con-
ditions change. Glaser in particular (Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
has stressed the modifiability of grounded theories. Simultaneously, however, he
advocates moving towards a general, abstract level, and thus addresses explana-
tory ‘why’ questions. Symbolic interactionists have produced many studies of
local phenomena that answer ‘how’ questions. Symbolic interactionists can
and do use grounded theory strategies to advance inquiry that answers why ques-
tions without severing finished studies from the conditions of their production
(see, for example, Casper, 1998; Star, 1989).

The fit between symbolic interactionism and grounded theory is extremely
strong. Perhaps we should phrase the question, in pragmatist language, as
follows: Do symbolic interactionism and grounded theory work as a theory-
method package? Yes, absolutely. Whether they constitute a unitary theory-
methods package is another question. Charmaz (1990) has long maintained that
researchers from varied theoretical persuasions can adopt grounded theory
strategies with sound results. Beginning from another theoretical perspective
means that a researcher invokes a different or additional set of sensitizing
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concepts to begin the research process (Charmaz, 2005). Yet, in any case, where
one starts a grounded theory study is seldom where one ends.

Grounded Theory Method and sociological theory and practice

When Glaser and Strauss published The Discovery of Grounded Theory, they
clearly set their sights on challenging specific people and practices predominat-
ing in US social sciences at the time. In the ensuing 40 years, the people and
practices have changed. GTM now perhaps joins the orthodoxy of the social sci-
ences, although several authors depict how qualitative researchers in general and
GTM practitioners in particular continue to be marginalized in US social science
faculties. They also make the point that adhering to some of the central precepts
of GTM is difficult in a culture where research aims and objectives have to be
submitted for vetting to research boards, funding committees, and ethical
approval procedures in advance of the research being undertaken; and where,
once approval is granted, any deviation from the proposal requires further
formal approval.

In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss singled out various
figures, including C. Wright Mills and in particular his book The Sociological
Imagination (1959), as a target of their criticism of existing sociological methods:

Much of C. Wright Mills" work, we believe, is exampled with only little theoretical control,
though he claimed that data disciplined his theory. In contrast, grounded theory is derived
from data and then illustrated by characteristic examples of data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 5).

We share the position with many contributors to this Handbook, that GTM has
now matured and in many regards this maturity has resulted in a revised account
of the balance of skills and perspectives required for GTM. That three authors
make specific mention of Mills, but in affirmative terms rather than disapprov-
ing ones, indicates the maturity of GTM. Locke and Hildenbrand each make the
connection between the abductive or playful aspects of GTM, with Hildenbrand
noting that Strauss in his later work referred to The Sociological Imagination as
an example of the ways in which the grounded theorist must be creative. Covan
sees parallels between GTM and The Sociological Imagination in which Mills
argued for the necessity of understanding social situations by encompassing
three dimensions: individual biographies, history, and social structure, and
which ‘is, of course, grounded in the creative process of generating theory
in consideration of the same dimensions’. Lempert argues that Mills’s book
exemplifies a formal theory with ‘analytic power’ and extensive application.

Covan makes the interesting point that Glaser and Strauss share some key
ideas with Durkheim. Both The Discovery of Grounded Theory and Durkheim’s
The Rules of the Sociological Method are based on the claim that social facts exist
and that the study of these facts is a true science. Moreover, Durkheim was advo-
cating empirical study, in opposition to the prevailing views of Comte; echoing
the criticisms voiced in The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Durkheim stated that
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‘up to the present, sociology has dealt more or less exclusively with concepts and
not with things’ (1938: 18-19). Covan concludes that ‘[L]ike Glaser and Strauss,
Durkheim seemed to be motivated to explain not only how to “do sociology,” but
why his way was legitimate’. Moreover they shared a belief that while lay inter-
pretations of reality were a resource for theorizing, the sociologist must tran-
scend these. One main distinction between Durkheim’s The Rules of the
Sociological Method and GTM, however, is that Durkheim advocated classifica-
tion in advance of the research activities, which GTM specifically rejects.

Serendipity and theoretical development

Several of the contributors allude to ‘serendipity’. Covan rightly points to the
footnote on page 2 of The Discovery of Grounded Theory where the authors
argue that although Merton referred to the ‘theoretic functions of research’, he
failed to develop this to encompass anything like GTM. The closest he came,
according to Glaser and Strauss, was in using the term ‘serendipity’, which they
define as ‘an unanticipated, anomalous, and strategic finding that gives rise to a
new hypothesis’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 2). Glaser and Strauss distance GTM
from serendipity, since they stressed the purposive nature of GTM in developing
theoretical insights, as opposed to what might seem to be an accidental
and contingent manner. Yet GTM has taken on the mantle of serendipity in dif-
ferent ways. In 1998, Glaser stressed the ‘subsequent, sequential, simultaneous,
serendipitous and scheduled’ (Glaser, 1998: 15) nature of grounded theory. Wiener
cautions the GT researcher to be ‘ready for the serendipitous opportunity’.
Nevertheless, in the work on GTM and abduction, the concept of serendipity
has taken on renewed importance. Reichertz does not specifically use the term
‘serendipity’ but takes great care in explaining that abductive reasoning involves
‘assembling or discovering, on the basis of an interpretation of collected data,
such combinations of features for which no appropriate explanation or rule in the
store of knowledge already exists. This discovery causes surprise’. Moreover it
results in the search for a new theory or hypothesis, precisely the grounded
development of concepts and/or theories that lies at the heart of GTM. If it wasn’t
always apparent that GTM is all about serendipity, then it certainly is now.

Diagrams

A clear split divides those who see diagrams as critical and those who deprecate
them. If a researcher proffers a diagram to Glaser, he wants to know what it means,
and that implies writing or talking about it; Stern echoes this view in Chapter 5.
Lempert sees diagrams as ‘central in Grounded Theory work. They create a
visual display of what researchers do and do not know. As such, they bring order
to the data and further the total analyses’. Clarke (2005; Clarke and Friese,
Chapter 17) goes even further in her approach to Situational Analysis which
centres on the production of diagrams in various forms and at various stages.
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Indeed, the division of opinion appears less marked if one notes that Lempert
specifically addresses the researcher and what the researcher knows. Thus a
researcher can offer a diagram as a possibly helpful way of generating concepts
from what might otherwise be a chaos of data. As Lempert says, the diagram
furthers the analysis, but may not provide a way of expressing it to others. Glaser
bases his criticism squarely on this latter aspect of research, and GTM specifically
addresses the issue of writing about one’s research.

Writing Grounded Theory

An emerging trend within GTM quite correctly stresses the importance of writ-
ing about one’s research. Stern specifically addresses the importance of ‘skilful
writing’, and many GTM teachers stress that if one has carefully and consis-
tently written memos in the course of one’s research, then, once sorted, these can
provide the basis and structure for the eventual research report. A related
concern about skilful writing concerns those grounded theorists who present
their reports to some extent in literary terms. Dey refers to this literary turn
when he discusses the role of narrative in GT research. He particularly notes
how a narrative framework can provide ‘a vehicle for contextualizing and inte-
grating the various elements’; in effect a form of ‘grounding’. Whether or
not most grounded theorists can effectively emulate this form, the attention
paid in GTM literature to ‘skilful writing” and forms of expression can provide
a starting point for discussion with relevance to all types of research and their
dissemination.

Use of support software

Increasingly, grounded theorists adopt software to expedite their analyses. We
contend, however, that ultimately the research process must remain under the
control of the researcher(s). Glaser and others are correct to be wary of use of
software, particularly when researchers come to rely upon it. Yet, cases abound
where use of some form of electronic repository, plus sorting and retrieval facil-
ities has proved useful. Researchers must understand both the benefits and the
dangers of use (and reliance upon) software support. Dey and Hesse-Biber each
offer arguments in favour of its use. Dey in particular sees software as encour-
aging ‘a more diligent and disciplined approach to the auditing of the creative
process’. Glaser remains adamantly opposed to any use of GTM software sup-
port largely because he sees it as undermining researcher’s creativity, and wast-
ing large amounts of precious time and effort; he devotes a specific chapter to
his concerns in The Grounded Theory Perspective Il (Glaser, 2003: Chapter 3).
Hesse-Biber offers an alternative view; ‘software supports structure, enriches the
learning process; Conversely use of technology may destroy the intimacy
between researcher and data’. In any case, whatever one’s views might be, the
computer is now ubiquitous and so will be incorporated in diverse ways in all
and any research settings and projects.
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CONCLUSION: GTM IS ABOUT DEVELOPING GROUNDED THEORIES

No overview of grounded theory would be complete without a word about theo-
rizing, the professed purpose, and promise of GTM. If the purpose of the method
is to create the product (a coherent grounded theory), then how does the
researcher go about it? In brief, theorizing in GTM means developing abstract
concepts and specifying the relations between them. Thus, how researchers
arrive at these concepts becomes a crucial part of theorizing and of grounded
theory practice, more generally.

Theoretical concepts in GTM result from iterative processes of going back
and forth between progressively more focused data and successively more
abstract categorizations of them. Researchers focus on treating their most signif-
icant categories to further analysis and raising them to concepts in their emerg-
ing theories. Yet their means of making these theoretical moves are by no means
transparent. Current discussions of GTM often address tensions between possi-
bilities of emergent categories and the practice of theorizing. The notion of
emergence has held a central place in grounded theory logic, and rhetoric. Some
grounded theorists argue that categories emerge automatically when researchers
study, compare, and successively focus their data. Others avow that emergence
does not occur independently from interpretation and, subsequently, they cast
doubt on any claims to emergence. For them, however implicit, ideas always
inform categories and words alone always impart meaning.

We propose that the two positions are not necessarily mutually exclusive; nor
should they be. Grounded theory strategies allow for imaginative engagement
with data that simple application of a string of procedures precludes. This engage-
ment with data creates a space where the unexpected can occur; thus, unexpected
events and experiences may emerge. In keeping with Mead (1932) and Durkheim
(1938), an emergent phenomenon has new and different properties from its
antecedents. If so, then a grounded theorist’s categories would have new and dif-
ferent properties from the pieces of data that prompted the researcher’s idea for the
category. Emergent categories arise from the researcher’s skill in defining these
new properties through the successively more analytic comparative processes of
comparing data with data, data with code, code with code, code with category,
and category with category. In short, grounded theorists can build on an episte-
mologically sophisticated view of emergence that allows for possibilities of
emergent (but never wholly inductive) categories in the practice of theorizing.

This Handbook has been developed to provide a resource for researchers eager
to develop their theory-building skills through engagement with a wide range of
perspectives on GTM; its features and ramifications; its intricacies in use; its
demands on the skills and capabilities of the researcher; and its position in the
domain of research methods. As such, the 27 chapters have been divided into six
sections: I Origins and History; II Grounded Theory Method and Formal
Grounded Theory; III Grounded Theory in Practice; IV Practicalities; V Grounded
Theory in the Research Methods Context; and VI Grounded Theory in the Context
of the Social Sciences.
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NOTES

1 Chapter VII of The Discovery of Grounded Theory concerns ‘Theoretical Elaboration of
Quantitative Data’, and so does lay the basis for Glaser’s valid contention that GTM can use all kinds
of data. But we would still hold to the generally accepted view that GTM is a qualitative research
method, even if it can incorporate quantitative data: this characteristic is also true for many other
qualitative methods.

2 This summary is taken from Bryant, 2006, where it is used with reference to the term
‘information’ (pp. 39-42).

3 See the chapters in this Handbook by Stern, Covan, Clarke, and Star, all of whom studied with
both Glaser and Strauss.

4 Barney Glaser is fond of stating that ‘Grounded Theory is more than a methodology, it's a way
of life’, and this is far less far-fetched than might appear at first glance.

5 Kearney, Gibson, Greene et al., and Hildenbrand discuss the conditional matrix; and they and
several others discuss the role and nature of Glaser's theoretical codes.

6 Bryant, 2006.

7 Readers should refer to the Discursive Glossary for some of the different characterizations of
these and other GTM terms.

8 Although in some contexts, particularly software development, the two terms have distinct
meanings, here ‘verification” and ‘validation” are treated as synonyms.
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Origins and History






1

Grounded Theory in
Historical Perspective:
An Epistemological Account

Antony Bryant and Kathy Charmaz

The Grounded Theory Method (GTM) was ‘discovered’ in the 1960s, as Barney
G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss titled their pioneering book, and simultane-
ously conveyed a crucial epistemological premise about creating scientific
knowledge. In this chapter we seek to offer an account of this development by
locating its foundations against the epistemological background of the time, and
note how epistemological shifts have impinged on grounded theory in the inter-
vening decades. Throughout the chapter, we will use GTM to indicate that we
discuss the method, rather than the theoretical product, a grounded theory, of
using the method. We emphasize the specific historical context of social research
and the content and direction of sociological inquiry just before and during the
time Glaser and Strauss were writing as a team. We not only show that Glaser
and Strauss articulated and developed important trends in social research, but
also that they brought innovative methodological strategies to these trends that
inspired generations of new scholars to pursue qualitative research.

The foundations of GTM are rich and varied. Glaser and Strauss articulated
them in a complex methodological mix from what in effect are four founding
texts: Awareness of Dying (1965), The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967),
Time for Dying (1968), and Status Passage (1971). Yet for many researchers, both
advocates and critics of GTM, the method revolves largely around a very limited
reading of The Discovery of Grounded Theory. In earlier papers we have termed
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this reading ‘the grounded theory mantra’, which in its minimal form comprises
the claim that ‘theory emerges from the data’. We, too, return to the early works
but informed by considered readings of varied grounded theory statements and
of epistemological shifts and developments during the past five decades.

Whatever the reasons for this complex mix of sociological and personal fac-
tors constituting the GT mantra, this self-referential, and often self-reverential,
orthodoxy is clearly breaking down, as the variety and scope of the chapters in
this Handbook indicate. In part, this change has come about as a result of the
numerous and varied applications of the method. Thus, if we are to have more
than a shattering of orthodoxies into a plethora of do-as-you-please versions of
GTM, such developments must also be accompanied by an understanding of the
epistemological bases of Glaser and Strauss’s original method and the historical
context in which it arose, our central concerns in this present chapter.

Any research method makes epistemological claims; a method must indicate
why its application will lead to a development of knowledge, otherwise
researchers would have no basis for choosing it in the first place. GTM makes
explicit claims to an extent, however, in its founding texts, these claims are often
couched in ambiguous terms and with reference to, and in sharp contrast with,
existing ideas of what constituted ‘proper’ research procedures. Moreover, when
reading these statements some 40 years later, it is crucial that readers understand
something of the context within which they appeared and the rationales and
motivations behind their appearance. Hence, we address epistemological issues
pertinent to GTM and those related to 1960s sociology in the USA.

EMERGENCE OF GROUNDED THEORY

Glaser and Strauss derived the GTM through analysing their own research deci-
sions, most notably in their analyses of procedures and practices in hospitals
dealing with the terminally ill (Awareness of Dying). Glaser’s background com-
prised a rigorous training in quantitative methods and middle range theories,
working at Columbia University under the guidance of both methodologist Paul
F. Lazarsfeld and noted theorist and sociologist of science Robert K. Merton.!
Strauss, in contrast, had a background in symbolic interaction, derived from his
studies with the Chicago School and its emphases on pragmatist philosophy,
George Herbert Mead’s social psychology, and ethnographic field research. We
realize that what scholars call the Chicago School glosses over the diverse
methodological and theoretical approaches that the Chicago faculty evinced (see
Abbott, 1999; Bulmer, 1984; Fine, 1995; Platt, 1996); however, we adopt the
term here to indicate the pragmatist, symbolic interactionist, and ethnographic
traditions at Chicago.

Glaser and Strauss, each in his own fashion and from specific perspectives,
argued against growing disciplinary trends and sought to transcend the short-
comings (as they saw them) of these early influences. Like many works,
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The Discovery of Grounded Theory continued and advanced earlier conversa-
tions with each author’s mentors and, in Strauss’s case, with numerous Chicago
School and symbolic interactionist colleagues. Glaser and Strauss’s individual
backgrounds and trajectories brought them together at University of California,
San Francisco, in the 1960s and early 1970s, from which the GTM emerged;
perhaps their subsequent separate paths contributed to their methodological
divergence in later decades.

Through developing this method, Glaser and Strauss aimed to provide a clear
basis for systematic qualitative research, although Glaser has always argued that
the method applies equally to quantitative inquiry. They intended to show how
such research projects could produce outcomes of equal significance to those
produced by the predominant statistical-quantitative, primarily mass survey
methods of the day. What they also achieved was a redirection of positivist-
oriented concern among qualitative researchers seeking reliability and validity in
response to criticisms from quantitative methodologists. Glaser and Strauss
offered a method with a solid core of data analysis and theory construction. Their
method contrasted with the strategy of those who sought procedural respectability
through collection of vast amounts of unanalysed, and often un-analysable, data.

In so doing, Glaser and Strauss simultaneously positioned themselves against
the quantitative orthodoxy and, whether or not they were aware of it, offered a
way of mimicking this orthodoxy: the same but different. Their logic proved to
be a source not only of major strengths but also of weaknesses in their method.
A key strength, and one still central to GTM, is that it offers a foundation for
rendering the processes and procedures of qualitative investigation visible, com-
prehensible, and replicable. GTM builds on methodological concepts of empiri-
cal grounding derived from the quantitative orientation, together with an
explication of how to apply the kinds of analytic steps long practiced, but
seldom articulated, by theoretically oriented Chicago School field researchers.
The key weaknesses of Glaser and Strauss’s statement of the GTM resided
in the positivist, objectivist direction they gave grounded theory, which we
discuss below.?

In their early work, Glaser and Strauss offered a method that could claim
equivalent status to the quantitative work of the time. Theorizing need not have
central recourse to quantitative foundations and studies, instead data could gen-
erate more than numerical data. Such research findings must amount to more
than impressions and resorting to ethereal theorizing or suppositions. In seeking
to provide a firm and valid basis for qualitative research, their early position can
be interpreted as justification for a naive, realist form of positivism, which holds
that the veracity of a theory can be determined simply by recourse to ‘the data’.
Whether or not Glaser and Strauss each individually realized it, their approach
(both together in their early GTM writings and later in their separate works)
implies far more than this view; but for a variety of reasons the data-
oriented positivist idea of the method predominated, and has only recently been
critically exposed and challenged. We seek to show at this juncture that this
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positivist view constitutes only a partial reading of GTM, and that other, more
profound perspectives were present even in the earliest writings.

It was hardly surprising that GTM in the 1960s took on the mantle of the pre-
vailing positivist view of knowledge and applied it to qualitative research, hence
the focus on data, fit, etc. After all, these foci reflected Glaser’s perspective and
positivist heritage and they reflected concerns expressed by fellow qualitative
researchers who sought to defend qualitative inquiry (see, for example, Becker,
1958; Becker & Geer, 1960; Bruyn, 1966; Dean & Whyte, 1958; Deutscher,
1966, 1970; Filstead, 1970). The title of Glaser and Strauss’s methods manual,
The Discovery of Grounded Theory, attests to a clear epistemological orientation
that assumes that reality can be discovered, explored, and understood. From this
perspective, reality is unitary, knowable, and waiting to be discovered.

Yet Strauss’s earlier essay, Mirrors and Masks (1959/1969) indicates that he
was well aware that people’s perspectives shaped how they view objects. He
wrote, ‘Classifications are not in the object; an object gets classified from some
perspective’ (p. 48). This point speaks to the explicit continuity of Strauss’s
thinking with pragmatism and, in particular, Mead’s (1934/1962) notion of the
multiplicity of perspectives. Taken to its logical extension, Strauss’s position
suggested that the objectivism of an external reality and the constructionism in
theory development was a problematic issue when he stated, ‘It would appear
that classification, knowledge and value are inseparable’ (p. 23). Several years
after publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Schatzman and Strauss
(1973) alluded to this tension in their field research manual, ‘As he [sic] scans
his ON’s [Observational Notes] he recognizes the fullness, clarity and incontro-
vertibility of distinct experiences in the field. These are not soft data; these are
as hard and true as he could make them from his experiences’ (p. 106). Their nod
to the researcher’s experiences hints that what the researcher can observe in the
field shapes the analysis, and weakly intimates that previous experiences may
also have some impact (see Glaser & Strauss, 1967: Chapter 11); but their strong
truth claims challenged assertions that qualitative data was soft and therefore
unreliable.

Such truth claims tended to privilege the researcher’s knowledge over those
actors involved in the research context. Thus, in Time for Dying (Chapters 2 and 3),
evidence abounds that Glaser and Strauss understood that the concept of trajec-
tory explained how staff defined, planned, and re-interpreted patients’ experi-
ences in the unit. They even point to the ways in which nurses engaged in ‘recon-
structing’ a woman’s story (p. 21). Yet this perspective is never applied directly
to the researcher. To us, this silence implies that the researcher is immune from
this process of constructing and re-constructing. Chapter 11 of Time for Dying
concerns how people are actively involved in defining aspects of their lives and their
situations; but Glaser and Strauss do not apply this reflexive insight to themselves
as researchers and authors.? Interestingly, however, Glaser (1991) recalls that, as
a new sociologist, Strauss urged him to study how other sociologists researched
and conceptualized their work and to ‘try to grasp their conceptualization not as
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something to believe, but as the author’s perspective on the data from an historical
or “school” point of view and see this perspective as data itself!” (p. 12).
By 2001 (p. 48), Glaser states, ‘All knowledge is not perspectival. Description
is perspectival; concepts that fit and work are variable’. Here, Glaser alludes to
his position that grounded theory is a type of variable analysis analogous to
quantitative manipulation of variables.

We can identify pressing reasons why a straightforward scientistic* view of
grounded theory might have predominated over more nuanced positions in the
1960s, and perhaps even been advisable in order to secure funding, promotion,
and career development. Qualitative research was clearly seen as second-rate,
a poor relation (if related at all) to rigorous statistically based research. The rep-
utability and quest for legitimate academic status of qualitative research
demanded that it should claim some basis of validity equal to that of quantitative
practices, so why not try to establish a ‘scientific’ basis for applying and validat-
ing qualitative research? In part this stance coincided with the prevailing ideas
of researchers throughout the social science disciplines who, for the most part,
tended to assume they were engaged in studies of an external reality and that all
observers would see much the same things in the field.> Many scholars saw the
social sciences as cast very much in the same mould as the natural sciences, and
believed that if the social sciences did not yet actually fit that mould, then they
certainly ought to fit it. (This view particularly pertained to the USA where
sociologists built on the work of Talcott Parsons, Robert Merton, and others
working in the structural-functional tradition. Simultaneously, their methodolog-
ical counterparts created major survey research centres that obtained substantial
Federal funding and conducted studies for government agencies.®)

From our view today, The Discovery of Grounded Theory was far too readily
open to a reading anchored in a clearly positivist epistemology; something that
became readily apparent in the ensuing decades, if it was not as obvious at the
time of first publication. Nonetheless, Glaser and Strauss’s detailed studies from
this period offer many intimations and arguments that show that they understood
the research process in a more complex way. Chapter 11 of The Discovery of
Grounded Theory was specifically concerned with ‘Insight and Theory
Development’, arguing that researchers could and should provide insight and
imagination as key characteristics of inquiry itself. In both Awareness of Dying
and Time for Dying, the authors offer clear indications that the research process
is at least as much about dialogue as about data and analysis. However, no one,
including Glaser and Strauss, took up these points as central issues for GTM in
the immediate aftermath of the publication of The Discovery of Grounded
Theory.

Schatzman and Strauss (1973) did devote space to watching and listening as
well as to interviewing as part of the research process and, more recently, Glaser
(2001, 2002) has advocated passive observation in the field. Indeed Glaser (1978,
1992, 1998) has long advocated active and repeated scrutiny of the data and of
subsequent emerging codes and categories through constant comparative analysis.
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He argues that these constant comparisons serve to abstract major properties of
categories from the data and, thus, render the analysis objective. This process is
markedly different from blindly gathering vast amounts of data. For Glaser
(2001), abstraction eliminates the need for situating the data in its context. He
argues that creating abstract categories moves the analysis to a general concep-
tual and more theoretical level, and increases its parsimony by covering a wide
range of empirical indicators.

Some evidence exists that Glaser and Strauss and other early GTM adopters
discussed these issues, and Glaser sometimes seems to engage with them in his
writings. By 1994, Strauss and Corbin stated that their version of grounded
theory meant doing interpretive work. As Corbin (1998) points out, Strauss,
however, attended to his work, not to debates about it. Thus, for a host of rea-
sons, some of the richness of the early GTM expositions disappeared as the
method gathered momentum to become by far the most popular and widely-
claimed qualitative research method despite criticisms of its epistemological
naiveté (Emerson, 1983; Katz, 1983), slipshod attention to data collection
(Lofland & Lofland, 1984), questionable justification of small samples
(Charmaz, 2006), production of trite categories (Silverman, 2001), presumed
incompatibility with macro questions (Burawoy, 1991; Layder, 1998), and hints
of being unscientific (Spalter-Roth, 2005). Despite these criticisms, the method
has led to jobs, journal articles, and funded research in addition to inspiring
researchers to engage in qualitative inquiry.

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONIST CHALLENGES IN SOCIOLOGY

In order to re-establish the full intensity of GTM, one needs to understand the
major epistemological shifts that developed concurrently with GTM itself in the
1960s. These developments had, and continue to have, a profound impact on
sociology and beyond. The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967), Awareness of
Dying (1965), and Time for Dying (1968) were published during a time of reap-
praisal and renewal in sociological discourse. Critiques of quantification
together with social constructionist statements in several sectors of the discipline
had spurred this reappraisal, beginning in the 1950s. Such diverse luminaries as
Herbert Blumer (1954, 1956), Pitirim Sorokin (1956), and C. Wright Mills
(1959) had long called for redirecting the sociological enterprise away from
‘variable analysis’ (Blumer, 1956), ‘abstract empiricism’ (Mills, 1959), and ‘fads
and foibles’ (Sorokin, 1956). Throughout his career, Blumer called for direct
study of the empirical world by gaining firsthand knowledge of it. In his culmi-
nating essay, he enjoined sociologists to ‘respect the nature of the empirical
world and organize a methodological stance to reflect that respect’ (1969: 60).
For Blumer, symbolic interactionism meant exactly what he subtitled his
book: perspective and method. Sorokin valued intuitive, less concrete ways of
knowing in an age when social scientists dismissed research problems unsuited
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for quantification. Mills sought to tackle social structure from a critical perspec-
tive and to address pressing social issues that lay beyond the consciousness and
tools of positivist social scientists who had donned the cloak of neutrality.

Meanwhile, Goffman (1959, 1961, 1963) arrived on the sociological scene.
He combined Chicago School interactionism and a micro version of
Durkheimian structuralism in his compelling studies of the self, identity, and
social organization that inspired generations of graduate students. Goffman did
not engage in epistemological battles about method; indeed his acute observa-
tions appeared to be the dispassionate recordings of a distanced observer (see
Goffman, 1989). His growing opus, however, testified that a single observer
could construct incisive analyses when embedded in the research setting.
Ultimately Goffman achieved the balance between exhaustive knowledge gained
through immersion in the setting and dispassionate analysis that cut to the core
of social experience.

Strauss played a significant role in advancing Chicago School social construc-
tionist analyses well before his collaboration with Glaser. Granted, he wrote
Mirrors and Masks (1959/1969) as a theoretical essay, but based Images of the
American City (1961) on collected data. He also supervised a large field research
project that culminated in Psychiatric Ideologies and Institutions (Strauss,
Schatzman, Bucher, Erlich, & Sabshin, 1964), which depicted how staff con-
structed, maintained, and defended treatment ideologies. In one of the
most important constructionist statements of the day, Strauss and his colleagues
(1963) theorized the organization of the hospital as a ‘negotiated order’,
constructed through collective and individual action, not as a stable structure
separate from human involvement. In some ways this negotiated order can now
be seen as an incipient form of his later work on social worlds and arenas.

In 1967, The Discovery of Grounded Theory immediately took its place as a
classic statement articulating Chicago School strategies for qualitative inquiry
that Awareness of Dying had already exemplified. Moreover, by 1966 another
sociological classic had appeared: The Social Construction of Reality by Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckmann, followed by Harold Garfinkel’s Studies in
Ethnomethodology in 1967.7 These two books seriously challenged conventional
positivistic epistemologies because they explicitly argued that people constructed
their realities through their ordinary actions, a position that is also implicit in
Glaser and Strauss’s empirical works.

In some cases, subsequent social constructionist statements came perilously
close to the extreme of arguing that in fact no external reality existed; a clearly
non-tenable position. Other less extreme forms of social constructionism
appeared to end in complete relativism, according equal status to all and any rep-
resentations of reality. We certainly do not subscribe to either of these positions,
but we do stress the importance of recognizing that social actors’ understanding
of the world is socially constructed, but not in any arbitrary or ad hoc fashion.
Indeed this sustained and never completed process of construction has to be
understood as the core of what is now fairly readily grasped as ‘structuration’,
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whereby the structure ‘is both the medium and the outcome of the practices
which constitute social systems’ (Giddens, 1981). Although students of the time
may have been influenced by all three of the books mentioned above, the authors
did not explicitly engage each other in subsequent works.

We certainly do not wish to suggest that social scientists immediately took up
the implications of all or any of these works. However, by the early 1970s,
Berger and Luckmann’s, and Garfinkel’s books were standard fare on under-
graduate sociology reading lists, and The Discovery of Grounded Theory had
inspired graduate students in sociology and particularly in nursing to pursue
qualitative research with far more confidence. In addition, Thomas Kuhn’s The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions had appeared in 1962, and was sufficiently
well-known among theorists and philosophers in the social sciences for a second
edition to appear in 1969 with a postscript in which Kuhn responded to his critics.
By the early 1970s, within the general domain of the social sciences, the issues
of epistemology, science versus non-science, and the relationship between knowl-
edge and knower(s) had emerged as central concerns. Scholars increasingly rec-
ognized the import of the sociology of knowledge and its production. Thus, there
is good reason to argue that by the late 1960s and early 1970s, social scientists
should have been aware that the epistemological grounds of inquiry had shifted.

In the USA, these shifts informed theorists and sociologists of knowledge but
the gap between theory and methods remained a chasm in the broader discipline
of sociology. Relatively few methodologists of either quantitative or qualitative
persuasions traversed the new epistemological ground in their empirical
research. Moreover some who had followed these epistemological shifts may not
have known how to act upon them in research practice.®

Further challenges to traditional positivist approaches in sociology emanated
from Garfinkel’s concept of ethnomethodology, essentially endowing or recog-
nizing the methodological skills of all social beings’ collective construction of
their everyday lives through interactive practices. Ethnomethodological studies
demonstrate that social actors ascribe meaning to situations through socially
shared interpretive practices. Social actors know how to enter into social con-
texts, and they know how to ensure that social interaction is initiated and sustained.
Early ethnomethodology projects often consisted of interventions into social set-
tings with the aim of exposing these taken-for-granted actions by deliberately
undermining them. Garfinkel built on Schutz’s phenomenology and Weber’s
verstehen, which meant beginning study with an empathetic understanding of how
social actors defined their situations.’

Social constructionist and ethnomethodological studies taught researchers that
data don’t speak for themselves. The cognizant other (the researcher) engages
data in a conversation. As we have already pointed out, early GTM sources,
such as Time for Dying, appear to invoke a similar concept but restrict it to
non-researchers. Garfinkel’s work broached the question of how social stability
was maintained and enforced by making such stability a problem rather than
a given. This question stood in stark opposition to the prevailing Parsonian
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structural-functionalist theoretical assumptions of the day, where order and sta-
bility was assumed, and equilibrium was the status quo. Garfinkel coined the
terms ‘cultural dope’ and ‘psychological dope’ to symbolize specific weaknesses
of the Parsonian position:

By ‘cultural dope’ | refer to the man-in-the-sociologist's-society who produces the stable
features of the society by acting in compliance with preestablished and legitimate alterna-
tives of action that the common culture provides. The ‘psychological dope’ is the man-in-
the-psychologist’s-society who produces the stable features of the society by choices among
alternative courses of action that are compelled on the grounds of psychiatric biography,
conditioning history, and the variables of mental functioning. The common feature in the
use of these ‘models of man’ is the fact that courses of common sense rationalities of judg-
ment which involve the person’s use of common sense knowledge of social structures over
the temporal ‘succession’ of here and now situations are treated as epiphenomenal
(Garfinkel, 1967: 68).

Garfinkel aimed to show how ordinary people, acting on their common sense
knowledge, construct their routine, taken-for-granted behaviour. For Garfinkel,
routine behaviour and everyday routine practices were accomplishments, not
givens. Taken together, people usually followed taken-for-granted rules and thus
enacted the routine practices that constituted social life: Garfinkel termed his
approach to common sense knowledge the ‘documentary method’:

The method consists of taking an actual appearance as ‘the document of’, as ‘pointing to’,
as ‘standing on behalf of” a presupposed underlying pattern. Not only is the underlying
pattern derived from its documentary evidences, but the individual documentary evidences,
in their turn, are interpreted on the basis of ‘what is known’ about the underlying pattern
(Garfinkel, 1967: 78).

In other words, Garfinkel sought to position the commonsense methods of the
actors themselves at the very centre of sociological research. As we shall see, his
approach bears some resemblance to the founding texts of GTM, but also differs
in some key respects. Glaser and Strauss also maintain a clear distinction
between lay accounts (‘walking surveys’ in Glaser’s current term) and expert
GT-based ones.

The main point to take from Garfinkel, however, is that social stability is an
accomplishment that may be already established in some sense, but has to be
continually maintained and sustained by those social actors present in any given
context. Hence Garfinkel had his students engage in mischievous interventions
that upended people’s taken-for-granted expectations about how interaction
should proceed. By disrupting the routine grounds of behaviour, Garfinkel’s
‘experiments’ laid bare the rules that govern situations and the relationships
within them. These experiments included such startling actions as treating
your mother as if she is your landlady, standing facing the back in an elevator,
moving ever closer to people at parties or looking just over their shoulders when
talking to them, and taking literally things that are said as pleasantries.

Berger and Luckmann argued, in a similar fashion, that people construct social
stability through their everyday actions, but did so from a position within the



40 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

1960s domain of ‘the sociology of knowledge’. We would now understand their
standpoint as a form of social constructivism or situated cognition. Essentially,
their book extended the argument developing from Marx’s statement from The
18" Brumaire: ‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they
please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circum-
stances existing already, given and transmitted from the past’. Although Berger
and Luckmann developed their ideas primarily from the work of Alfred Schutz,
their work also complements that of Mead and other Chicago School symbolic
interactionists.

It is important to keep in mind that the objectivity of the institutional world, however mas-
sive it may appear to the individual, is a humanly produced, constructed objectivity ... In
other words despite the objectivity that marks the social world in human experience, it does
not thereby acquire an ontological status apart from the human activity that produced it ...
Society is a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man is a social product. It may
also already be evident that an analysis of the social world that leaves out any one of these
three moments will be distortive (Berger & Luckman, 1966: 61).

Together the core concerns of Garfinkel, and those of Berger and Luckmann,
encourage scrutiny of the nature of social research and the role of the social
researcher, but still rendered them as essentially ambiguous or inherently prob-
lematic. Taken to its logical conclusion, although few researchers did, the
researcher can no longer assume a position of disinterested observer; any effort
to do so must at the very least engage the above issues, and raise perennial issues
for sociologists. The accounts of social actors must be understood to be a cen-
tral resource for social investigation and research; but the status of these lay
sources raises a conundrum. Garfinkel’s subversive demonstrations lead to infi-
nite regress or a complete dismantling of any sociological project; as such later
ethnomethodologists such as Sacks (see Silverman, 1998) moved beyond earlier
methodological experiments and sought to show how systematic investigation of
the social world was possible, while still allowing for a constructivist orientation.

To an extent, Glaser and Strauss offer intimations of this key development.
They intended to show how interactions construct and reaffirm structure, albeit
with a focus directly on awareness contexts or time expectations rather than
social stability. With their concern for aspects such as ‘fit’ and ‘substantive
theory’, however, their attention was directed away from wider epistemological
and methodological issues. Consequently they neglected to develop the ramifi-
cations of their own position on objectivity directly or to challenge notions of a
disinterested observer. Their empirical work, however, revealed social construc-
tionist assumptions in detailing research participants’ practices that produce the
studied world.

In direct opposition to some of the trends identified above, however, Glaser
and Strauss adamantly maintained the view that researchers’ expert knowledge
superseded that of their research subjects. Hence, they adhere to a distinctly differ-
ent starting assumption and trajectory from Garfinkel. Yet such a view could no
longer be taken-for-granted. For Garfinkel, experts’ accounts are simply yet
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another form of document, running parallel to common-sense material. Social
researchers are ‘doing social research’ just as their ‘subjects’ (for example,
nurses) are ‘doing nursing’; the former have no better claim to knowledge and
insight than any other account. Glaser and Strauss, throughout The Discovery of
Grounded Theory, maintain that systematic theorizing can claim an elevated
status; a position that Glaser (2001, 2002) sustains throughout his writings.
(Strauss, in contrast, would likely agree that researchers are ‘doing social
research’, but would argue that by conceptualizing the processes in the field, we
offer a useful account of actual phenomena.)

When we consider all of these developments exemplified by Garfinkel, and
Berger and Luckmann, that pertain to ideas put forward in The Discovery of
Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss’s critique of quantitative sociology splits
in two. They direct one part of their critique perfectly and tellingly at the proce-
dural orthodoxy of the day. The other part, however, fell short of a target that
rapidly changed form and moved beyond its earlier confines. The accepted wis-
dom underlying the entire project of being scientific and objective was in the
process of transformation in light of a vast array of challenges with which we
still contend, whether we wish to or not. Although its origins can be traced back
to a period well before the mid-twentieth century, the 1960s marked the point
from which all researchers would have to engage problems of ‘science’, ‘knowl-
edge’, ‘data’, and ‘objectivity’ following the publication of and attending debate
around Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Given our intent
to draw attention to precisely these concerns within the context of GTM, and the
fact that several other chapters in this collection mention precisely these aspects,
it is necessary to outline Kuhn’s ideas at some length before explaining their
importance for GTM and research methods as a whole.

THOMAS KUHN'S CHALLENGE TO CONVENTIONAL SCIENCE

Kuhn’s book first appeared in 1962, as part of a series of monographs under the
general title of The International Encyclopaedia of Unified Science.'® Tronically
science would never be unified in quite the same way again in the wake of its
publication. Kuhn’s book aroused sufficient controversy in the scientific arena,
and among historians and philosophers of science, that in 1969 a second edition
was published, including an extended ‘Postscript’ taking issue with the plethora
of comments and critiques the first edition had provoked.

In essence, Kuhn’s argument centred on the ways in which scientists ‘do
science’ in the normal run of things, normal being the operative word. Kuhn
coined the term ‘normal science’ defining it as the activities undertaken by sci-
entists in a field where research could be ‘firmly based upon one or more past
scientific achievements, achievements that some particular scientific community
acknowledges for a time as supplying the foundation for further practice’ (Kuhn,
1969: 10). These achievements had to have some basic attraction that ensured
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that a group of scientists felt sufficiently drawn towards them, and they also had
to leave open a sufficient range of issues for further research.!' Kuhn’s term for
such a context of existing and acknowledged achievements plus open-ended
issues was paradigm, a source of much misunderstanding since that date, partly
an effect of the many ways in which he used and developed the term in his book.?

Kuhn built his conception of paradigm change on the foundations constructed
by Ludwik Fleck (1935/1979) who remained unnoticed in the USA until long
after Kuhn had become an icon in the philosophy and history of science. Fleck
presaged the social constructionist view of science, and Kuhn’s notion of para-
digm. Fleck recognized that ‘facts’ arose from what he called ‘thought collec-
tives’, or groups of scientists who shared a language, set of principles, and way
of thinking about the scientific problems that they encountered. Thus, for Fleck,
facts did not exist independently in an external reality separate from scientific
observers; instead, they were constructed by scientists. Researchers have not yet
fully mined the implications of Fleck’s brilliant contribution, as Lowy has
averred (1988, 1990). Kuhn’s analysis, however, captured the imagination of
those 1960s sociology graduate students interested in epistemology and qualita-
tive inquiry.

The outcome of Kuhn’s argument was that historians and philosophers of
science (and many others) came to understand science as a collective activity
centred on traditions, authorities, institutions, networks, and community solidar-
ity at least as much as on some unquenchable thirst for truth and knowledge.
More critically, Kuhn laid out an argument that stressed the ways in which
science as a communal activity actually could be seen to work against innova-
tive thinking, since ‘normal science often suppresses fundamental novelties
because they are necessarily subversive of its basic commitments’. This suppres-
sion or inhibition was not merely a sociological phenomenon, with authoritative
figures freezing out those who sought to challenge the paradigmatic orthodoxy;
although this was and continues to be an important aspect of the institutionaliza-
tion of science.' In its starkest form, Kuhn’s position amounted to arguing that
scientists viewed the world through the prevailing paradigm of their discipline;
it acted as a cognitive lens or filter. Those who were outside the discipline, or
who challenged the paradigm in some way, often did so because they saw things
differently or saw different things.

Many social scientists enthusiastically adopted Kuhn’s ideas, sometimes in
ways with which Kuhn himself disagreed. Some saw Kuhn’s work as undermin-
ing the orthodox view of what constituted science and scientific practice, simul-
taneously demolishing the science/non-science distinction. Claims to ‘being
scientific’ no longer amounted to anything special: science was a form of belief,
resting on assumptions and traditions not unlike other belief-systems.

More critically, and more pertinently for our purposes, Kuhn’s work fed into
the growing critique of positivism, and so further undermined the scientific ortho-
doxy with its view of what constituted ‘proper science’, ‘scientific method’, and
where the distinction between science and non-science could be clearly drawn.
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Ultimately this path can lead to a relativist free-for-all, but at the very least it
confounded any attempt to develop the social sciences in the same mould as the
traditional view of the physical sciences.

Whatever one’s views of the trends exemplified and embodied in the work of
Garfinkel, Berger and Luckmann, and particularly Kuhn, by the mid-1970s a
body of well-founded opinion had emerged that at the very least offered an alter-
native view of the social sciences and how the social world could and should be
studied; and also questioned the coherence of the exemplars held up to these
disciplinary upstarts as paragons of academic and intellectual virtue, the hard
sciences, and positivist scientific practices.'*

GROUNDED THEORY METHOD: GATHER YOUR DATA WHILE YOU MAY

The four founding texts and the trajectory of GTM clearly emanate from a pro-
found dissatisfaction with the prevailing approach of university-based social
research in the USA in the 1960s. Glaser and Strauss took issue from the very
start with two key features of the established institutional orthodoxy: (1) the
primacy accorded to verification of existing theories; and (2) what they term
‘theory generated by logical deduction from a priori assumptions’ (1967: 3).
Hence, they stressed developing or generating novel theories as opposed to ver-
ification of existing ones, and urged social researchers to go into the field to
gather data without a ready-prepared theoretical framework to guide them.

Not surprisingly, Glaser and Strauss over-emphasized the faults of those they
challenged and under-emphasized the problems of the alternative they proposed.
In particular, their early work placed huge emphasis on ‘data’, albeit not in the
sense of what they saw as the near-mindless ‘data gathering’ that was the proce-
dural order of the prevailing deductive verificationism; but data itself was
posited as non-problematic, something to be observed in ‘phenomenalist’ fash-
ion by a disinterested researcher. Certainly Glaser and Strauss were equally
concerned that analysis accompanied data collection, rather than being postponed
until its completion. They introduced the term ‘constant comparison’ to aid and
abet ongoing analysis; but the imagery of research being ‘grounded in the data’
was unfortunately bound to elevate ‘data’ to prime position precisely at a time
when the term data itself was increasingly problematic.

In part this preoccupation with data arose because Glaser and Strauss, in addi-
tion to focusing on the very real deficiencies of social research, were also inor-
dinately keen to uphold qualitative social research as a scientifically respectable
practice which had to be learned and in which specific expertise had to be devel-
oped. They were quite explicit about this position. Indeed, they stressed that any
method must adhere to scientific rigour, and that the generating of sociological
theory is the sole job of sociologists. Professionals and lay people ‘cannot
generate sociological theory from their work. Only sociologists are trained to
want it, to look for it, and to generate it’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 6-7).
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Glaser and Strauss amplified this position by detailing how they conceived of
the ‘interrelated jobs of theory in sociology’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 3), namely:

(1) to enable prediction and explanation of behaviour; (2) to be useful in theoretical advance
in sociology; (3) to be usable in practical applications—prediction and explanation should be
able to give the practitioner understanding and some control of situations; (4) to provide a
perspective on behaviour—a stance to be taken toward data; and (5) to guide and provide
a style for research on particular areas of behaviour (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 3).

These five theoretical jobs would be acceptable to even the most ‘verificationist’,
empirical sociologist. But taken together with their stress on inductive data gath-
ering, Glaser and Strauss offer a fairly succinct summary of a scientistic'> or
positivist position. In short, they presented a view of scientific practice and
theory of knowledge that the ideas of Kuhn et al. already had challenged, if not
undermined, as we described earlier. Their scientistic position may well have
been at odds with what they each actually sought to advocate, but in the ensuing
decades the inherent positivism in statements such as these came to efface much
of the rich profundity of their early writings.

The key positivist feature of GTM in many of its classic texts is the various
exhortations about ‘data’. Data is an unproblematic concept for positivists; it is
simply what one observes and notes down in the course of doing one’s research.
So too for Glaser and Strauss in the 1960s, and for many GTM proponents since
then. How researchers define, produce, and record data largely remains unexam-
ined. This uncritical stance towards data emanates from the assumption that data
reside in an external reality that researchers can access and examine in a straight-
forward manner. Glaser (1978, 1992, 2002) insists that researchers let data
emerge, and must not preconceive them either through applying extant concepts or
asking extensive questions of research participants. Glaser does not acknowledge
that researchers’ own standpoints, historical locations, and relative privileges
shape what they can see.'®

In particular, Glaser’s constant refrain has always been ‘all is data’; right up to
the present day. As it stands, this stance might not be too problematic; except that
it is often taken to mean ‘data is all’; in other words the inductive gathering of data
will somehow lead to the emergence of concepts and a grounded theory. Glaser’s
stance implies that the researcher does not need to be concerned with quality of the
data, range of data, amount of data, access to data, or accuracy of data.

INDUCTION, DEDUCTION, ABDUCTION

Glaser and Strauss were always keen to demonstrate that their method was
inductive, as opposed to the conventional deductive approaches they were chal-
lenging. They did not couch their criticism of ‘theory generated by logical
deduction from a priori assumptions’ in philosophical or methodological
terms as such. Rather they pointed to the failure of this prevailing approach to
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generate new theories. This is a key point. A good deal of debate had always
occurred about the nature of appropriate methods for the social sciences dating
back to the nineteenth century, in particular the Methodenstreit (methods con-
flict) originating in the German-speaking world in the 1880s, and to which
Weber and Sombart contributed. In the 1960s, this debate was re-ignited as the
works of Karl Popper, Jurgen Habermas, and others were published.

Put in simple terms, the problem of induction is that merely because one has col-
lected a limitless number of seemingly identical observations, one has no certainty
that generalizing from these observations produces a valid conclusion. One aspect
of the problem of induction is that of failing to see the exception. Thus if one is
sitting on a riverbank, one might observe several swans swimming past. They are
all white in colour and, after counting 10, 20, ... 100, or more, one might be
tempted to conclude that ‘all swans are white’, unaware that the black swan went
by sometime earlier, or will pass by soon after one ceases making observations.
The other problematic aspect of induction was clearly stated by David Hume in the
eighteenth century as follows: ‘It is impossible, therefore, that any arguments from
experience can prove this resemblance of the past to the future; since all these
arguments are founded on the supposition of that resemblance’. In other words,
similarity is in the eye of the researcher; deciding that two or more observations
are similar is itself a part of the research process, and cannot be seen merely as
some mechanistic form of counting occurrences and accruing a mass of data.!”

In the wake of such work, use of terms such as induction and deduction in any
methodological context needed to be handled with some attention to the devel-
oping discussions. All that Glaser and Strauss could offer was an exhortation to
apply an inductive method, with no reference to the body of arguments about the
problems of induction. Although good reasons for their silence may have existed
in the 1960s, followers of GTM continued along this path which even proponents
of the method have described as ‘naive Baconian inductivism’ (Haig, 1995).

We do not suggest that deductive reasoning is better than inductive reasoning,
nor do we treat Glaser and Strauss’s criticism of the prevailing methods in
social sciences in the USA at the time as without foundation. We do wish to alert
people to the silences and lacunae in their early writings, which Strauss and
Corbin (1994) acknowledge when they state, ‘Because of the partly rhetorical
purpose of that book [The Discovery of Grounded Theory] and the authors’
emphasis on the need for grounded theories, Glaser and Strauss overplayed the
inductive aspects’ (p. 277). These deficiencies have become more problematic in
the intervening period, but are now being remedied, in many cases by the sort of
work that has been accomplished by many of the contributors to this volume.

Further evidence of Strauss’s awareness of some of these issues appear in
Mirrors and Masks:

... any particular object can be named and thus located in countless ways. The naming sets in
within a context of quite differently related classes. The nature or essence of an object does
not reside mysteriously within the object itself but is dependent upon how it is defined (p. 20).
[our emphasis]
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The direction of activity depends upon the particular ways that objects are classified (p. 21).
... itis the definition of what the object ‘is" that allows action to occur with reference to
what it is taken to be (p. 22). [our emphasis]

Strauss was influenced by the writings of Dewey, Peirce, Mead, and Blumer.
He saw research as an analytic interplay between analysing inductive data, con-
ceptualizing them, and then checking these conceptions through further data
gathering which brings in deductive elements. His approach uses abductive rea-
soning. The logic of abduction entails studying individual cases inductively and
discerning a surprising finding and then asking how theory could account for it.
The researcher subsequently puts all these possible theories to test by gathering
more data to ascertain the most plausible explanation. Abductive reasoning
resides at the core of grounded theory logic: it links empirical observation with
imaginative interpretation, but does so by seeking theoretical accountability
through returning to the empirical world (see also Chapter 10 by Reichertz and
Chapters 26 and 27 by Locke and Striibing, respectively).

GROUNDED THEORY METHOD: MOVING BEYOND THE MANTRA

Glaser and Strauss stated from the outset that their method is based on induction;
and they clearly used the term in the sense of building from the specific to the
generic. Their rationale for this in the 1960s was clearly to distinguish their
approach from the hypothesis-driven deductive method that, as far as they were
concerned, characterized the social and behavioural sciences at the time, at least
in the USA. The standard model of social science research in the 1960s was one
in which graduate researchers drew out hypotheses from the works of the grand
old men of social theory, and then sought to test those hypotheses in social set-
tings. Glaser and Strauss gave researchers a way out of this model by offering a
clear rationale for doing fieldwork without having recourse to the grand theories
and grand theorists. Parsons, Merton, and Lazarsfeld had broken with the earlier
trend, generating their own grand theories or, in Lazarsfeld’s case, a methodol-
ogy to gather ‘facts’. As Glaser and Strauss state, ‘But even these few have
lacked methods for generating theory from data, or at any rate have not written
about their methods. They have played “theoretical capitalist” to the mass of
“proletariat” testers’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 10).

Thus, Glaser and Strauss had sound reasons for their clarion call for an induc-
tive approach. Given the period in which their first books appeared, it was not
surprising that their concept of induction was fairly uncomplicated and easily led
to a staunch position of phenomenalism as defined above. Examples are easy to
find in their early work, but also in their later writings. Glaser and Strauss
continually refer to theory being ‘grounded in the data’, with theory almost
mystically ‘emerging’ from the data. Such statements are often quoted as the
mantra of the grounded theorist. Like a mantra, it is continually chanted
but rarely questioned or examined. Indeed today numerous publications claim
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to use GTM that do no more than refer to The Discovery of Grounded Theory
and quote the mantra—and perhaps subsequently elicit major criticisms (see
Atkinson, Coffey, & Delamont, 2003; Spalter-Roth, 2005). A few examples from
early and late GTM publications will serve as illustrations of Glaser and Strauss’s
views, both when they wrote in concert and later when they published separately
and when Strauss co-authored with Corbin:

o [t]he basic theme in our book is the discovery of theory from data systematically obtained from
social research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 2).

o Theory based on data can usually not be completely refuted by more data or replaced by another
theory. Since it is too intimately linked to data, it is destined to last despite its inevitable
modification and reformulation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 4).

e ... the generation of theory from such insights [sources other than data] must then be brought
into relation to the data, or there is great danger that theory and empirical world will mismatch
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 6).

o The first step in gaining theoretical sensitivity is to enter the research setting with as few pre-
determined ideas as possible—especially logically deducted [sic], a prior [sic] hypotheses. In this
posture, the analyst is able to remain sensitive to the data by being able to record events and
detect happenings without first having them filtered through and squared with pre-existing
hypotheses and biases (Glaser, 1978: 2-3).

o A theory must be readily modifiable, based on ever-emerging notions from more data
(Glaser, 1978: 4).

o Aresearcher does not begin a project with a preconceived theory in mind (unless his or her purpose
is to elaborate and extend existing theory). Rather, the researcher begins with an area of study
and allows the theory to emerge from the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998: 12).

o Creativity manifests itself in the ability of researchers to aptly name categories, ask stimulating
questions, make comparisons, and extract an innovative, integrated, realistic scheme from
masses of unorganized, raw data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998: 13).

o Although we do not create data, we create theory out of data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998: 56).

e One would hope that by ‘sticking to the data’ the analyst is left out of the interpretive process,
but this is highly unlikely (Corbin, 1998: 123).

Ironically, Strauss and Corbin (1994) take a different stance towards data when
they state, ‘Theories are always traceable to the data that gave rise to them—within
the interactive context of data collecting and data analyzing, in which the analyst
is also a crucially significant interactant’ (pp. 278-279).

GTM: MOST WIDELY USED QUALITATIVE METHOD

For a variety of reasons GTM steadily gained in popularity, initially in the social
sciences and eventually well beyond, moving out into any discipline where
research involved contact with human subjects in specific situations. By the
late 1990s, surveys indicated that among published papers reporting on qualita-
tive research, two out of every three claimed to be using GTM (Titscher et al.,
2000). One reason for GTM’s popularity was that claiming to use the method
allowed a degree of licence to the researcher, particularly in the early stages
of producing a proposal, and hence use of GTM would later be claimed in
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published accounts. Haig (1995) called GTM a ‘useful umbrella term’, conceal-
ing more than it revealed; and this strand of criticism certainly has some basis.
Given its popularity it is not surprising that the method has received wide atten-
tion, including many extended critiques, they are much testimony to its widespread
use as they are to any inherent weaknesses.

Many of the criticisms can be allayed with reference to the extended body of
research that has accrued since the 1960s. This body of work is not monolithic.
There is, as most readers of this Handbook will already realize, the fundamental
dichotomy between the two founders, but this is by no means the only contour
to be traced through GTM research over the past 40 years. The variation in use
and implementation of the method across a wide range of topics, disciplines, and
researchers is far more important. As a result, a large and growing body of work
claims use of GTM that can itself now be cited, and used as guidance—and some-
times as warning. Until comparatively recently, most researchers claiming to be
using GTM cited only a very small and constrained portion of this literature. In
recent years, however, this trend has started to change and citations to GTM have
moved beyond the confines of Glaser and Strauss, plus either Strauss and Corbin
or Glaser on his own. This trend reflects the health and vigour of the method.
In many regards, GTM is developing in a manner similar to Action Research
(AR; see Chapter 18 by Dick). AR can be traced back to the pioneering work of
Kurt Lewin and others, but is now identifiable in many different approaches all
of which retain key characteristics of the early formulations, but each of which
has taken those insights and developed them according to different contexts, dis-
ciplinary conventions, conceptual and theoretical engagements, and forms of
implementation. This diversity needs to be seen as a basis for discussion and
exchange of ideas, not an excuse to erect barriers between one ‘true’ version of
GTM and all others, inevitably deemed to be impostors or diluted forms of ‘the
one authentic method’.

We have demonstrated here that GTM developed against a background
of increasing discussion and questioning of fundamental philosophical precepts;
a process that extended well beyond the narrow confines of philosophy seminars,
going deep into the social sciences and beyond. As a result, the emergence
of GTM is a history of not only chasing a moving target (i.e. scientific rigour)
but also one that is doubling back on itself and meeting ‘qualitative’ and
‘interpretive’ strategies coming at it from elsewhere. As a consequence the pop-
ularity of GTM is double-edged. In its early formulations, it provided a
justification for doing qualitative research, but it did so initially by imposing
a positivist mantle on that process. Later, others have shown how this mantle
can be stripped away (e.g. Bryant, 2002; Charmaz, 2000, 2006; Clarke, 2005;
Dey, 1999; Locke, 2001). We need to understand this trajectory, and to
some extent dismantle the method from its initial formulations. Although
this project may prove disagreeable to some of its proponents, it will have a
significant impact on the ways in which the method is both practiced and
justified.
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One key problem is that GTM literature on the method itself from the late
1960s to at least the early 1980s remained almost untouched by any of these
epistemological developments that we have discussed.'® This point may also be
true for many other research methods, but it is far more critical for GTM because
the founding manifesto of the method specifically addressed key issues such as
the role of the researcher, the concepts of data and induction, and the generation
of theory. And all of these have extensive ramifications, particularly in the light of
the developments in philosophy of science, epistemology, and the sociology
of science from the early 1960s onwards.

For whatever reasons, neither Glaser nor Strauss demonstrated sustained
engagement with these conceptual developments throughout their various pub-
lications. Glaser was initially a student of Merton, and so it might be expected
that he would have attended to debates in the sociology of science, but he has
always made it clear that he rapidly moved away from Merton’s stance on
many key issues.!” Strauss may have stood at the periphery of the various cri-
tiques of positivism and scientific method at the time. From his own intellec-
tual formation, he certainly adopted the pragmatist study of action and
understood the methodological implications of symbolic interactionism,
which raised similar issues about contingency, multiplicity of meaning,
observers’ values, and provisional truth.?? Strauss and Corbin mention several
of these issues in their 1994 chapter and Strauss demonstrates his awareness of
the methodological implications of pragmatism in Continual Permutations of
Action (1993).

So we are left with a conundrum; one which may eventually be resolved, but
at this stage we can only take note of it and move on. In doing so it is important
to note that the very popularity of GTM attests to its profound attraction and use-
fulness; but we must distinguish between what is key to the method, and what
needs to be discarded or reformulated if the method is to shake off its reputation
for being positivist, philosophically naive, and a refuge for the methodologically
indecisive.

Many of the chapters in this Handbook demonstrate the rich and varied uses
of GTM, and all in some way attest to its value and attraction as a method. In sum-
mary we can offer the following benefits and attractions of GTM. This method:

o fulfils a need to justify qualitative approaches (justification of process);

o |justifies qualitative research in terms familiar to quantitative researchers—data, validity, systematic,
empirical, etc. (justification of ontology);

e and thus keeps the gate-keepers placated and satisfied (justification by publication and
acceptance);

o offers a rationale for researchers as they begin their research—the method eliminates and pre-
cludes need for hypotheses and conjectures at the start (justification of methodological flexibility
and indeterminacy);

e warns against an unexamined or too briefly considered application of extant ideas and theories
and instead urges fresh theorizing (justification of open-mindedness);
requires a comparative approach;
keeps the analyst engaged through adopting emergent guidelines.
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GROUNDED THEORY METHOD: AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL
RE-ARRANGEMENT AND RE-ENGAGEMENT

For over a decade, the basic principles of GTM have come under fire both from
within and without the GTM community. In philosophical terms, some scholars
(e.g. Layder, 1998) have accused GTM of naive inductivism; and the method has
been labelled as positivist. Several scholars take these criticisms as sufficient
reason to argue that the method is fundamentally flawed; yet others have sought
to distinguish between particular versions or aspects of GTM, pointing out how
the method can overcome these criticisms. Hence we have made the distinction
between ‘objectivist’ and ‘constructivist’ GTM (see Bryant, 2002, 2003; Charmaz,
2000, 2002, 2006).

To an extent, we can see the objectivist—constructivist distinction as an attempt
to distinguish between the essences and the historical accidents of GTM, i.e.
between the core aspects of the method, without which it wouldn’t be GTM, and
the aspects which can be traced back to the historical context within which GTM
developed, and which can therefore be dispensed with. Any attempt to tease out
and separate these two categories would, however, quickly come to grief. What
some would regard as essential to GTM, others would see as accidental. At this
stage we prefer to delineate the variety of ideas and developments within and
around GTM.

What is critical, however, is to re-position GTM in the light of the current
philosophical and epistemological landscape. This repositioning will allow us to
understand such issues as those shaping the research process, the roles, social
locations, perspectives of the researcher, the production of data, and the dialec-
tical relations between sensitizing concepts and induction. Closer attention to
these issues enables us to situate our grounded theories, see complexity, and
to avoid the hegemonic reach of over-generalization with its erasure of position-
ality, difference, time, and location (see also Clarke, 2005). Such repositioning
will also allow us to move beyond simple criticisms that label GTM as positivist
or limited to micro-analyses.

The various debates since the 1960s have resulted in far more acceptance of
uncertainty and indeterminacy in knowledge claims. We may all yearn for cer-
tainty, but most knowledge claims are couched in provisional terms. When even
the findings of the ‘hard’ sciences (usually held up as the paragons of truth and
knowledge) are couched in terms of context, probability, ambiguity, and uncer-
tainty, then no one can demand anything more from the softer sciences.
Ironically, Glaser and Strauss had clear intimations of exactly this position in
their discussions of substantive and formal theories, and Glaser’s recent work
makes some important observations on this topic.

So although clear positivist strands are evident in the original GTM texts, these
books also hold insights that can provide the basis for a very different interpreta-
tion of the method. More importantly, we can usefully and successfully build on
its key features of ‘theoretical agnosticism’ (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2003: 138),
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coding for actions and theory construction, successive comparative analyses,
inductive-abductive logic, memo-writing, theoretical sampling, and theoretical
integration.

Furthermore Glaser and Strauss’s objectives for developing GTM can also be
brought into line with recent developments in science and technology studies.
The arguments raised against the grand theorizers, the ‘theoretical capitalists’
(Parsons, Merton, etc.) can be seen as a call to members of the varied parts of the
academic sociological community to work against prevailing paradigms, to chal-
lenge the way ‘things are done around here’. The Discovery of Grounded Theory
can be read very much as the call of the outsider pointing out the deficiencies of
existing orthodoxies. Glaser’s participation in the discipline certainly fits the bill
of a productive (and provocative) outsider. While Strauss was much more
enmeshed in sociological and academic circles but as a central figure in Chicago
School sociology, he stood outside of the functionalist trend towards increasing
quantification and challenged it.

Thus, we can see GTM as originally a way of trying to encourage, support,
and guide researchers who wanted to work outside ‘normal social science’
(1960s USA style). And scholars can still see GTM as a call for ‘thinking out-
side the paradigm’ in its key ideas of aiming at new conceptual insights based on
direct hands-on research, even if the advice regarding exposure to existing liter-
ature and current research findings is anomalous and ambivalent. Re-reading
The Discovery of Grounded Theory in the light of Kuhn’s writings and current
social constructionist work?! leads to a reinterpretation of Glaser and Strauss’s
exhortations. Their characterization of ‘verification’ and ‘theoretical capitalists’
parallels Kuhn’s concept of ‘normal science’, although Glaser and Strauss
restrict themselves to institutional issues, and do not touch on the epistemologi-
cal ones. In order to break out of normal science, researchers must constantly
strive for innovative insights and fresh conceptualizations. GTM can provide a
way of building the confidence to do so, even when one is just starting out as
a researcher

A repositioned GTM solves numerous epistemological problems. It takes a
middle ground between realist and postmodernist visions (Charmaz, 1995;
Charmaz & Mitchell, 1996). This approach adopts Blumer’s assumption of an
‘obdurate reality’ but views reality as multiple, subject to redefinition, and some-
what indeterminate (see Strauss & Fischer, 1979a, b). Furthermore, a reposi-
tioned GTM moves further into interpretive conceptual frames and further away
from deterministic variables. This GTM builds on the fluid, interactive, and
emergent research process of its originators but seeks to recognize partial knowl-
edge, multiple perspectives, diverse positions, uncertainties, and variation in
both empirical experience and its theoretical rendering. It is realist to the extent
that the researcher strives to represent the studied phenomena as faithfully as
possible, representing the ‘realities’ of those in the studied situation in all their
diversity and complexity. A repositioned GTM assumes that any rendering is just
that: a representation of experience, not a replication of it. It is interpretivist in
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acknowledging that to have a view at all means conceptualizing it. Data are
always conceptualized in some way. Thus the generalizing impulse in classical
grounded theory, its strain towards parsimony and subsequent reductionism, the
beliefs in discovery and distanced observation, all become problematic. A repo-
sitioned GTM bridges defined realities and interpretations of them. It produces
limited, tentative generalizations, not universal statements. It brings the social
scientist into analysis as an interpreter of the scene, not as the ultimate author-
ity defining it. And this method acknowledges the human, and sometimes
non-human, relationships that shape the nature of inquiry.
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NOTES

1 Lazarsfeld was the Head of the Bureau of Applied Social Research, a noted centre for survey
research.

2 One of the reviewers objected to this aspect of our chapter, arguing that Glaser and Strauss
‘were well beyond’ issues such as positivism—perhaps a statement with which Glaser would still
concur. We contend that claims about data must at least engage with the issues of positivism and
constructivism, even if those making the claims end up with an epistemological position far different
from ours.

3 Kathy Charmaz adds, in the 1960s, theoretically oriented qualitative researchers discussed
notions of reality as constructed but treated their own data as given in an external world. At that
time, Anselm often noted that various research team members observed much the same processes.
He portrayed this phenomenon—often with delight—as testifying to the strength of their interpre-
tations of the reality in question, that they had captured ‘it’. | was acutely aware then that Anselm
did not see that the ‘objectivity’ of the team reflected their largely shared class, race, and genera-
tional backgrounds and acceptance of professional, i.e. medical, assumptions. One can also read
the dying books as reflecting the staff position, not the patient’s or their families.

4 Scientism being defined as the belief that (natural) science is the highest (perhaps the only
true) form of knowledge as well as process of acquiring knowledge—specifically in its positivist or
empiricist form. In short, scientism involves the worship of science.

5 We leave it to readers to decide if the status and funding issues had any impact on the cognitive
ones—or vice-versa.

6 We are indebted to Adele Clarke for this point and also for noting that it was no accident that
Columbia University housed the Bureau of Applied Social Research and the University of Chicago
established the National Opinion Research Center as survey researchers displaced Chicago School
field research.

7 Garfinkel had published most of the chapters earlier but having them in book form brought
greater attention to them. His approach gave rise to two related methodologies: ethnomethodol-
ogy, and conversational analysis. Both challenged positivistic methodological practices of the day
and conceptions of scientific theorizing. Ironically, 40 years later, many social scientists view conver-
sational analysis as the most positivist of the qualitative methodologies.
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8 Patrick L. Biernacki, for example, was well-schooled in the epistemological debates of the
1960s, but his 1986 book reflected his training in positivistic grounded theory from Glaser. In con-
trast, Virginia Olesen was explicitly influenced by Schutz, as is evident in her co-authored book
(Olesen & Whittaker, 1968), and also recalls being influenced by the interactionists of the time
(personal communication to K. Charmaz, July 9, 2006).

9 Severyn T. Bruyn (1966) also primarily built on Schutz and Weber, with some consideration
of George Herbert Mead, to develop a humanist methodology on a phenomenological foundation.
Bruyn articulated methodological procedures although not in great detail. He devoted much of
the book to theoretical discussions of ways of knowing and to expanding traditional concepts of
validity, reliability, and verification to take subjective meaning into account.

10 The series was founded by Rudolf Carnap, in 1938, together with the sociologist Otto
Neurath (both having earlier been members of the Vienna Circle of logical positivists) and the prag-
matist philosopher, Charles W. Morris. The idea was to publish a series of monographs dealing
with issues in the philosophy of science, particularly those concerning mathematics and empirical
science. (See entry in Encyclopaedia Britannica.)

11 Kuhn termed these issues ‘puzzles’, a deliberately demeaning term.

12 The term has become so misused since Kuhn's time that its use is now almost entirely
restricted to those impelled to express themselves in the most unreflective forms of management-
speak. The ultimate expression of this is, of course, to be found in the popular American animated
sitcom, The Simpsons:

Network Executive: We at the network want a dog with attitude. He's edgy. You've heard the
expression ‘Let’s get busy’? Well, this is a dog who gets biz-ay, consistently and thoroughly.

Krusty: So he’s proactive?

Executive: Oh, God yes! We're talking about a totally outrageous paradigm.

Writer: Excuse me, but ‘proactive’ and ‘paradigm’? Aren’t those just buzzwords that dumb peo-
ple use to sound important? Not that I'm accusing you of anything like that ... I'm fired aren’t I?

13 Recent examples of this institutionalized exclusion can be found in the Artificial Intelligence
community in the 1970s and 1980s where the rule-based paradigm effectively suppressed the con-
nectionist or network-based one. Also the current penchant for string theory amongst leading
physicists is claimed by its detractors to operate in a similar fashion. For a grounded theory treat-
ment of struggles to establish theoretical dominance in science, see Susan Leigh Star, Regions of
the Mind: Brain Research and the Quest for Scientific Certainty (1989). She documents how brain
localizationists suppressed the challenges from brain diffusionists to establish the ruling theory of
brain functioning.

14 This is putting it very mildly, and a slight caricature might add some additional insight.
Charmaz's chapter in the 2nd edition of the Handbook of Qualitative Research argues that there
are two alternative positions: objectivist and constructivist. The argument for a constructivist position
effectively undermines the objectivist one.

15 Scientism can be defined as 'science’s belief in itself as the highest, or even only valid form
of knowledge'.

16 Awareness of earlier developments in the sociology of knowledge by Karl Mannheim (1952,
1954) could also have led to similar realizations about the significance of standpoint, perspective,
and historical location for seeing the empirical world.

17 So a black ‘swan’ might simply be re-classified as something else, so preserving the integrity
of swans as white.

18 During this period, numerous grounded theory studies in the experience of chronic iliness and
sociology of science adopted social constructionism.

19 At his GTM seminar in London (April 2006), Barney Glaser admitted that he ‘was a sociolo-
gist of science ... for about one whole day ... | think it was a Wednesday!" Nonetheless Merton’s
emphasis on middle-range theories, positivist views of science, and structural-functional perspective
did influence him.

20 Clarke (2005) takes this position further with her agreement with Star (1989) and Fujimura
(1992) that symbolic interaction and grounded theory constitute a theory/methods package and
her argument that this package always contained postmodern elements.

21 Vibrant established and emergent constructionist research is evident in such diverse areas as
health and illness, information systems, communications, criminology, ageing, social psychology,
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and science and technology studies. Significant influences in research settings are not limited to
human actions. The growing literature on relationships with animals, for example, suggests how
they may influence the form and content of inquiry (see, Irvine, 2004; Sanders, 1999). Clarke (1998)
emphasized how scientists’ access and use of research animals affected the development of the
field of reproductive biology and sociologists and geographers have documented how the built
environment affects social life and social research (see, for example, Lofland, 1998; Milligan, 20034, b).
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The Discovery of Grounded
Theory in Practice: The Legacy
of Multiple Mentors

Eleanor Krassen Covan

The notion that sociologists need to tell others about the necessity of generating
social theory that is both structurally relevant and pertinent to one’s data, one
that has ‘fit and grab’ was an idea Glaser and Strauss shared when they published
The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967) 40 years ago. That explanation was
necessary and that observation of data was required for theory generation were
not new ideas, however, having been adumbrated in the work of others. As all
students of epistemology know, knowledge is cumulative. Theoretical ideas and
the methods for generating them emerge as generations reconsider the conclusions
of earlier scholars.

C. Wright Mills’s The Sociological Imagination (1959) is an intriguing concept,
suggesting that we can understand social situations if we examine them from the
point of view of the interplay among three dimensions: individual biographies,
history, and social structure. Grounded theory is, of course, grounded in the cre-
ative process of generating theory in consideration of the same dimensions.! The
interplay of these dimensions is particularly important to my endeavor in this
chapter, explaining the legacy of multiple mentors as it relates to the process of
learning grounded theory. The grounded theory method of understanding, like
all other methods of understanding social reality, is not static; it changes even in
the process of teaching it to student cohorts.

Relatively few students have been fortunate to have studied at the University
of California, San Francisco (UCSF) with both Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss,
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simultaneously, in the decade following their having published The Discovery
of Grounded Theory (1967). My cohort was at UCSF from 1974-1980.2 We
learned about grounded theory through reading the grounded theory text, partic-
ipating in seminars about the method led by the authors of the book as well as
their colleagues, through personal communications about grounded theory with
Glaser and Strauss, and most importantly by using the method under their direc-
tion. Most others have learned about grounded theory from books alone or by
studying with one or the other great mentor or a student of one or both of them.
Now, in 2006, many are learning from the students’ students.

To thoroughly understand the impact of multiple mentors on students of
grounded theory and its students would require working beyond the scope of this
chapter because the task would be longitudinal in design. Understanding differs
between students of sequential cohorts, and even among students of the same
cohort. Such a study would require a considerable time span as each student
brings his or her own intellectual lineage to the study of grounded theory and
builds a new lineage in the process of developing a career. One would have to
consider the dynamic intellectual lineages to which generations of students have
been (and continue to be) exposed, and to subsequently examine the productivity
of cohorts of students who claim to be ‘doing grounded theory.’ I intend to present
just a glimpse of the legacy of grounded theory mentors by considering those
aspects of their legacy that they shared with me personally, and to discuss how
this legacy has perhaps influenced the careers of a few members of my own
cohort and the emergent careers of the students we are teaching.

As I examine my education, I recall having been taught the importance of the
sociological imagination with regard to the interplay between individual biogra-
phy and social structure at Temple University, long before I was a student at
UCSEF. I needed Anselm Strauss, however, to help me to appreciate what Mills
may have meant by the importance of history and cohorts. Strauss was quite
willing to engage me in conversations about the importance of history and
cohorts, especially with regard to explaining how meaning is negotiated in the
context of social interaction. To this end we discussed the fact that somehow
I had received an undergraduate liberal arts education thinking that studying
history meant contemplating political systems, warriors, explorers, battles, and
dates exclusively, with no analyses of the consequences of those experiences
for ordinary citizens let alone the consequences of those citizens’ actions for
political systems. Strauss’s personal dismay as we discussed gaps in my education
revealed that my dismissal of history beforehand was a consequence of the fact
that I had never been fortunate to take a course taught by a social historian. I began
to understand the impact of the interplay between history and personal biography
when Strauss had me contemplate my personal epistemological philosophy.
In the context of the history of sociological thought, he challenged me to com-
pare my prior knowledge of sociology with that of other students in my cohort.
He was so determined to make sure that I understood the importance of cohorts
that even my French foreign language exam involved discussing with him
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an article about ‘cadrés’ of students in French universities. In consequence,
Strauss helped me to recognize that I bring my history with me, even as I use my
sociological eye anew.? I imagine him smiling as I write a history of becoming
a grounded theorist.

SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES AT UCSF (1974-1980)

At the time that we became students of Glaser and Strauss in 1974, I don’t think
that anyone in my cohort considered themselves to be a student of grounded theory.
Indeed we were all enrolled in a four quarter sequence of courses that auda-
ciously had been labeled, ‘The Discovery of Social Reality.’

Each course exposed us to methods of qualitative data analysis, and we hoped
that we would learn enough to eventually complete a PhD dissertation. In remi-
niscence, during our era in the UCSF Department of Social and Behavioral
Sciences, we were taught only qualitative research methods which were infused
throughout the curriculum. If we did not know it beforehand, we quickly learned
that no matter who chaired the department at any particular time, it was Anselm
Strauss who provided the leadership.* He told us that he had created the medical
sociology program by recruiting others who were comfortable with qualitative
methods, and it had been he who negotiated placement of the program in the
School of Nursing, because the administrative structure of the School of Nursing
provided him with the autonomy he needed to develop his curricular ideals.
Since UCSF is a medical center, it was no coincidence that in the doctoral
program we were reading numerous articles and research monographs about
medical sociology, debating not only the research conclusions, but also the
philosophical and epistemological assumptions behind the qualitative methods
used in those studies. We read qualitative research articles and monographs
exclusively, which included structural ethnography, ethnomethodology, natura-
listic observation, and phenomenology, in addition to grounded theory. As we
learned about the variety of qualitative research methods in other courses, we
were never told that we were expected to write dissertations using the grounded
theory method. Nor did faculty tell us that we had to be symbolic interactionists.
Nevertheless, as Anselm Strauss led, many followed.’

For my cohort, The Discovery of Social Reality sequence was introduced in a
single lecture by Anselm Strauss, but really began with a course co-taught by
Virginia Olesen and Leonard Schatzman focusing on fieldwork, field notes, and
the use of memos in the analysis of field data. Among other foci, Virginia Olesen
taught us the importance of research ethics, especially with regard to negotiating
entrée to a field site. While she taught that it was perhaps acceptable to observe
behavior in public settings, she warned us not to assume that such observations
were ‘unobtrusive measures.” Schatzman seemed most interested in teaching
us how to write three kinds of field notes and later expanding them into memos
that would become our analyses of field data. This typology of notes included
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observational notes or ON (simple descriptions of what we were noticing in
the field); methodological notes or MN (comments about what we were doing
or needed to do in the future, later expanded to compare our methods to those
of other fieldworkers); and theoretical notes or TN (notes to ourselves about the-
oretical ideas related to the social setting, eventually expanded by comparisons
to what existed about the situation in the social science literature). During this
Olesen/Schatzman seminar, we also learned much about the social history of
Schatzman’s relationship with Anselm Strauss. He had been Strauss’s protégé
at Indiana University before being recruited by Strauss to be on the faculty
at UCSF. He was fully committed to the theoretical perspective of symbolic
interaction, teaching us, as he entertained us with numerous examples of his own
field experiences, about the utility of this perspective.

The prior experiences of students in qualitative methods in general and in
writing about field experiences in particular varied tremendously. We were asked
to submit both our raw field notes and a final analytic paper for grading purposes.
I suppose in retrospect that the first course was designed to even out our playing
field although at least one student thought that Olesen’s purpose was to ‘guard
against grade inflation.” We certainly all learned how to write field notes and
added this skill to our methodological repertoires. Some of us had previously
been steeped in survey research; others were more knowledgeable when it came
to case studies or ethnography. At the time we finished this course most of us still
had no inkling of grounded theory, since neither Schatzman nor Olesen exhibited
any interest in it.

THE RULES OF SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD:
ADUMBRATIONS OF GROUNDED THEORY

In my second quarter at the University of California, San Francisco, I had the
experience of rereading Durkheim’s The Rules of the Sociological Method
(1938) and reading Glaser and Strauss’s The Discovery of Grounded Theory
(1967) simultaneously in a seminar on epistemology taught by Fred Davis.
Having studied Durkheim’s text previously in a theory class at Temple University
taught by Dean MacCannell,® I was startled by what I saw as obvious similari-
ties between the two works. I now understand that I compared the two texts in
an attempt to reconcile the disparate intellectual lineages to which I had been
exposed. As the reader may find it helpful to understand the importance of
reconciling intellectual lineages in the emergence of new theories, let me digress
by explaining what fascinated me at the time in relation to what I now under-
stand about the contributions of my mentors.

In 1975, I recognized that each book was a methods text starting with a cri-
tique of other methods of sociological analysis. Durkheim was encouraging
sociologists to begin with the observation of social facts that he referred to as
‘things’ and in doing so he criticized Auguste Comte noting, ‘up to the present,
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sociology has dealt more or less exclusively with concepts and not with things’
(1938: 18-19). Glaser and Strauss opened The Discovery of Grounded Theory
(1967: 1) by critiquing the fixation of sociologists with the notion of how accurate
facts could be obtained and rigorously tested. I noticed that both of the method-
ological works also include a brief discussion of how sociology is needed by the
lay audience. Durkheim (1938: 37) stresses that the scientist had to reject lay
interpretations of reality, while at the same time realizing that these interpreta-
tions ‘serve as suggestions and guides’ for his analysis. His work can be seen as
an adumbration of the Glaser and Strauss idea that lay beliefs can be used as the
starting point in the generation of theoretical categories. The authors all stress that
the sociologist must transcend lay concepts. Durkheim states that such concepts
are ‘crudely formed ... they do not coincide exactly with scientific concepts’
(1938: 37). Glaser and Strauss similarly state that the sociologist must ‘do what
the laymen cannot do—generate general categories and their properties ... and
so a different perspective’ (1967: 30).

That data ‘exist’ and were to be revealed through observation was an assump-
tion in both works. Durkheim, however, wrote more about social facts and
Glaser and Strauss wrote more about observing social processes and grounded
theory. Data, for Glaser and Strauss, just as for Durkheim, are different from
the ideas that are in the minds of the average citizen (including the mind of the
average sociologist). Accordingly, they taught that the job of the sociologist is to
generate social theory from the data themselves, not from their own minds
exclusively. Although the minds of sociologists are like those of other people,
we were taught that sociologists must learn a style of analysis that relies on
everyday experience, yet transcends that experience. The existence of data was
reified to such an extent that I remember thinking that their omnipresence might
allow independent action on the part of the data themselves. I initially was some-
what puzzled by such conceptual positivism because it seemed quite inconsis-
tent with other things that I was hearing from Anselm Strauss. In class, as he
taught us about ‘symbolic interaction,” he told us unequivocally that ‘society,’
‘group consciousness,” and even ‘shared definitions of the situation’ are mental
constructs to be avoided. My confusion lingered as I wrestled with the notion
that concepts could emerge from observation of data. Which concepts were
acceptable and which were not remained unclear as I began to consider how
I would ‘do grounded theory.” When I questioned Fred Davis about this, he sug-
gested, ‘Sometime you will have to discuss the implications of the decided
tendency to reify concepts in grounded theory with Glaser and Strauss’ (F. Davis,
personal communication, February 10, 1975).

When further reading revealed to me that while Durkheim as well as Glaser
and Strauss were suggesting a similar method for beginning sociological analysis
(observation of data), the methods were actually quite different, perhaps as they
were developed with different purposes. While the comparative method is paramount
in both The Rules of the Sociological Method and The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
Glaser and Strauss’s goal was to provide strategic advances over the method used
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by earlier comparativists (1967: 22). Durkheim’s major concern for comparisons
was connected with his insistence that sociology must become a science. In order
for sociology to accomplish this feat, it was going to be necessary to establish soci-
ological proofs. Durkheim placed primary emphasis on verification. He states,
‘Sociological explanation consists exclusively in establishing relations of causality’
(1938: 125). Because it is necessary to have at least two events in order to deter-
mine that one event produces another, a comparative framework became essential
to Durkheim’s work. ‘A social fact can be explained only by another social fact’
wrote Durkheim (1938: 145). Durkheim also believed that in order for relation-
ships among facts to be useful they had to be general and happen repeatedly.
Further comparisons were then necessary (1938: 133).

Glaser and Strauss agree that comparisons can be used to establish facts and
to verify theories (1967: 23-27). Indeed they explained that all general methods
of data analysis including grounded theory, experimental designs and statistical
analysis rely on the logic of comparison (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 21). Since
Glaser and Strauss were not interested in verifying existing theories, they noted
that comparisons were particularly useful when employed to generate and dis-
cover new categories for analysis. Thus if comparisons expose a seemingly
deviant case, it is no cause for alarm. An exception becomes another variable to
be accounted for and classified in a grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 22).
In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss note the importance
of continuing the comparative process and of analyzing extreme cases through-
out the research process as a guide to theoretical sampling. Durkheim also used
comparisons to classify, but the idea of a continual process of generating cate-
gories and classifying them was absent from his method. Durkheim believed that
phenomena should be defined and classified in advance of all analysis as soon as
observations had been made. Unlike Glaser and Strauss, he saw classification as
separate from the analytical process rather than as an inherent part of that process.
In a footnote in The Discovery of Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 2),
discussing Robert Merton’s writing about ‘serendipity’ (Merton, 1949), Glaser
notes that Merton came close, but hadn’t understood the intrinsic value of the
comparative process to generate theoretical hypotheses.

The chapter on theoretical sampling provides the best explanation of what set
Glaser and Strauss apart from those who had been following Durkheim’s rules
as it outlines what they meant concerning the selection of groups for comparison.
Although others have tried to clarify theoretical sampling, the best explanation
remains in The Discovery of Grounded Theory:

Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for generating theory whereby the analyst
jointly collects, codes, and analyses his data and decides what data to collect next and where to
find them, in order to develop his theory as it emerges (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 45).

The authors explain that a researcher cannot predetermine groups that will
logically separate all categories in an emerging theory. They note that a method
of sampling pre-determined population groups differs from theoretical sampling
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in that population sampling is theoretically useful for verifying facts for only a
single theoretical category (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 50), by holding variation
constant for that particular category. Theoretical sampling instead uses many
different comparison groups, such that differences within groups are eventually
minimized and differences between groups are eventually maximized to develop
theories of the widest scope. Choices of comparison groups must therefore
be altered, with the analysis of each relevant theoretical category (Glaser and
Strauss, 1967: 55-60).

For Durkheim, data had to be seen as real, directly observable entities, if soci-
ology were ever to become a complete and legitimate science, commanding the
same respect accorded any of the natural sciences. Facts similarly had to be
regularly ordered since Durkheim believed that experimentation was of critical
importance in the verification of social facts. Glaser and Strauss were less con-
cerned with verifying existing social facts than they were with using these facts
to form the core of their theoretical analysis and the generation of new sociolog-
ical theories. Accordingly, the very existence of social facts seemed even less
problematic for Glaser and Strauss than it had been for Durkheim. Glaser and
Strauss assumed that real data exist and must be observed directly if theories that
are being developed are to ‘fit and work’ in the situation under analysis. Theories
that are [only] logically deduced, they said, can lead sociologists far astray,
while theory that is grounded in data endures for centuries (Glaser and Strauss,
1967: 4). The Glaser and Strauss notion of grounded theory is very close con-
ceptually to Durkheim’s notion of social facts. Perhaps there is a subtle difference
in the sense that for Durkheim both suicide rates and explanations of suicide
using concepts of anomie and altruism are social facts. Glaser and Strauss may
on occasion distinguish their observational data from theory derived from such
observations. I believe the concepts can be equated, however, especially when
one considers the early collaborative efforts of Glaser and Strauss (Glaser and
Strauss, 1965) and their insistence that collection of data and the analysis of data
were not different processes (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). What differed, of course,
between Durkheim’s work and that of Glaser and Strauss in their early
work together are the kinds of data that were studied. Theory based on
data about awareness of dying contexts was derivative of interviews and partici-
pant observation data while Durkheim’s typology of suicide was derived from
suicide rates.

INDIVIDUAL CONTRIBUTIONS

Although Glaser and Strauss wrote The Discovery of Grounded Theory as a
team, data exist in the form of their later individual writings and from personal
communications from which we can learn their individual contributions. From
personal communications, for instance, [ know that the homage to Durkheim’s
Suicide (1951 [1897]) as exemplary of the notion that grounded theories will
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endure was all Glaser’s, whereas it was Strauss who defended his particular kind
of observation of data (field observations). Glaser and Strauss also each con-
firmed that my content analysis demonstrated that The Discovery of Grounded
Theory did indeed share many of the assumptions posited by Durkheim in his early
work. It was Glaser who told me that this was a conscious decision on his part
while Strauss noted that content analysis can be useful to make such discoveries’
(Glaser, 1975; Strauss, 1975; personal communication).

From The Rules of the Sociological Method and The Discovery of Grounded
Theory texts, alone, one may learn something about the legacy of mentors. If we
add the history that is typically revealed in curriculum vitae, we can make pre-
sumptions about who contributed what in The Discovery of Grounded Theory
text based on who studied with whom. Considering just the footnotes, the intel-
lectual lineages of the authors are revealed. Thus we see that in The Rules of the
Sociological Method, Durkheim who argues for the study of social facts and who
had cited Comte previously is eventually cited by Robert Merton (1949, 1973).
Merton, in turn, argues that sociologists should engage in the study of middle
range theories starting with aspects of social phenomena. Presumably it is Glaser
who cited his mentor in The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Glaser attributes
many of the ideas in The Discovery of Grounded Theory to Merton with whom
he had studied at Columbia beginning in 1955, particularly those ideas about
relevance (Glaser, 2005a). For reasons which should now be obvious, I would
presume that all citations in The Discovery of Grounded Theory text to Merton
and Lazarsfeld were written by Glaser and that those to Blumer, Park, and
Becker were written by Strauss reflecting his mentors and peers at the University
of Chicago. As both Glaser and Strauss were sociologists, other intellectual lines
are more difficult to distinguish as each was exposed to Max Weber’s notion of
verstehen for example (Weber, 1930).

As time has passed since the publication of Durkheim’s book, his rules for
sociologists which emphasized the comparison of ‘not isolated variations but a
series of systematically arranged variations of a wide range’ (Durkheim, 1938: 135),
became diluted at best in the sense that the words are now used as a slogan rather
than a guiding principle. Instead of beginning with the observation of social facts,
some sociologists began to think of social theories of limited scope, while seated
at their desks, or based on very limited empirical data. Perhaps every generation
needs to be reminded of the danger of grand theorizing with insufficient data.
In any case Merton’s comments on theories of ‘middle range, that were gener-
ated after study with Lazarsfeld, were echoed by Glaser who reminded his own
students that evidence was needed to support our thoughtful predictions. The
legacy that Glaser passed on to students was that grand theorizing without data
was the wrong way to ‘do’ sociology. It is helpful in explaining Strauss’s inde-
pendent legacy to note that Mead, Blumer, and Park would surely have agreed
that grand theorizing without direct observation of data was a bad idea.

We learn much more if we analyze all of the publications in a career. Glaser’s solo
authored work includes 13 subsequent books on applications of grounded theory.
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There, for example, he clarifies numerous times that, in his vision, grounded
theory is much more than a method for symbolic interaction. He believes that
grounded theory provides the tools for many theoretical perspectives including
nursing, social work, management, higher mathematics, and international infor-
mation networks (Glaser, 2005b). Glaser proudly notes that most applications of
grounded theory including his began with a dissertation. Subsequently many
textbooks and journal articles have been written by Glaser’s students to explain
grounded theory to researchers in disparate disciplines (Charmaz, 2006;
Goulding, 2002; Hansen and Kautz, 2005; Locke, 2001).

After 40 years, epistemological debates continue among scholars about how
to conduct social research and especially about how to do grounded theory. The
debate now includes many who practice their craft in ways never discussed in
The Discovery of Grounded Theory, especially as the technology to record field
notes has also evolved. Some record interviews verbatim, fearful of missing a
single word of datum; others describe population sampling in addition to theo-
retical sampling. Perhaps all we have in common beneath our tangled roots is
that our goal is to induce a theory from our starting point—which is our data
however disparately we define them.

LEARNING GROUNDED THEORY

Since ‘continuous comparative analysis’ is a universal social process employed
by everyone who attempts to accumulate knowledge, I suppose that other stu-
dents in my cohort also may have compared The Discovery of Grounded Theory
to other books that they had read previously. Doing so came naturally to me,
because I had practiced such a style of exegesis while a student at Temple
University. Regardless, as a group we finally began the last two quarters in
The Discovery of Social Reality sequence that were both taught by Barney
Glaser. I remember being very frustrated at that time, not because of what I was
being taught, but instead by what was missing in the instruction process.

I wanted a script, a sequential list of what to do first, second, third, etc.
We had been asked to read The Discovery of Grounded Theory, but for us that text
provided a philosophy rather than a detailed description of how to do grounded
theory. To the extent that details of the method are present in that work, I perceived
them more in terms of what not to do than what to do, since I was trying to recon-
cile the differences between two intellectual lineages. The only methodological
certainty I gleaned from the The Discovery of Grounded Theory was that I was
to begin inductively by collecting and simultaneously analysing my own data,
rather than deductively with a hypothesis generated from existing sociological
literature. I knew that I was supposed to make several comparisons, but I wasn’t
sure what to compare. By 2006, most students are presented with articles, text-
books, and edited volumes that have been written by students of Glaser and Strauss
(see, for example, Charmaz, 2006; Goulding, 2002; Schreiber and Stern, 2001).
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Other texts are available, written by sociologists who were motivated to write
them perhaps in consequence of their own frustration as students, or in response
to questions that emerged when they began teaching grounded theory methods
to their own students. In addition, when applying for research grants, funding
agencies require that one’s methods be explicated. A comparison of these texts
reveals that they are all very different from one another. Each perhaps is a personal
interpretation of the method that the authors have used in their own research,
guided, in addition, by their personal biography. I, for example, have used
grounded theory in a secondary analysis of anthropological ethnography and I
subsequently published a description of the methods I used so others would
understand what I had done (Maxwell and Maxwell, 1980). None of the articles,
textbooks, or edited volumes provides a description of the method that was
demonstrated in seminars attended by my particular student cohort from
1974 -1980. Never, for example, were the concepts of axial coding or situational
matrix discussed. These concepts came about several years later when Strauss
and Corbin (1990) collaborated. What the works have in common is that each
comes closer to a scripted set of directions, than contained in The Discovery of
Grounded Theory.

Although it is somewhat ironic that we learned to process grounded theory
philosophically by ‘doing grounded theory’ inductively, it is not a surprise as
I was recently reminded by Phyllis Stern that in the decade of the 1970s process
learning was a hot topic. Everyone seemed to be defining learning by doing
(P. N. Stern, personal communication, June 8, 2006). We were learning how to
do grounded theory by copying the methods that were demonstrated to us in our
classes. Strauss would lead a seminar to demonstrate anecdotal comparisons, for
example, by asking us to supply him with data on the basic social process of
negotiating. Strauss was at that time working on his book Negotiations:
Varieties, Contexts, Processes, and Social Order (1978). He used our compar-
isons to illustrate that who knows what about a situation can be used advanta-
geously in the context of sales, explaining how salesmen maximize their
advantage when selling automobiles. In many other instances, learning to do
grounded theory took the form of discovering what to do next by continually
comparing whatever we happened to be doing to what our classmates and men-
tors were doing. In essence, we were both teaching and learning grounded theory
methods from one another without written instructions.

To be more accurate, I will add that my cohort was taught ‘grounded theory’
in particular as Glaser demonstrated the method, in the last two quarters of the
Discovery of Social Reality sequence. Glaser’s seminars were supplemented, how-
ever, by personal communications with Strauss who sometimes came to class, and
who often met with us individually. It was thus usually Glaser who defined con-
cepts such as properties, dimensions, basic social processes, or cutting points,
illustrating them using data supplied by students in his seminar. To demonstrate
grounded theory methods, Glaser and students ‘read data aloud.” We were told
that we could compare segments in the data, by analyzing them ‘line-by-line.’
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As we read, Glaser would encourage us to discover patterns in the data, patterns
that might be dimensions, properties, or cutting points. Robert Broadhead
(personal communication, May 31, 2006) told me that he emulated Glaser’s
line-by-line method of coding when he taught the graduate qualitative methods
course at the University of Connecticut in the 1980s and 1990s because, ‘I found
that useful for getting students thinking creatively.’

There was much more to Glaser’s grounded theory analysis, however,
because while most of the students were comparing only segments of the data
before us, he was adding anecdotal comparisons. In The Discovery of Grounded
Theory the authors had explained that anecdotal comparisons are those where,
‘through his own experiences, general knowledge, or reading, and the stories of
others, the sociologist can gain data on other groups that offer useful compar-
isons’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 67). In any event, Glaser was adding to the
comparisons by inserting the data that were in his head, from personal history,
knowledge of other studies, and the like. Some of us were confused about when
to move from our own data to what we thought we knew ourselves from other
contexts. We had been told not to ‘review the literature’ before beginning to
analyze our data, and thus we typically had much less relevant information in
our heads than did Glaser. Many were impressed with Glaser’s apparent genius
for discovering the basic social processes from which we could frame our dis-
sertations. Some, however, were annoyed because Glaser never told us exactly
when the literature should be read. Others were put off, not by Glaser’s knowledge
of the literature or his personal talent, but by his ego, as he literally beamed
with pride over each of his discoveries which impacted negatively on our
vulnerable egos.

Strauss’s teaching style was very different. I cannot recall that he used
Glaser’s line-by-line reading of data as he demonstrated the grounded theory
analytic process, and when he chose to illustrate concepts such as anecdotal
comparisons, as noted previously, he had us supply the comparisons. He would
employ the Socratic method to engage us in discussions about our data as well
as his, and to thus guide us in the discovery process. He was always patient as
he asked question after question about data, almost never telling us what he
knew was there until we had made discoveries ourselves as we answered his
questions. From both mentors (and more so because we were also taught by
Leonard Schatzman, Virginia Olesen, and Fred Davis, who all eschewed labeling
themselves as grounded theorists) we eventually learned to write theoretical and
methodological memos and to employ the comparative process of theoretical
sampling to enrich the process of generating emerging theory.

Glaser’s line-by-line reading of data may have inspired some grounded theorists
to recommend recording data from interviews ‘verbatim.” Such recording was
never recommended by Glaser or Strauss, however. Both taught that recording
field notes or interviewer notes was more important than verbatim text because
they provided the context for who said what at any particular time. Some com-
ments could be recorded for purposes of quotation if they seemed to illustrate a
point. Strauss, in particular, taught us not to worry about missing something by not
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recording it even noting that we need not waste our time in verbatim transcriptions.
He stressed that if something were important, we would see it or hear it again.

I also recall his saying that even the absence of something important would be
discovered as we reflected on what we had observed through discussion with
others or through memos to ourselves about our interviews or field notes. In the
fieldwork text he co-authored with Schatzman (Schatzman and Strauss, 1973),
he advocated the use of observational, methodological, and theoretical notes,
discussed earlier in this chapter in the process of discovering what is important.
In The Discovery of Grounded Theory one finds similar advice:

From the point of view of generating theory it is often useful to write memos on, as well as
code, the copy of one’s field notes. Memo writing on the field note provides an immediate
illustration for an idea. Also, since an incident can be coded for several categories, this tactic
forces the analyst to use an incident as an illustration only once, for the most important among
the properties of diverse categories that it indicates. He must look elsewhere in his notes for
illustrations for his other properties and categories. This corrects the tendency to use the same
illustration over and over for different properties (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 108).

Now that I have more than 30 years of research experience, including several as
editor of an international journal, I am much better at ‘doing grounded theory’ than
I could ever have been as a student. That is because I now have a great deal of expe-
riential data in my own head, providing me with a wealth of anecdotal data on
theory and research methods. This suggests that collaborating with others in
grounded theory studies may be helpful as multiple researchers obviously cumulate
more experience than one does alone. Grounded theory perhaps, like the study of the
Jewish mystical system of Kabala, is best performed by mature theorists who pos-
sess the wisdom of experience, or at least in collaboration with those with lots of
experience. (See Chapter 14 for Carolyn Wiener’s description of how collaboration
through team meetings can facilitate the emergence of grounded theory.)

When attempting to summarize what my cohort of grounded theory students
have in common, I stumbled on Howard Becker’s website in which he refers to the
‘So-Called Chicago School of Sociology.” In describing his generation he notes:

We were, instead, confused by the mélange of contradictory viewpoints, models, and
recommendations the department presented to us. And each of us made what we could of
it, emphasizing what we could use, ignoring what we couldn’t ... The result of this—of each
person inventing his own private Chicago—was that no two of these Chicagos were exactly
alike. There were many things that people who had been trained there at a particular time
shared, but there were also enormous differences (Becker, 2006).

My cohort was also similarly confused by contradictory viewpoints in the
department and beyond, and we too have invented our own private means of
doing grounded theory.

GROUNDED THEORY AND ME

I began the PhD program at UCSF while employed by anthropologists as a
research associate on a federally funded cross-cultural study of the aged. My part
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of the project involved designing a codebook that would be used to summarize
information about the social position of the aged. The data to be coded were to
be abstracted from published ethnographies on more than one hundred societies. The
codebook would be used in quantitative analyses to predict which variables best
explained the social position of the aged. The two Principal Investigators were
Philip Silverman and Robert J. Maxwell. The latter was my husband at the time.
Maxwell and Silverman had been classmates at Cornell University during the 1960s
where they had been introduced to the Human Relations Area Files. Using the tech-
nology of the 1950s, universities had copied the entire texts of ethnographies,
storing them in Xerography and microfilm in libraries across the country thus
making them available to others for secondary analysis as a large qualitative data
set. Silverman and Maxwell were attempting to practice the cross-cultural survey
methods that they had been taught by their mentor, Jack Roberts. Roberts had
worked with G. P. Murdock on the first cross-cultural surveys that led to the
creation of the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF). The codebooks of earlier
cross-cultural surveys had been added to the HRAF ethnography files, such that the
initial data bank of ethnographies, then also included a system of numeric codes in
the margins that demonstrated how ethnographies could be compared on variables
that had interested the anthropologists. Although there were codes in the HRAF
about the aged (categories 886, 887, and 888), Silverman and Maxwell believed
that their study would best be accomplished by reading entire ethnographies and
creating their own codes rather than beginning with the codes in the HRAE®: °
One might think that being a research associate on a federal grant would be
an advantage when developing a dissertation proposal because I entered the doc-
toral program with readily available data. It presented a hurdle in my case; the
Maxwell/Silverman data were being quantified and I was in a department with
an expressed preference for qualitative data analysis. When I first discussed the
cross-cultural study with Anselm Strauss, he led me to consider whether I might
be happier at UC Berkeley where Neil Smelser was known for his cross-cultural
studies. Strauss worried that it would be impossible to study the position of the
elderly from ethnographic texts because the structure of these texts often
excluded detailed descriptions of what anthropologists had observed in the field.
When I brought examples of my data to The Discovery of Social Reality seminar,
fortunately Barney Glaser enthusiastically endorsed my data and provided me
with the confidence necessary for success. When classmates questioned how
I could analyze data from ethnographies, Glaser explained that my dissertation
would begin with an analysis of the social organizational properties that were
specific to the aged and that these were well represented in ethnographic texts.
He encouraged me to work with him, Anselm Strauss, and Leonard Schatzman on
my qualitative study (Maxwell, 1979). Of course, I remained at UCSFE. Although
Glaser guided me both theoretically and methodologically, he was overjoyed when
Strauss agreed to chair my dissertation committee. He hoped that in doing so
Strauss would become convinced that grounded theory would work with any
kind of data, including the secondary analysis of data originally collected using
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perspectives other than symbolic interaction. I later decided to refer to my data as
‘scenes.” In most instances they were descriptions of intergenerational activities
that I abstracted from the ethnographies. Some scenes included the ethnographers’
interpretations of those activities. Other scenes were descriptions of who was
present or absent at a community event. Glaser helped me to explain that in
grounded theory everything was data and that my scenes could be compared to
each other just as my classmates were comparing their field notes. I wrote an article
in 1980 entitled, ‘Search and Research in Ethnology: Continuous Comparative
Analysis,” to explain the methods used in my dissertation to those of the symbolic
interaction lineage including Strauss and Schatzman, and to anthropologists of the
cross-cultural survey lineage including my husband and Phil Silverman.

Although I do not teach a formal course in qualitative data analysis at
UNC Wilmington, I have presented data analysis workshops at international
conferences attended by persons who hail from many traditions. The methods I
teach and how I deliver the workshop are similar to the methods I learned from
Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss. I prefer to have students bring data to
the workshops, but when they do not, I use anecdotal data that they supply to
illustrate how to do grounded theory. Others in my cohort also juggled academic
lineages when learning grounded theory. Phyllis Stern describes writing her
dissertation:

As a nurse student in a group of sociology students | managed to weather the Glaser storm
... | learned enough sociological jargon to ask, ‘Where’s the ladies room?’ | never became
fluent ... | remain pleased with the theoretical framework | developed on discipline in step-
father families ... The most helpful nurse on my committee was Shirley Chater; | gave her
the label of the patron saint of doctoral students. Shirley explained to us that getting a doc-
toral degree in large part is the political process, part of the task is knowing your own power,
knowing what to say, whom to say it to, and when to say it. Shirley could talk research in
any form, and she got what | came up with, unlike my Chair Betty Highley, also a nurse, who
didn’t (P. N. Stern, personal communication, June 8, 2006).

Stern, whose work appears in this volume, has started her own lineage by
teaching grounded theory to an entire generation of nursing students.
Understanding that the nursing lineage requires precise description of just about
everything, she has attempted, not always successfully, to teach students that
they can be creative with anecdotal data and precise in their interviews simulta-
neously. Stern has co-authored an edited volume with Rita Schreiber, one of her
former students, on using grounded theory in nursing (Schreiber and Stern,
2001). Another of Stern’s students, Judy Wuest, has taken grounded theory in the
direction of influencing public policy in Canada where she has been studying
the impact of policy on women who have been abused by men (Wuest and
Merritt-Gray, 1999). Wuest has also been writing about how to combine the intel-
lectual lineages of nursing and grounded theory (Wuest, 2007). While Stern does
not recommend recording verbatim interviews and rarely has done this herself,'”
some of her students, including Duff (2002), have done so to satisfy the expec-
tations of others on their dissertation committees.
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Like Phyllis Stern, Carolyn Wiener also recalls that she began the doctoral
program with no background in sociology. Although she told me that she ‘had
no problem with the ambiguities of qualitative research’ having a preexisting
aversion to putting ideas in boxes, she explains that she ‘did have some problems
at first with “getting” grounded theory.” She recalls many discussions about the
difference between properties and dimensions. Explaining what she learned
from Glaser and Strauss she notes:

My work has been influenced by Barney’s disciplined approach to following the tenets of

grounded theory, by his insistence on a basic social process and his description of this overall

process and its sub-processes as a ’little logic’, and by his use of gerunds in expressing this
logic in order to denote change over time. Anselm had a greater influence on me, since

I worked with him not only as a student but as a colleague, for a total of 25 years. Although

he was at times laid back in his strict adherence to the orthodoxy of grounded theory, the

tenets were so ingrained in him that he used them even when he wasn’t explicit about their

use. What | learned from him was his masterful creativity regarding theoretical sampling and
the constant comparative. His utilization of the latter always covered an extensive scope since

he had such a wide range of interests and | benefited from his conviction that imaginative
comparisons could be fruitful ... (C. Wiener, personal communication, May 28, 2006).

While all of Carolyn Wiener’s work has been grounded in grounded theory,
others such as Robert Broadhead have moved into survey research. His vitae
now indicates that his work involves community demonstration projects to pre-
vent and combat HIV infection in Connecticut, Russia, Vietnam, China, and
Thailand (R. S. Broadhead, personal communication, May 31, 2006). Marsha
Rosenbaum’s career has been eclectic. Like Judy Wuest, she has used grounded
theory to impact social policy. From 1977 to 1995, Rosenbaum was the princi-
pal investigator on National Institute on Drug Abuse-funded studies of heroin
addiction, methadone maintenance treatment, MDMA (Ecstasy), cocaine, and
drug use during pregnancy. Although unable to contact Rosenbaum personally,
her publications indicate a willingness to be pragmatic and inclusive in terms of
data collection and analysis.

I was unable to receive comments from everyone in my UCSF cohort which
is why so much of what I have written about the legacy of multiple mentors
describes my own experience. Obviously, others will review our cohort’s history
differently. It is cathartic to reexamine the legacy of our mentors, at least once
in a career. For me personally, a brief reminiscence experience is a prelude to
moving on. For another description of the legacy of grounded theory from one
whose knowledge of grounded theory’s history has more breadth, perhaps, than
my own, I refer you to Barney Glaser’s work, ‘The Roots of Grounded Theory,’
a keynote presentation he delivered at the 3rd International Qualitative Research
Convention in August 2005, as well as his work in this volume.

NOTES

1 Barney Glaser was a PhD student at Columbia University at the time C. Wright Mills was writ-
ing The Sociological Imagination.
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2 In addition to students who completed the PhD program in sociology graduating in the years
from 1979-1980 (Robert Broadhead; Elizabeth Cauhape, Eleanor Krassen Maxwell [the author];
Marsha Rosenbaum, Robinetta Wheeler, and Carolyn Wiener) the Discovery of Social Reality cohort
discussed in this chapter included Phyllis Noerager Stern who earned her DNS in Family Health
Nursing in the summer of 1976.

3 Strauss was referring to the concept of ‘sociological eye’ published by his colleague, Everett
Hughes (1984).

4 Strauss discouraged conflict among his faculty in the Department of Social and Behavioral
Sciences by encouraging everyone to ‘do good work.” There was nevertheless some disharmony
during the time my cohort was at UCSF. This disharmony eventually cost Glaser a tenure track posi-
tion within the department and also resulted in Fred Davis accepting a position on the campus of
UC San Diego. Carroll Estes was recruited during this period. As a scholar of the political economy
of aging, her arrival began a new era in which study included a combination of qualitative and
quantitative methods among students interested in her work.

5 Strauss may have used his position of leadership to encourage others to develop intellectual
lineages of their own provided that they wrote about methods that would elevate the overall posi-
tion of qualitative research. Other texts that are still in circulation include the book he co-authored
with Leonard Schatzman, Field Research: Strategies for a Natural Sociology (Schatzman and Strauss,
1973), and the text co-authored with Juliet Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory
Procedures and Techniques (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Perhaps because of Strauss’s reputation for
leadership in symbolic interaction, many students believe that grounded theory must be derivative
of symbolic interaction, despite the fact that these co-authored works are about qualitative method-
ology rather than about symbolic interaction. Barney Glaser certainly insists that symbolic interaction
is only one of many philosophic traditions to benefit from employing grounded theory techniques.

6 MacCannell who had studied sociology at Cornell University during the early 1960s, taught grad-
uate theory courses at Temple University from 1970-1978. He later joined the faculty at UC Davis.

7 Glaser and Strauss did agree that although their text shared certain assumptions with
Durkheim, they had no intention to reinterpret Durkheim’s rules for a new generation of sociologists.

8 Much of the work of Jack Roberts involved the cross-cultural analysis of games. While not a
grounded theorist in terms of academic lineage, his theories were generated by methods of con-
tinuous comparison of ethnographic data supplemented with anecdotal data from his own milieu
such that the resulting theories about play and games have ‘fit and grab.’ | consider them to be
grounded theories. Anyone interested in games or in how cross-cultural surveys might be used in
combination with quantitative data analysis to generate grounded theory is advised to review his
work. In particular, see Roberts and Sutton-Smith, 1966.

9 For a more detailed description of how cross-cultural studies are done today, see, Silverman
and Messinger, 2006: http:/Awww.csub.edu/ssric-trd/modules/sccs/sccsin.htm

10 Stern and | have been collaborating on a study of life histories of her surviving classmates
who were trained in the cadet corps nursing program during the 1940s. These interviews have
been video recorded to facilitate analysis by both of us, as we work together separated by distance.
As well, the recordings have value to historians who work with oral histories.
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Living Grounded Theory:
Cognitive and Emotional
Forms of Pragmatism

Susan Leigh Star

INTRODUCTION

Scientific writing often encodes powerful emotive narratives. Enshrouded,
archived, hidden away in government white papers and documents, read and
unread, lives every passion and drama common to all human activity. However,
what scientists do (often including ourselves) is fundamentally inaccessible to
most of the world. People may see a map of a genome or a syringe full of exper-
imental medication. These are just the end products, however, of a web of rela-
tionships, what Lave and Wenger have called communities of practice. Lave and
Wenger make the strong claim that membership in these communities constitutes
learning and science (Adler and Obstfeld, in press; Bowker and Star, 1999:
Chapter 10; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Obstfeld, 2005). These relationships are
usually invisible to readers of science and technology (Star and Strauss, 1999;
Suchman, 1987). Part of the reason for this is precisely that scientists rely on the
relational, not the concrete reified world.! Relations between people, between
different perceptions of objects, between nature and politics, between laboratories
and administrations, to name but a few, are part of the relational world. Another
aspect is that scientists are normatively discouraged to write directly about this
invisible part, and untrained in its analysis. This includes the love, the suffering,
the dedication, covering up, and forming selves in the scientific world (see,
Clarke, 1998, for how this has appeared in the work of reproductive scientists and
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those studying sex). Most scientists write in a kind of encrypted voice, a lan-
guage that relies on this invisible work, and its extremes of isolation and special-
ization (Latour, 1987).

Popular notions of science support this quiet suppression of passion. This
includes simplistic notions of ‘science as truth’; science or scientific medicine as
concerning the heroic search for new discoveries and cures; and scientists as dis-
passionate judges of pure results. Although these norms are slowly changing in
some fields, there are yet many barriers to overcome. The conventional way of
writing even forbids the use of the first person (which, undeniably, is at best
awkward with multiple authors, and ‘we’ implies another valuation altogether).
The standards and formal classifications that pervade science always represent
treaties between conflicting passions and desires, yet what could look more
innocuous or boring? (Bowker and Star, 1999; Star, 1999).

Thus forming a scientific self entails a peculiar kind of pain and of joy that
remains almost unspeakable. It leaks out in so-called popular science articles:
the rage of an ecologist at seeing habitats destroyed, for example. It leaks out in
memoirs and biographies: for example, in Evelyn Fox Keller’s biography of
Barbara McClintock (1983). In our own social science, it leaks out in the
form of reflexivity, personal narrative, poetry, visualization, and performance art
(Star, 1998). These genres are an accepted part of social sciences in a few places
(although often at great cost, see Laurel Richardson’s 1996 account of writing a
poem instead of an article about her research on single mothers, and its reception
at the American Sociological Association).

This chapter has a long genesis in my own learning, teaching, and living of
grounded theory and Pragmatist philosophy. In all of the books and articles about
grounded theory, I keep searching for a particular answer: how does it feel to
do grounded theory? Am I alone in feeling intense emotion while doing analysis?
Or in the feeling that I am, in some sense, always doing grounded theory? As a
sociologist, I don’t believe of course, that anyone has pure or unique experi-
ences, except as they combine to form a unique biography. C. Wright Mills’s
idea of ‘personal troubles and public problems’ (2000) or the feminist notion that
the personal is political is always the beginning heuristic for me, rather than the
idea that I am alone or unique. This takes a few years to develop, I think. In other
words, even to ask the question, ‘Am I the only one?’ presupposes the answer:
of course not. So when I called my student, Olga Kuchinskaya, to talk about
what I was writing, her voice filled with relief at my words, and she described
her own feelings of doing analysis as quite similar to this. So encouraged, I took
a deep breath and began.

As a graduate student, I searched for years for teachers who would not try to
divorce me from my life experience, feelings, and feminist commitments. At the
same time, I didn’t want just a ‘touchy-feely’ sort of graduate education; I also
needed to satisfy the love for stringent analysis I had developed as an undergraduate.
I wouldn’t have known how to say it, exactly, then, but I was looking for a way
simultaneously to incorporate formal and informal understandings of the world.
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I sought a methodological place that was faithful to human experience, and that

would help me sift through the chaos of meanings and produce the eureka of new,

powerful explanations. I also wanted a way of understanding the world that

I could carry with dignity in my world as a feminist activist and as a working poet.
A tall order, to be sure.

A PATHWAY TO GROUNDED THEORY

After my undergraduate degree, I began my choice of graduate programs (as one
often does at the age of 21), by following a lover to Santa Cruz, California.
I enrolled in a PhD program in philosophy of education at Stanford. This pro-
gram was unusual in that it promised many of the things I looked for, including
faculty interested in qualitative methods and in comparative, historical studies of
learning. However, no doubt due to my own lack of knowledge of philosophy or
of the world of education, I found myself mute in most of the community-building
efforts there. As serendipity would have it, one of the key professors in the small
program was on leave; and I was unable to make the translations between phi-
losophy and social science. We read John Dewey and I was intrigued, but his
writings were not yet animated for me. (Years later, with the addition of empir-
ical data and a community of grounded theory scholars, I would fall in love with
Dewey. I actually wept when I found out he was no longer alive. But back to my
brief chronology.)

In the midst of my confusion and intellectual loneliness, I saw a poster in the
Education library, announcing the University of California at San Francisco’s
(UCSF) Program in Human Development. It said that UCSF offered an interdis-
ciplinary program in adult development, which would include questions about
how people choose career paths; ethnicity and how it intertwined with aging
in different communities; and what developmental events in adulthood couldn’t
be predicted (even the concept of adult development seemed radical to me).
I applied to the program and was accepted, and I began my studies at UCSF that
autumn.

I had also noticed in passing, on my way to UCSF, that Anselm Strauss was
an ‘adjunct’ faculty in the program. I was happy about that, as Glaser and Strauss’s
The Discovery of Grounded Theory had been used successfully by a friend in her
feminist, qualitative dissertation. I had even read The Discovery of Grounded
Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), a manifesto for freedom from the sterile methods
that permeated social sciences at the time. But I didn’t know exactly how to use it.
For my senior undergraduate thesis in psychology, I had instead used George
Kelly’s personal construct theory (1955, 1963), which I liked for its open, recom-
binant possibilities in eliciting people’s priorities and categories. The personal con-
struct method is an analytic tool for eliciting an individual’s core repertoire of
concepts, and how they are ordered for importance in use. The map that results is
called a ‘repertory grid.’ In its spatial representations of concepts, it resembles
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aspects of Clarke’s powerful situational analysis, which offers a methodological
guide for mapping social worlds and larger-scale arena formed by the intersection
of many social worlds, as for example in the formation of a scholarly discipline.
Her book is a seminal ‘second generation’ example of Straussian grounded
theory (Clarke, 2005).

I had used personal construct theory with the goal of finding out how women
experienced (or did not experience) the paradigm shift to feminism that seemed
to be going on all around me (in the mid-1970s, in Boston). I added, in order to
scale up the psychological approach, a pair of theoretical works that spoke to the
formation of widespread shifts in consciousness (the term current at the time);
Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970) and Mary Daly’s
Gyn/Ecology (1978/1990) to examine the nature of large-scale changes in
thought. Unlike grounded theory, however, my methodological approach lacked
much inveiglement in people’s lives. That is, without fieldwork, it was not pos-
sible to observe the personal constructs in the contexts of action, in the full spec-
trum of messy and formal acts in which humans participate. I had hopes of
deepening this earlier work toward anthropological/qualitative sociological
methods when I arrived at UCSF.

There was much to recommend in the Human Development Program. In classes,
I was introduced to phenomenological and dialectical psychology, in particular
the work of Klaus Riegel (1978) and of L. S. Vygotsky (1986). We read the
emergent critiques of moral developmental psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg
(1981). These included Carol Gilligan’s feminist alternatives to Kohlberg’s
developmental steps that she saw as lacking context, uncertainty, and nuance in
women’s lives (1993). As well, I had the opportunity to delve into the cross-
cultural critiques of Kohlberg’s USA-centric moral developmental model. These
many critics accused Kohlberg of taking American individualism, cognitivism,
and logic, and claiming that these are universal values. All of these readings
helped push me from the individual as a unit of analysis toward communities,
organizations, and complex relations as foremost.

At the same time, however, I continued to lack a satisfying method, or a deeper
methodology that would allow me to move forward in my general intellectual
project. In retrospect, I would now say that I lacked a community of people who
would help me develop my earlier intuitions about eliciting dimensions important
to respondents, and how it might link with larger structural analyses. Most of the
people in Human Development found George Kelly ‘a bit old-fashioned,” or just
not comprehensible. While accepting gender as a variable, as a group they were
fairly uninterested in qualitative, empirical explorations of engendering in various
social formations, different experiences of becoming a woman or a man in various
racial and ethnic groups, different cohorts, different sexual orientations, etc.
I found the statistical approaches offered as methods completely hollow for answer-
ing my burning questions. Furthermore, the justifications for using statistics seemed
rather scientistic to me, e.g. ‘no one will believe you unless you use numbers’ or
‘qualitative research is not generalizable’ (without being able to say why not).
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As an activist, these blind and authoritarian directives angered me; [ had been
well trained as an undergraduate by feminist science critic Ruth Hubbard and
feminist philosopher Mary Daly to question authority in such academic statements.
I began to remember Glaser and Strauss, and upon inquiry, realized that I was
eligible to take classes in other departments at UCSE. However, when I went to
my advisors in Human Development, I was discouraged from taking classes from
Strauss, as he was, according to one advisor, ‘not a real sociologist.” (And thus
I was introduced to the politics of qualitative research.)

By the following year, I determined that I would take qualitative classes in spite
of my advisors’ resistance. I began the long sequence of courses in fieldwork and
grounded theory analysis in the Social and Behavioral Science Department,
working first with Leonard Schatzman and Virginia Olesen, and then, finally
with Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss. I will not continue with this detailed
personal chronology, beyond noting some of the lessons learned in my search for
teachers and methods:

o Simply finding grounded theory was not self-evident. It meant walking a twisted path, full of
contingency and accidental proximities.

o The formation of this path was/is not accidental, however full of contingencies it may be. Rather,
it forms the basis for creating a critical map of my emerging intellectual commitments. In my
first fieldwork class, a prerequisite for the grounded theory sequence, Leonard Schatzman's first
lesson was to get us to write down ‘how we ended up here’ (at UCSF). This itself became the
data for beginning to analyze complex social processes, and how to name them and begin
to seek dimensions in the search itself. | was astonished that such exploration could itself
be analyzed as a sociological phenomenon. A posting on a bulletin board, a love relationship,
a chance meeting or phrase, can be considered as data. In this, a reflexive move analyzing life
decisions becomes a tool for deepening one’s repertoire of concepts and commitments. Today,
[ would call it the building of an intellectual infrastructure.

o In bringing both contingencies and commitments to explicit, overt analysis, one creates the
chance to reflect on a somewhat unconscious set of choices, and to include the heart of method
as a part of lived experience.

Grounded theory is an excellent tool for understanding invisible things. It can
be used to reveal the invisible work involved in many kinds of tasks, as I have
written about elsewhere (Bowker and Star, 1999; Star, 1991a, b, 1998; Star and
Ruhleder, 1996; Star and Strauss, 1999). This includes invisible work in the
acquisition and practice of method. The longer one practices grounded theory,
the more deeply imbricated it becomes in daily life. This, of course, results in
examining the various forms of invisible work one does as an analyst. For example,
among those I have found in my own life are:

e Carrying nineteenth century heavy, dusty volumes of patient records from a consulting room to
a small attic chamber; waiting to retrieve them until the consulting physicians were done with
the room in which they were stored (Star, 1989);

o Explaining bisexuality and various sexual practices to a young, eager, and naive respondent, in
order to create a cordial space for conducting an interview;

e Having to ask elderly leshians to sign a legal release form explaining that, since at the time
sodomy and certain other sexual practices were illegal, they might be arrested if they spoke of
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having had fellatio or anal sex (the Human Subjects Committee at San Francisco State, required
us to do this, not distinguishing genders or life experiences: you can imagine how silly I felt
explaining this to a 75-year-old lifelong leshian);

o Learning local parking regulations and practices in some 50 different genetic laboratory loca-
tions, from Vancouver to Missouri and beyond, during multi-sited fieldwork to help develop a
tool for communication across a scientific community.

Abstracting from this short list, one can see various forms of work that are not
discussed in the final published reports. This invisible work includes managing
my embarrassment at asking personal questions in an interview about sexual
practices and identity/emotion work (Charmaz, 1991; Corbin and Strauss, 1988).
It includes the manual labor of carrying the heavy records book from place to
place. All fieldworkers have similar stories (never get an anthropologist talking
about plumbing in far away places, especially over dinner). In my work as a
sociologist of science, I came up with the code, ‘deleting the work.” Scientific
journals are full of articles that delete the development, setting, communication
practices, and ‘grunt work’ involved in doing science. Of course, as a scientist,
this insight applies to me as well.

CODE: GETTING TO ‘OUT OF BOUNDS’

What is a code? When I have taught grounded theory, I have explained going
through the data repeatedly, looking for several sorts of things. These include
anomalies, distaste, liking one person more than another, a shock of recognition
as a respondent uses a phrase in local jargon that captures something about the
site or acts (an in vivo code). I've taken students through the classical teachings
of fieldwork, including the especially helpful Doing Fieldwork: Warnings and
Advice (1971) by Rosalie Wax and Sanjek’s Fieldnotes (1990), an edited volume
that begins with Jean Jackson’s provocative essay, ‘I Am a Fieldnote.” Why these
two books in particular? I hadn’t really thought about it in depth before, however,
in writing this essay I see that both are written in clear, deeply personal terms,
and they do not take the object of analysis, or the methodological procedures for
granted. They include emotions, especially joy, mourning, confusion, and anxiety.
(Code: When emotions break through.)

What is a code? A code sets up a relationship with your data, and with your
respondents. One of the core mandates of sociology is the ability to ask the ques-
tion, ‘Of what is this an example?’ For instance, when I studied nineteenth cen-
tury physiologists doing brain experiments on great apes, I was asking questions
about, inter alia, the nature of experiments, how materials are obtained, the role
of social movements in restricting science (antivivisection, for example), and how
one simian was turned into part of ‘the brain,” an abstract map of the human brain.

Abstracting includes this sort of dialogue with imaginary others: sociologists,
or advisors, other writers, or clients. Abstracting means to drop away properties
from the original object. (Code: abstracting away intimacy.) This does not
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require a full specification of properties in the tradition of analytic philosophy;
rather, this occurs by comparison, in the Pragmatic and grounded theory senses,
as outlined above. In fact, one is simultaneously discovering new specific prop-
erties and then merging them or dropping them in the face of comparisons. This
is an open-ended, sprawling type of research, indeterminate, and structured by
one’s own ability to manage ‘grounded abstractions’ and ‘local emotions’ while
continuing to develop theoretical sensitivity.?

For example, a couple of months ago I saw a bobcat in my driveway; a beau-
tiful wild animal, poised there. I wanted to pet it, to get to know it, to help it—
all sorts of emotions welled up in me. (Code: when emotions break through//
wildness.) Fear for my own smaller cats, wondering why it was in my driveway,
after many years here, I had never seen this before. I begin to analyze the bobcat.
(Codes: Wild, pity, beauty, fear, out of bounds.) Then, my thoughts were of
myself and our small settlement here in the mountains. We are out of bounds, too.
We have no gas or sewage, and coyotes, deer, and quail are much more common
than people. But the bobcat and I are not the same. However, I keep thinking
about out of bounds and what it means to each of us.

In a research project, I would have hundreds of codes and many sorts of compar-
isons to make. But in my daily life, I also think this way. As Everett Hughes put it,
‘What do a priest and a prostitute have in common?’ It seems a shocking compar-
ison, but then you begin to see the circumstances, the context, of their work. They
both listen to people’s confessions; they work with people one-on-one (usually) in
a setting that invites these sorts of intimacies, they listen rather than reveal their
own lives, and so forth (Hughes, 1970). By comparing, yet going back again and
again to the data, we preserve something of what we see in both of these lines of
work; something also of the shock of the new, and the new way of seeing that is
more abstract than before. However, as I dip back into the data, I refresh my image
of the people over and over. (Coding, question of constant comparison: abstracting
away and the breaking through of emotions simultaneously invoke out of bounds.
Can [ take this comparison through more experiences and expand it?)

RESOURCES

I pause at this point for an incomplete list of resources for doing grounded theory
in research, before discussing some of the affective and Pragmatic approaches
I take in my own work. Kathy Charmaz’s recent textbook, Constructing Grounded
Theory: A Practical Guide through Qualitative Analysis (2006) provides an
extremely clear, suggestion- and example-filled guide to beginning to use
grounded theory. In particular, the chapter on coding makes much of my work in
this essay easier. It examines the how of coding, something that has been much
discussed, but often with a lack of clarity, and confusing internal contradictions.
An earlier attempt, in Barney Glaser’s Theoretical Sensitivity is also full of good
suggestions, but is somewhat cramped for some users by an idiosyncratic language
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of logic that was never broadly picked up in the sociological or professional
communities (1978). The book is also a little difficult to obtain and read. (I speak
here from teaching experience.) Thus, this welcome update from Charmaz re-
presents and clarifies quite a bit of Glaser’s work in Theoretical Sensitivity.
Similarly, Strauss’s Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists (1987) has several
compelling examples that help one intuit the nature of coding, and a Q&A sec-
tion at the end that is helpful. For the simple mechanics of handling field notes
as a beginning, Schatzman and Strauss’s Field Research (1973), remains useful
in dividing codes into types: methodological, observational, and substantive.
However, its language does not connect well to later usage (that is, more
advanced usage and later scholarship). Adele Clarke’s excellent new book,
Situational Analysis (2005), helps to fill in this gap. Her approach focuses on
arenas and social worlds, and in particular the problems associated with
analyzing disciplinary growth and change. This will be useful for those wishing
to analyze changes in science, industry, politics, or social movements (or com-
binations of these), and in facing the initial ‘messiness’ of the data and the nature
of developments. It does not focus overly much on the epistemological processes
of coding per se. However, combined with Charmaz’s book and the insights pro-
vided in this volume, Clarke helps build an indispensable scaffold for moving
between the cognitive, affective ‘close-in’ aspects of grounded theory to the
larger-scale changes in the current world. As with all grounded theory, all these
works advocate moving from data to analysis, and back again, recursively.

Long ago, Herbert Blumer (Strauss’s teacher and student of George Herbert
Mead) called for the following of ‘hunches’ through data, intrinsically a personal
biographical approach at the beginning. Glaser spoke of ‘life-cycle’ sources for
topics although not for coding; for example, both he and Strauss lost a parent
close to the time of the writing of several books on death and dying [Awareness
of Dying, 1965; Time for Dying, 1968; and Anguish, 1970 (see the excellent dis-
cussion of these in Chapter 1)]. This personal experience was always fascinating
to me, but neither Glaser nor Strauss were very interested in exploring or
discussing the nature of how their own emotions were used as sources for analysis
(either in their methodological writing nor in their classes). Which, of course,
being obsessed with invisible work, makes me even more curious.

The above is a very incomplete sketch of work on grounded theory, meant
primarily to point to new resources and to understand the dearth of material for
answering the question, ‘where do codes come from?’

A RECIPE FOR THE COGNITIVE-EMOTIONAL GENERATION
OF ‘A CODE’ IN GROUNDED THEORY

Object relations

What is a code? What do a bobcat and a sociologist have in common? We are
both a bit out of bounds, myself in what I am writing and thinking, and she in
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crossing the driveway and peering up at my house. Using the above codes of
emotions breaking through and abstracting simultaneously, I enrich the notion
of out of bounds. My first reaction comes from a sense of attachment (remembering
that attachment can be positive and/or negative). At some emotional level, I want
to know this bobcat. I feel kinship with her. She is beautiful. I feel somewhat
attached to her, as if I would like to capture her wildness and beauty and make
it part of me. But I know that to do so in real life would be to kill that beauty.
So I begin to think with ‘grounded theory feelings’ about this little relationship.
As I think about this, and abstract the relationship, a code forms that both adds
and subtracts from the experience. Out of bounds is not the total of my experi-
ence or relationship with the bobcat. However, the combination of empathy, or
attachment, and abstraction, is even more powerful than either alone. In work-
ing with biologists, I have felt this dual vision: if they see a subject within their
expertise, they are compelled to name it, often in Latin. Almost simultaneously,
they will say something empathic, like ‘hey there, little fella,” or ‘what a
beauty,” or, as frequently, sorrow about the condition of its habitat. In fact, each
part of science has some version of this double vision (see Keller, 1983; or Star
and Ruhleder, 1996, on ‘the worminess of the worm’ in a genetics nematode
laboratory).

A code, then, is a matter of both attachment and separation. When I am able
to hold both simultaneously, 1 experience the joy and grief of adulthood. To speak
of ‘life cycle’ reasons for topics: I grew up in a very close-knit, rural family, one
that had very specific ideas about how things are done. Yet my reading (I seemed
to have been practically born reading) implied other worlds, where these
assumptions were not taken for granted. Gradually I began to nurture the notion
that somewhere else was a place to reconcile these things. This required that
I step out of bounds with respect to my extended birth family. This was emotion-
ally hazardous, and it took me many years to trust my own experience of the
world, and to balance many forms of attachment and separation, or abstraction
and intimacy. From this experience I have drawn many projects related to mar-
ginality, outsiders, membership, or lack thereof, and invisible work.

Within psychological theory, the simultaneous attachment-separation idea is
found extensively in the object relations model of familial and social dynamics.
Perhaps most notably, the work of D. W. Winnicott (1965) on separation and
transitional objects captures the dynamics of this developmental process.
Winnicott has been primarily remembered for his studies of infant and child
development. He was also a vital, imaginative theorist, moving from his clinical
work to theory (and then back again). Although he was a psychoanalyst, his links
with the Freudian school do not appear (to me) to be overly dogmatic or even
central. Concepts such as ‘separation anxiety, ‘pathological attachment,” and
‘good-enough mothering’ belong to him; he also was relentlessly both theoretical
and material. His work on transitional objects has (not unlike the work of
Gregory Bateson, 1972) impacted scholars from many disciplines, and has been
used to revitalize much of the analysis of love and loss.
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Winnicott believes the infant learns gradually (in the best case) to attach to the
parent in many small ways, and to experience those separations that are bearable
for it. Maturity means holding larger and multiple separations along with attach-
ment, not total separation (abstraction) nor total attachment (total intimacy), but
a balance. In the words of Winnicott (1965):

It is generally acknowledged that a statement of human nature is inadequate when given in
terms of interpersonal relationships, even when the imaginative elaboration of function, the
whole of fantasy both conscious and unconscious, including the repressed unconscious, is
allowed for. There is another way of describing persons ... of every individual who has
reached to the stage of being a unit ... it can be said that there is an inner reality to that
individual, an inner world which can be rich or poor and can be at peace or in a state of war
.. if there is a need for this double statement, there is need for a triple one; there is the
third part of the life of a human being, a part that we cannot ignore, an intermediate area
of experiencing, to which inner reality and external life both contribute. It is an area which
is not challenged, because no claim is made on its behalf except that it shall exist as a
resting-place for the individual engaged in the perpetual human task of keeping inner and
outer reality separate yet inter-related (p. 230).

One way for achieving this maturity is learning to manage the anxiety pro-
duced by separation, or the smothering of too much attachment, through the use
of what Winnicott called a transitional object: with young children, this is often
a blanket, a doll, or some other small prized possession. The transitional object
belongs a little to each world: the old world of being attached, and the new world
of growing up, leaving, going away, abstracting.

Codes in grounded theory are transitional objects

Codes allow us to know more about the field we study, yet carry the abstraction
of the new. When this process is repeated many times, and constantly compared
across spaces and across data, it is also possible reflexively to grow. In grounded
theory, this is known as theoretical sampling. Codes are part, also, of the third
space of development, the ‘holding space’ of experience. Theoretical sampling
stretches the codes, forcing other sorts of knowledge of the object. The theory
that develops repeats the attachment-separation cycle, but in this sense taking a
code and moving it through the data. In so doing, it fractures both code and data.
Again, it calls up some anxiety, and at the same time, perhaps causally, it calls
for authority. There isn’t any roadmap, and to make it worse, as one practices
constant comparison across data sets and even outside ‘normal’ ethnographic
data (Strauss, 1970), one constantly loses and gains, attaches and separates.

Let me give an example of this from my own work, and foreshadow how this
appears in Pragmatist problem-solving. Some years ago, I became interested in
the gap between how people act, and how they are represented online and on
paper. Part of this insight came from doing fieldwork in an artificial intelligence
[AI] laboratory and a neurophysiology laboratory, another part of it a reflection
on my training to self-censor my feelings in the narrative of my research. One of
the first family of codes I developed concerned simplification in scientific work
(Star, 1983). I examined the different ways that scientists, in writing up their
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results, discarded ‘unruly’ data such as that gathered from women, black people,
and bald men. The ideal research object was a white, middle-class 10-year-old
boy. Unruly data included several codes about the work itself: discarding anom-
alies, substituting reliability for validity (a code I would return to throughout my
work), and all the sorts of formatting constraints that writing for scientific journals
contain, and that implicitly inhibit the ‘unruly data’ of the investigator as well as
the subject.

As this study grew into various studies of computer use, creation of classifi-
cation systems, and other ways scientifically of representing human behavior,
it became increasingly important for me to immerse myself in Pragmatism.
Much of the modern current of computer critique, particularly in artificial intel-
ligence and in classification, has been purely logical and cognitive, including the
philosophy of mind and of language (but see the very important exception of
Suchman, 1987, and her colleagues). The inspirational philosophers included
Heidegger, Wittgenstein, John Searle, and Quine. I wrote one paper, accepted for
publication, that attacked much of this work by questioning how Al used humans
as research material. Then I sat with the paper, and with myself, and realized that
I had to choose between becoming a scientific gadfly, or getting on with the
project of seeing how these philosophers and computer scientists worked together;
on understanding the impact of different forms of computing, and what work
was being done to create visions of the human mind.

I withdrew the paper, which had been accepted for Al and Society, as I made
the choice to return to studying work. I felt ashamed of myself, as if I had come
close to becoming a sort of muckraker. In any event, this decision stood me in
good stead, as I began working more closely with computer scientists as col-
leagues, not themselves solely as ethnographic subjects. Following the precept
of ‘analyze consequences, not antecedents,’ I took this aspect of Dewey’s work
and outlook to heart. I ended up writing my first book on the coordination of
work from different lines of work in early (nineteenth century) neurophysiology
and brain research (Star, 1989).

So the doing of grounded theory, at its most basic, is, among other things, an
emotional challenge and a call to methodological maturity. With other sorts of
analysis, such as focus groups or surveys, one primarily is seeking to extract
data from respondents. A focus group is face-to-face, but not long-term; in
some survey research, it is often delegated such that one never meets a respon-
dent (Roth, 1966). (Of course, this varies considerably, and I am not saying that
the joining of experience/affect with abstraction is the unique purview of
grounded theory.)?

The long haul
Over a lifetime of research, some people have a sense of a life’s work. For
Strauss’s festschrift, I wrote:

Every passionate scientist has a mystery at the center of his or her research. In exactly the
ancient senses of mystery and passion, there are questions or sets of questions that can
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never be solved, only wrestled with, embraced, and, one hopes, transformed. The primacy of
work is just such a mystery in the work of Anselm Strauss, and his profoundly fertile transforma-
tions have given rise to a new way of framing an old sociological/philosophical question: the rela-
tionship between the empirical/material on the one hand, and the theoretical abstract on the
other. Here | call this the relationship between the visible and the invisible (Star, 1991b: 265).

It may be a very useful exercise for one to question oneself, at any career stage,
about the nature of one’s own passions and mysteries. (For those interested, my
own passions are most closely spelled out in Bowker and Star, 1999; Star, 1991b,
1998; Star and Griesemer, 1989.) Of course, in setting out this comparison with
object relations, I realize that there is an infinite regress in possibility. Where does
attachment come from? If I say, as many would, that they arise from the body, the
unconscious, and one’s biography, this takes my point from a chapter to someone
else’s life-work. At the same time, I hope this recognition of affect, attachment,
and deep feelings will legitimate aspects of doing grounded theory that are rarely
written about, although frequently talked about in some circles, perhaps most
often in a teacher’s counsel during the dissertation process. I was lucky beyond
measure in having Strauss as an advisor I trusted completely.

PRAGMATISM

Pragmatist philosophy challenges one to accept the invitation to adulthood
offered by object relations as interpreted above. It is an occupation of the third
space, and through grounded theory, the implication of codes as transitional
objects both emotionally and analytically. Learning grounded theory was not
divided from learning about Pragmatist philosophy and also about early
Pragmatist-informed sociology and social psychology. As graduate students, we
trained simultaneously in method and theory, and were encouraged to use both
philosophers and other sociologists as sources for comparison, coding, ontology,
and epistemology. We nearly always read the originals, not textbooks.

We emphasized the early Chicago School and its relationship with Dewey,
James, Mead, and later, Bentley.* We joined a community of practice with pro-
found historical roots. Below, I take several Pragmatist tenets, and relate them to
the attachment-separation balance I have presented.

Consequences, not antecedents

One of the simplest and most difficult tenets of pragmatism is that understanding
is based on consequences, not antecedents. One does not build an a priori logic,
philosophical analysis with pre-set categories, or as ‘verificationist’ social scien-
tists, as Barney Glaser so mordantly termed them. Rather, the process is back-
wards to most modes of analysis. In a sense, to follow the language of this essay,
one bares one’s soul to the elements, and sees what happens. “What happens’ is a
matter of several things. An interruption to experience (or as I teach it,
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an anomaly that gets one’s attention in the data) was actually consistent
with Peirce’s notion of abductive thinking. Both Dewey and Mead posited
that a fact is the result of an interruption to experience. Earlier, William James’s
notion of how we form habits, and react to their disruption, presages this
formulation.

A reflection, based in a community and dialogue, about the nature of the expe-
rience, results in a new object (a more formal code, or the result of theoretical
sampling, in Strauss’s terms). This idea of the chain experience-interruption-
reflection-object dates back in complex ways to Dewey’s first paper, ‘The Reflex
Arc Concept in Psychology’ (1896). There, Dewey argued that perception is not
continuous, but constantly interrupted and in a way that demands interpretation.
A reflex is not a matter of a continuous stream of ‘information’ hitting the black
box of the brain, but rather a constant feat of interpretation, as routine acts
and ways of seeing are interrupted, interpreted, and revised. Thus, from James’s
‘blooming, buzzing confusion,” we arrive at humanness through the constantly
offered interpretations of our family, community, nature, media, art, animals, and
all others.

Choosing among conflicting interpretations means constant struggle for selthood,
that is, how one shapes a body of interruptions and interpretations, and comes to
incorporate integrity and authority in action. In this, Pragmatism is neither modern
nor postmodern, but orthogonal to the terms of those debates, including positivism
vs. interpretation (or realism vs. relativism). Choices are complexly mediated by
close-in cultures, and also by cultures-at-a-distance, including media.

A glimpse here, then, of what underlies attachment and separation: the fluid
whisperings (and sometimes demands) of others in childhood, mediated then
and in adulthood by history and the growing self. It constantly challenges the
input—output model with the attachment-separation-transitional object formation.
Dewey’s The Quest for Certainty (1929a) scales up from the ‘Reflex Arc’ paper,
and examines how philosophers and other scholars use pre-set models, concepts,
and methods. He deems this a quest for certainty, a shelter from the emotional
storm in a sense, although he uses few affective words to describe this. I would
say that this quest for certainty (for example, for a single model that pre-explains
most events in the world) is a way of shielding ourselves from the powerful pain
of the attachment-separation grief (in part, at least). In doing grounded research,
this is a moment to return to the data, bringing the subject-object-mediation back
to coding and categorizing.’

The objective reality of perspectives

The maturity implied by constantly practicing the object relations side of
grounded theory/Pragmatism may actually be the scariest aspect of doing
grounded theory. In so doing, one becomes a methodological maverick and, in
the earlier stages of one’s career, this can be costly. In addition, practicing this
philosophy directly challenges the binary and well-guarded division between
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interpretation and Reality. Interpretation is poetry. Reality is science. They are
meant to be kept apart. Putting them together is asking for trouble.

I came to sociology of science as a Pragmatist, at the beginning of what later
would be called ‘the science wars,” a bitter, divisive brawl where ‘constructivist
theorists’ (or interpretive theorists) were pitted against ‘realist scientists.’
Positivist scientists saw the work of much of the new program of sociology of
science (beginning in roughly 1976) as anti-science. This included their attempts
to see science as just another kind of work, as something that changes histori-
cally and culturally, and as a process subject to developmental contingencies
and politics. Constructivism is a complex argument, not merely a know-nothing
attitude. Participants often had high stakes in their approach to science, much
of it quite personal, as well as a social world (community of practice), shared
ideology, and collective practice. Their examination of realist science was met
with indignation by traditional scientists. For example, those exploring the
cultural and historical aspects of physics were seen as mystical dreamers, or
even fools: ‘Are you saying that if I jump off a building I won’t fall to the earth?’
Well, no. But constructivists were, for the most part, interested in exploring the
meaning of say, falling, as culturally constituted; of injury and the body as
having different meanings in different times and places. The world, as it had
been explained by scientists to date, appeared as both brutal and universalist
(except perhaps for art, religion, and the like) and reactive in just the way that
Dewey saw in the reflex arc model.®

Delicately dissecting, situating, and making the world ontologically and episte-
mologically open to revision was not of interest to the traditional science warriors.
They were quite threatened by the prospect of cultural relativism as applied to
science. Often citing ‘Nazi science’ or ‘Lysenkoism’ as examples of what may
happen as a result of relativism or constructivism, this group of scientists
ridiculed sociology of science as if we were know-nothing yahoos who sought
to ridicule science.

From the Pragmatist view, the response to this quarrel is to examine ques-
tions of responsibility, location, consequences, and authorship. Pragmatists see
‘universalism’ as agreements across a large number of communities of practices
and cultures, nothing more or less. It does not exist in some a priori analytic
reality. People always interpret events from a situated and complexly principled
point of view. For example, death means the end for some religions, a transition
for others, a transformation for still others. These are radically varying views
of an experience we all undergo. If one respects interpretation, they are not,
however, universal. Nevertheless, those things with powerful scope and scale
consensus are to be respected, most of the time as being just that; this does not,
however, mean that one must sign on to the belief in ontological or epistemo-
logical universality.

The classic article of Pragmatist philosopher George Herbert Mead, ‘The
Objective Reality of Perspectives,” gives a kind of mandate for the ontological
primacy of interpretation (1927/1964). Mead argues that a perspective is a way
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to stratify and order nature. That stratification, he asserts, comes from the develop-
ment of a perspective, ancient and slowly accrued, or more novel, no matter. These
stratifications are ‘the only form of nature that is there.’ This means that as
an analyst, the confidence and authority accumulated by attachment-separation-
transition (uncountable times, sometimes recursing, sometimes accruing, some-
times taking other shapes and textures) must come to the fore as an author, when
one writes. This can be psychologically difficult.

I believe that this difficulty is akin to something Barney Glaser once
called ‘flooding,” a common experience in grounded theory. One has a plethora
of codes, comparisons, and provisional ways of arranging the data. But so
much seems worthy. How to weed? How to choose? In his book, Memory
Practices in the Sciences, Bowker (2006) analyzes the continually changing
nature of the past. In The Mnemonic Deep, he notes that even a name has
multiple, tangled origins and aesthetics, for example in naming new species. The
illusion of the completed and perfected is only that, a story we make up in order
to give legitimacy to our own authority. But as we plumb the mnemonic deep,
we find exactly the same challenge as with ‘contemporary’ data. The gap
between the romantic story of the past and the messy, attached, feeling-full past
can be painful and misleading, just as can pluralistic ignorance (‘I must be the
only one’) in social groupings. As Dewey (1929b) said in Experience and
Nature:

Romanticism is an evangel in the garb of metaphysics. It sidesteps the painful, toilsome labor
of understanding and of control which changes sets us, by glorifying it for its own sake. Flux
is made something to revere, something profoundly akin to what is best within ourselves,
will and creative energy. It is not, as it is in experience, a call to effort, a challenge to inves-
tigation, a potential doom of disaster and death (1929b: 51).

Here both Bowker and Dewey capture the visceral terror of authority in
research (see also Becker, 1986). Part of it is an attempt, as Mead would say, to
nail down ‘the specious present’ (1932). We live between the past and the present,
poised and vulnerable, despite the romantic call to prior solutions. In this sense,
Pragmatism reverses our commonsense temporality, and challenges us to a
profound heterochronicity.

The human skin: philosophy’s last line of defense

I will conclude with some points from the Pragmatist political scientist Arthur
Bentley (1935, 1954), who, like Dewey, had a long and productive career and
produced several important books before joining forces with John Dewey. Much
of his work on science and organizations, including that on relativity theory and
on beliefs and fact (written in the 1920s and 1930s), resonates profoundly with
more recent sociology of science. He is less well known than Dewey, except
perhaps for their co-authored Knowing and the Known (1970 [1954]), one of
Dewey’s last publications.
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One essay of his, now available in a volume of his reprinted papers, has had a
profound impact on my own work in science. The article, “The Human Skin:
Philosophy’s Last Line of Defense,” argues that philosophers use the skin (the
edges of the body) as an epistemological border and barrier, in fact out of
a kind of superstition (1954/1975). To the extent that the object of analysis
in Pragmatism and in grounded theory is nearly always a form of action, this
idea crystallizes a central challenge for, in fact, all of sociology and philosophy
of science. The idea of action as the central unit of analysis has been discussed
in all of the grounded theory books cited here, and in Strauss’s most complete
theoretical statement, Continual Permutations of Action (1993).

If action is the unit, some unknown interiority (perhaps the brain, perhaps the
gene, perhaps memory or history) cannot form the antecedent basis for action.
An action always ramifies and continues, at least those sorts of action of impor-
tance for sociological analysis. Actions traverse the skin. They do not originate
in individuals, but rather as a result of relations, the ‘between-ness’ of the world.
Thus, Bentley’s work, at least as much as Dewey’s is a radical refutation of indi-
vidualism. It calls to Durkheim’s notion of the sui generis aspect of social facts,
that is, that relations between many people constitute a level and unit of analysis
that are whole and infungible (1938). The continuous nature of the act, and how
and/or when you take that as your basic unit of analysis, changes perception of
the world. Perhaps we might call this continual permutations of analysis.

CONCLUSION: LIVING GROUNDED THEORY

In conclusion, I would like to return to how grounded theory permeates my way
of seeing the world, in connection with Pragmatism. Embedded in my everyday
action, it is a powerful tool, almost a spiritual tool to decenter my own assump-
tions and constantly remind me to try to take the role of the other, in Mead’s
words. This has developed over a long period of time (I have been doing this for
about 29 years, a baby really in terms of learning). However, I do have a sense
of a life-work, as mentioned above. So in this sense, both temporally and spa-
tially, grounded theory helps to form my biography as well as my way of seeing
perceiving day to day. The risk of adding different studies together, of following
various paths connected to science, technology, medicine, and information, is
that I will fall into a confused compilation of theory, and measure it according
to the conventional world of academia. The joy or goal, conversely, is to under-
stand what I write as a wild, imaginative window on the world. I hope that I have
the courage to allow one study to interrupt the experience of another.

How does one create a life-work and remain open; open to the data, open to
being wrong, to redoing one’s own work, actively to seek out new views and
mistakes? For me, that has come through the privilege of teaching grounded
theory, and of collaborating with people who like to work this way. That is, to
embrace a continuous, embedded, imbricated, multiple, constantly compared
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way of making sense of myself. I hope this essay is helpful in understanding the
emotional depths and life-work of living grounded theory and Pragmatism. The
growing community of analysts, critics, and students is my ground of reflection,
and we give each other the courage to go on.
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NOTES

1 Another way of ‘seeing’ the web of relationships in science is examining cases where people
attempt to export the science in the absence of those relationships. For a brilliant example, see
Wenda Bauchspies’s ethnography of the acceptance of science as a ‘stranger’ (1998), in the sense
classically developed by Simmel (1950).

2 My thanks to Kathy Charmaz for her very perceptive comment about this.

3 One may do grounded theory on any data, but qualitative analysis is really not very good at
predicting elections or understanding large-scale demographic change. It may be very useful in
companionship with other methods, but that is a statement more honored in the breach than the
practice.

4 We did read Peirce as well, and some of the more minor philosophers, but at that time Peirce
was not emphasized to us; he was presented by Strauss as being of a much older generation, and
few of us gravitated toward his work alone. Nor were we encouraged to do so. Kathy Charmaz
notes that he was more emphasized in her cohort at UCSF than he was in mine.

5 My thanks again to Kathy Charmaz.

6 And reactive in just the way that Dewey saw in the reflex arc.
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PART II

Grounded Theory Method
and Formal Grounded Theory






Doing Formal Theory

Barney G. Glaser

Is there such thing as formal grounded theory (FGT)? Yes there is; despite the
fact that it has received scant attention since it was first mentioned and antici-
pated in our book Awareness of Dying (Glaser & Strauss, 1965) where we said:

And in its turn, substantive theory may help in formulating formal theory. It may also con-
tribute to the formulation of new formal theory grounded on careful comparative research
... Consequently, if one wishes to develop a systematic formal (or general) theory of aware-
ness contexts, he must analyse data from many substantive areas (p. 276).

We then defined formal theory in Chapter IV of The Discovery of Grounded
Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and again, I defined it in Chapter 9 of Theoretical
Sensitivity (Glaser, 1978). Furthermore, Anselm and I wrote one FGT, Status
Passage (Glaser & Strauss, 1971) and I produced a formal theory on organiza-
tional careers in my reader, Organizational Careers (Glaser, 1968).

Our words in Awareness of Dying 40 years ago and our subsequent efforts still
hold true today. These efforts are awaiting the many good and excellent substan-
tive grounded theories (SGT) ready to be broadened and generalized into FGT.
Several researchers of worthy SGTs are asking for this instruction and inspiration.
In reading over 25 qualitative methods books and a few quantitative methods
books, I found not one indexing to formal theory (see References and Further
Reading). There are just a few indexings to generalizations and generalizing,
with no relation to their use in FGT. I found only a few mentions of FGT in these
texts, usually in conjunction with SGT, as the next step, but the mention goes no
further. The mentions are not a clear appeal to future research. They are men-
tioned only in passing; they are unclear, and even slightly wrong. The promise
offered by doing FTG is not noted or emphasized. In short, the scant attention to
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FGT means that it is virtually ignored. The scant attention paid to FGT is
because it both does not fit the typical qualitative data analysis (QDA) method-
ological model and so much GT is remodeled by QDA (Glaser, 2003) that the
next step is not in view or just not there to take. Here follows a typical example
from the collection edited by Gilgun et al. (1992). After a linear list of substantive
researches, Snyder says:

Further because these theories have been systematically induced from the actual experiences
of individuals they also constitute what Glaser and Strauss referred to as grounded theory
(p. 31). Examining similar constructs across substantive areas yields formal theory (p. 129).
My second recommendation is the construction of formal theory that is developed for a
formal or conceptual area of sociological inquiry ... comparative study of the conceptual
frameworks induced from the social construction of anger, fear, grief, etc. provide additional
rungs on the ladder toward development of formal grounded theory (p. 63).

Fine, but after this brief mention and promise of FGT, there is absolutely no
push to do it, no procedural direction to go in. This illustration is just one of
many examples that make the same observation, from which I derive the need
for this paper and my forthcoming book (Glaser, 2006). It has been no better
since this 1992 example to the present. I wish to focus on FGT as a reality, not
just a promise.

Do some FGTs exist under a different name? Barely any; none that are system-
atically generated according to the rigorous procedures of generating grounded
theory. There exist ‘immaculate conceptions’ that draw on some data even
though mainly conjectured. There exist particularistic formal theories based on
lots of experience, but not systematically researched. Exemplars of these theories
are cited by Lincoln and Guba (1985): ‘Like many other theorists, Simmel based
his ideas about society on his own direct, non-systematic observations. And
Goffman characterized his methodological approach: “The method that is often
resorted to here—unsystematic, naturalistic observation—has very serious limi-
tations™” (pp. 91-92). We can all think of further examples from our disciplines.

Walking surveys generate particularistic formal theories all the time as ‘they
know’, but it is not research. Like many other professionals, lawyers and doctors
are walking surveys who do this to the maximum, passing off their formal theo-
ries as coming from ‘professionals who know’ after years of practice. Walking
surveys are grounded in the vicarious and actual experience and knowledge of
the person. Stake (1983) calls them ‘naturalistic generalizations, which develop
within a person as a product of experience. They derive from the tacit knowledge
of how things are ... they seldom take the form of predictions, but lead regularly
to expectation. They guide action’ (p. 282).

Literature reviews abound, which often could have been, but are not FGTs.
The literature citations are usually mildly added or accumulated for simple
descriptive comparison of similarities and differences and not used for system-
atic generation of conceptual theory on a category. I examine at length the role
of literature in generating formal theory in Chapter 5 of my forthcoming book
Doing Formal Grounded Theory.
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FORMAL GROUNDED THEORY DEFINED

So what is a FGT? Let us be clear. There are many very good SGTs out there.
Many people feel their ‘grab’ conceptually and see the general implications of
the core category everywhere they look. As Strauss and I wrote in 1967:

A [SGT] theory at such a conceptual level, however, may have important general implica-
tions and relevance, and become almost automatically a springboard or stepping stone
to the development of a grounded formal theory ... [SGT] not only provides a stimulus
to a ‘good idea’, but it also gives an initial direction in developing relevant categories
and properties and possible modes of integration [theoretical codes] (Glaser & Strauss,
1967: 79).

For example, Odis Simmons’s (1993) renowned paper on ‘cultivating’ easily
leads to almost forgetting his substantive area (the milkman and his customer) to
seeing cultivating everywhere in the human scene. His paper on cultivating for
profit leads to cultivating for fun, recreation, social gain, love, etc. Other authors
get what I call core fever. They see their core operating everywhere. For example,
Hans Thulesius’s (2003) renowned paper on balancing in palliative care leads him
to see balancing everywhere. Or a substantive theory on the comparative failure
of scientists (Glaser, 1964) leads directly to the need for a theory of comparative
failure in work or even more generally, in all facets of social life. Or a substan-
tive theory of deviance disavowal of people with visible handicaps leads to one
concerned with deviance disavowal by a much wider range of impaired persons
or other forms of visible, usually legitimate deviance.

Thus seeing the core category working beyond the immediate substantive area
studied engenders a need to study it generally. For example, Barry Gibson’s dis-
covery of cautionary control among dentists to avoid contracting HIV, easily
leads to wanting a formal theory of cautionary control which goes on in all facets
of life, for all size units: traffic control, terrorist control, sanitary disease control
(especially operating rooms), and so forth. The general implications of a core
category lead to the need for generating a formal theory of the core by looking
at data and other studies within the substantive area and in other substantive
areas using the conceptualizing constant comparison method. Extending the
theory of a core variable’s general implications is the next obvious research step
after doing a SGT.

Thus FGT can be defined as a theory of a SGT core category’s general impli-
cations, using, as widely as possible, other data and studies in the same substan-
tive area and in other substantive areas. For example, a well known theory
of becoming a nurse (Davis & Olesen, 1970), is easily formalized by comparing
it constantly to other data and theory about becoming a doctor, becoming
a lawyer, becoming a pilot, becoming an accountant, etc. to arrive at a theory
of becoming a professional. This FGT of becoming can be made even more gen-
eral by looking at nonprofessional becoming, and even more general by looking
at becoming a person in a culture; which we call socialization. From these
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examples, we see that FGT generalizations are conceptual not descriptive, and
thus abstract of time, place, and people. As I have said in my book on concep-
tualization compared to description (Glaser, 1998), description is very soon
stale-dated.

Further, a FGT’s generalizations about a core category are abstract of time,
place, and people until their application. When they are applied to a situation, a
context and/or conditions, the FGT concepts are adjusted to suit. For example,
for a FGT of cautionary control, tossing caution to the wind as some dentists do
to avoid the expense, does not apply to operating rooms, where expense is not a
concern; or does not apply to a traffic intersection where costs of an accident can
run very high.

Thus FGT is simply a conceptual extension, however possible by research, of
a SGT’s core category using GT generating procedures, particularly theoretical
sampling and conceptualizing constant comparison. FGT is not so-called ‘grand
theory’, general theory, elaborated theory, middle range theory, etc. It has no pre-
determined level of abstraction. It will end up at the level of abstraction that the
data and studies bearing on the core category (and the energy and resources of
the theorist) will allow it. It is not as Dey (1999) says, a necessarily higher level
of abstraction, although it may end up so. It depends. But keep in mind that FGT
is not ‘august’ or ‘high fallutin’ theory.

FGT is not speculatively remote from data, especially the data it purports to
explain. It is based on data and studies based on data. FGT methodology insists
that; no matter how general (how broad in scope or abstract) the theory, it should
be generated by that back and forth interplay with data that is so central to GT
methodology. Models or theoretical codes used in previous SGTs to bring out a
core category should not necessarily be used for genuine grounding in the cur-
rent FGT. The models may change for the core category. For example, Richard
Ekins (1995) tried to use awareness context theory with cross-dressing and
came up with a variation of going from a closed to an open awareness context.
He added progressive displays from closed to open awareness. The reader will
discover that FGT becomes a very powerful tool of explanation. For example,
a theory of credentializing nurses easily leads to a FGT on how to credentialize
for quality control in all occupations.

The reader may question: Can one generalize from a single case SGT? Isn’t
one case too particularistic? Of course, but people do it anyway, researchers and
laymen alike. General implications abound at all levels. What FGT does is to
broaden the base of generalizing ‘to and from’. FGT allows generalizing on a
core category from several substantive areas with more multivariate conceptual
complexity. In sum, FGT is nothing more than extending the general implica-
tions of a core variable by sampling more widely in the original substantive area
and in other substantive areas and then constantly comparing with the purpose
to conceptualize the general implications. It increases the SGT in breadth and
depth of explanation.
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CLARIFYING THE FORMAL GROUNDED THEORY DEFINITION

In Awareness of Dying (Glaser & Strauss, 1965) and The Discovery of Grounded
Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), our definition of FGT was somewhat too con-
fusing for its lack of specificity, although the idea and quest were clearly there.
We were responding to the general implications of the core variable however
unspecified at that time. Awareness context had tremendous grab. Anselm and
I said, in Awareness of Dying, that we anticipated the formulation of FGT, but
did not quite define it nor understand it. We said:

In the preceding chapter we remarked that substantive theory faithful to the empirical
situation cannot be formulated by merely applying formal theory to the substantive area.
A substantive theory must be first formulated in order to see which parts of diverse formal
theories ... can then further the substantive formulation. And in its turn, substantive theory
may help in formulating formal theory. It may also contribute to the formulation of new formal
theory grounded on careful comparative research ... Consequently, if one wishes to develop a
systematic formal (or general) theory of awareness contexts, he must analyse data from many
substantive areas. When advancing a substantive theory to a formal one, the comparative
analysis of groups is still the most powerful method for formulating credible theory (p. 276).

In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, we began to define FGT. We said:

By substantive theory we mean theory developed for a substantive or empirical area of socio-
logical inquiry, such as patient care, geriatric life styles, etc. ... By formal theory we mean theory
developed for a formal or conceptual area of sociological area such as status passage, stigma,
deviant behavior, etc. Both types of theory may be considered ‘middle range’; they fall between
minor working hypotheses of everyday life and the ‘all-inclusive’ grand theories. Substantive and
formal theories exist on conceptually ordered distinguishable levels of generality which differ
only in terms of degree. In any one study each type of theory can shade at points into the other.
The analyst, however, should focus clearly on one level or the other (p. 177).

This latter definition, which has been subsequently repeated several times in
the methods literature, leads to some confusion. Its focus on levels of generality
adds to the confusion. Most writers picking up on generality level have defined
FGT wrongly, by focusing on a conceptual area, which is vague. This vagueness
leads easily to focusing on a theoretical code (see Glaser, 2003) such as a
process or range instead of a core category. This vagueness also leads to QDA
comparative description focusing on descriptive differences and similarities
about the conceptual area, not on constant comparisons for conceptualization.
A lot of descriptions about status transitions is not FGT. Dey (1999), after trying
to handle the level of abstraction confusion, comes up with this definition:

Thus the difference between substantive and formal theories lies in their degree of conceptual
abstraction. We can move from one to the other by focusing on a high level of generality
and incorporating material from other substantive areas with the same formal theoretical
import. In short, the distinction between formal and substantive theory might be better
recast in terms of degrees of abstraction in which theory at any level has some combination
of both substantive and formal elements. This still allows for a distinction in terms of theo-
retical emphasis, for theory may focus on either capturing the complexities of specific cases
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or on the generating (or condensing) of generalities across a range of cases. However, it also
implies a less clear-cut division between theoretical tools to capture individual complexity
and those we might use to make generalizations (p. 41).

This statement leads to no product-oriented direction. It is uncertain and leads
the researcher into confusion, not a clear direction to which a clear methodology
can be attached. Our lack of clarity at the start in the late 1960s confused thinking
about FGT. Dey faults us on making such a ‘rigid distinction’ between substan-
tive and formal, which was somewhat inaccurate due to our lack of early clarity.
Now, the reader can see the clear distinction between SGT and FGT given in the
definition above. As a researcher, it is clear which way to go in generating by
constant comparisons. Unfortunately, Dey’s confusion also comes from seeing
substantive theory as really descriptive, not conceptual, when he refers to cap-
turing individual complexity of the substantive case and seeing SGT shading
into FGT with no clear separation.

Karen Locke, in Grounded Theory in Management Research (2001), does better
with our former lack of specificity. She says:

In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss make much of the difference
between substantive and formal theory. They view formal theory as the sociologist’s goal.
However, to be valid, they insist that it be developed from a substantive grounding in con-
crete social situations. Thus substantive theory is prior to formal theory, and it is closely
linked to the practice domain. It represents the close connection to the empirical reality...
When we speak of formal theory, however, we usually refer to those areas of inquiry that
operate at a high level of generality, such as systems theory. In Glaser and Strauss’s view,
substantive and formal theory are clearly related. Substantive theory can provide a link to
more formal theory, but this is achieved by working empirically to develop conceptual cate-
gories at a higher level of abstraction and generality (p. 35).

Locke, in following our early lack of specificity in defining formal theory, is
clearly led into thinking that any general category is generated at a higher level
of abstraction when doing formal theory. Our clear definition here will set this
vagueness to rest. Let the level of abstraction fall where it may, as the generation
of formal theory pursues the general implications of a core variable. Now the
FGT researcher has a clear path. Generality of ‘what’ is brought into clear focus
also. Jane Gilgun and colleagues (1992) follow our same lack of conceptual
focus and specificity. She says:

Grounded theory can be of two general types: substantive and formal (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). In substantive grounded theory, the concepts and hypotheses that researchers develop
are based on data focusing on one area of study. Discovering similar concepts and hypotheses
across areas of study, time and setting and informants leads to formal theory (p. 37).

Clearly in these definitions, which lack conceptual specificity, the general impli-
cations of a core variable and its resultant applications is missing. Alvesson and
Skoldberg (2000) respond to the lack of specificity in our early definition of FGT.
They say, ‘The difference between substantive and formal theory is not, however,
altogether clear’ (p. 31). They refer to differences in ‘entities’ and ‘properties’ in
each type of theory and ‘distinguishable levels of generality which differ in
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terms of degree’, but they are not totally clear in trying to clear up our early
definition. They say, ‘The whole thing boils down to a matter of a lower or
higher level of generality, and in reality there are not just two levels, but an arbi-
trary number of them’. Of course, level of generality is involved, but it is not the
crucial dimension in my specific definition above. It emerges. Finally, in their
conclusion section, they offer what they hope will clear up our lack of specificity
by adding what they call a ‘golden rule’ to our early definition:

Try to effect an epistemological break with the actor level in the formal grounded theory.
The formal theory would then account for the deep structure and the substantive theory for
the surface structure, upon which this is based. Such a golden rule would counteract much
of what we see as the fundamental weakness in Glaser and Strauss’s position while trying
to preserve its strengths (p. 65).

I am not sure what they mean, but they are still using the generality level dif-
ference in an effort to handle the confusion brought on by our early statement
lacking specificity on what FGT is. One reason for their miss of seeing the gen-
eralizing of a core category is that they consider it a constant resolving of a main
‘worry’. This is not correct and too strong. The core category constantly resolves
a main concern in a substantive area of action; this concern being the general
goal that motivates participation, or structures to keep working. Whether or not
worry is involved in a FGT, and it usually is not, is another issue that may or may
not emerge. Their effort is commendable but the lack of clarity remains. Lastly,
and briefly, Kearney (2001) alludes to what formal theory is, with typical over-
generality and a kind of assuming that everyone knows what FGT is. She says:

Grounded formal theory is middle-range theory grounded in substantive qualitative research.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) conceived of grounded formal theory as describing a discrete kind
of human experience that could be demonstrated across situation and contexts (p. 228).

This is a QDA remodelling, dropping the level of generality to description. It
is no wonder, given our early over general definition of FGT and these examples
of methodologists trying to clear it up, that there has been scant attention given
to generating FGT. There was no clear generation path to it as there is for SGT.
Indeed, FGT, now defined and specified, is just about the general implications of
a core category generated from a substantive theory, which is a core variable with
‘grab’ and just pressuring to be generalized. FGT is not about a theoretical code
(TC) such as structural process, an authoritarian structure, a range, a set of dimen-
sions, a reward system or status congruency, etc. (see Glaser 2003) which are
models for generating either SGT or FGT. The theoretical code used will emerge
for a FGT as it does for a SGT. Do not confuse FGT with elaborating a theoretical
code, however complex, such as an escalating basic social process model.

The core category may be somewhat, or very, abstract, like cultivating or cred-
itializing compared to professional becoming or cautionary control respectively
but it is still substantive in relevant meaning and fit. It just extends the core
category in breadth and depth to more substantive areas within and without, or
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beyond, the original area. The FGT abstractness varies and is emergent and is not
to be preconceived. Its degree of ‘middle range’ will vary. Furthermore, a FGT is
not a ‘grand theory’ about a TC such as systems maintenance or deviant theory,
situational analysis (Clarke, 2005), role theory, or status transitions (Glaser, 1994:
380). The GT researcher is modest and grounded. He is not a generator of immac-
ulate conjecture. To repeat, FGT is just about a core category, such as moral reck-
oning or supernormalizing, no matter what TC emerges or what level of generality
emerges. It is not to be confused with elaborating TCs or necessarily generating
a higher level of generality. It just generates the general implications of a core
variable such as pluralistic dialoguing. It has a clear product-oriented focus.
It does not wander throughout a conjectural, conceptual realm.

GENERAL IMPLICATIONS

In The Discovery of Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) we wrote:

Since substantive theory is grounded in research on one particular substantive area, it might
be taken to apply only to that specific area. A theory at such a conceptual level, however,
may have important general implications and relevance and become almost automatically a
springboard or stepping stone to the development of a grounded formal theory (p. 79).

There are three main dimensions of general implications:

e FGT in generating the general implications focuses only on conceptually general categories and
hypotheses, not on descriptive differences and similarities. The conceptual generalities are
arrived at through the constant comparative method of analysis.

o Conceptual generalities are highly applicable when conditioned and/or contextualized for a suit-
able and particular application; for example, how to apply cautionary control to the operating
room or to traffic at street intersections or to flight travel security. The FGT conceptual hypothe-
ses are applicable because they have fit, relevance, and workability; in short, because they were
grounded.

o The doing of FGT generalizations are motivated by the pressure to generalize a core category
that has grab; e.g. cautionary control, etc. The researcher of the SGT sees it everywhere, such as
balancing.

Let me consider each in turn.

CONCEPTUAL GENERATING

In April 2005, my daughter Bonnie Glaser wrote:

| have an idea for one of your next books. It should be about how a grounded theorist takes
a SGT they have already done and builds on it ... through more research using theoretical
sampling, emergent fit, building formal theory. In general, how to do more research and
write about the general implications of theories that are already done... this is soooo impor-
tant and people aren't really sure (without asking you) how to go about it. Alvita Nathanial
wants to do a FGT on moral reckoning and Antoinette McCallin on pluralistic dialoging.
Both asked me to ask you how.
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This chapter begins to outline some answers to their questions but here
I would point out it is the conceptual generality of their core categories of SGTs
that taps general implications. In short, the general implications of a core cate-
gory are expanded by generating grounded conceptual categories about it, from
many different areas using the constant comparative method. FGT does NOT
expand general implications by doing descriptive generalization, with its QDA
need for accuracy, context, unit condition, harping on indicators, or describing
a general law. The core category is expanded by abstract conceptual generaliza-
tions based on grounded research. The researcher uses constant comparison to
generate concepts NOT to discover descriptive differences and similarities.

Furthermore the researcher cannot generate FGT from speculation and/or par-
ticularistic experiences. Nor can the researcher properly generate FGT theory
bits (one sentence theories) from just one piece of data that is just one indicator.
Theory bits come easy, as I said in The Grounded Theory Perspective (Glaser,
2001), as a researcher or reader of the research sees general implications of a
core category everywhere and by human nature fits the concept to what situation
he sees. One can see supernormalizing in sports everywhere and spout indicators
of it; hence theorizing them even though the category came from dealing with
heart attack victims. Theory bits undermine doing FGT. Some, none the wiser,
may even take a theory bit about a substantive category as FGT. A SGT discus-
sion seems formal to them. Not so: the generating research by conceptual com-
parisons must be done to yield a FGT. Conceptual generality is abstract of time,
place, and people, yet can be applied. Thus FGT revolves around this abstract
power of conceptual generality.

APPLICATION

General implications of a core category and its subcore categories generated in a
FGT are applicable because people see them in other places (virtually everywhere)
and automatically contextualize and condition them. For example, getting others
to visualize deteriorization easily leads to seeing worsening progressions that are
hard to get others to recognize. Lars Dahlgren (a student of Sven Stybern, a major
supporter of GT) and colleagues (2004) emphasize the application function of
abstract GT categories in worldwide public health problems. They say:

Finally some words about generalization. GT strives at creating abstract knowledge from
concrete observations. This means that the ultimate ambition is to discover theories on a
level which will make is possible to apply them to a wide range of situations or contexts.
Once discovered concepts leave the level of people, they become the focus of the research
... The aim is to construct formal theory from substantive cases (p. 137).

This conceptualization leads to generalization that can then be brought back
to many empirical areas with fit and relevance. Certainly, SGT concepts can be
applied, but FGT conceptualizations have a wider, more grounded range. In 1978,
I wrote, ‘I am always amazed, given the pressure to generalize, the ease of doing
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it with GT and the fact that all substantive grounded theories have general impli-
cations’ (Glaser, 1978: 94).

FGTs, since they are grounded, have content references that fit and are rele-
vant, thus can be applied as the researcher contextualizes almost automatically.
As the FGT builds, the applicability of its categories grows, and its categories
gain credibility and their ready modification becomes easy according to the con-
text and conditions where it is applied. Thus the abstract power of FGT is very
empirically rooted. It is not based on speculative, conjectured, reified concepts.
A well-grounded FGT will, indeed, yield complex multivariate applications of
a core category. Thus abstract theory when grounded by generating using GT
procedures is very practical. FGT is much more that just a higher-level abstract
theory floating nowhere to be used. FGT’s abstraction allows its application over
a wide range of empirical areas virtually forever, as opposed to descriptive
generalizations which are rooted in one empirical area and soon stale dated.

Janice Morse recognized this up to a point. She said in her article, “Theory
Derived from Qualitative Research’ (1997: Chapter 9), ‘Generalizability is
obtained when the theory is recontextualized to another setting. The use of
abstract concepts in practice is difficult, and theory must provide an adequate
linkage to make such concepts relevant for use in the clinical setting’ (p. 163).
She is right, except that generating SGT and FGT is not that difficult in providing
the ‘link between concepts and recommendations for practice’, since they are
linked to data.

Williams (2003) has not heard of, or perhaps not understood, GT and especially
FGT when he states, “The problem with grand theory is that its sweep is often just
too grand.... We conclude that it is hard, though not impossible to link grand
theory to research’ (p. 33). We grounded theorists know that it all boils down to
using grounded theory procedures to generate FGT to solve the link issue. FGT is
practical theory that fits and is relevant. It does away with applying conjecture and
the generalizations of particularistic views. Grounded abstraction generates appli-
cation. SGT and FGT categories may appear context stripped or context free
because of their abstraction, and they are until recontextualized for application.
Application is an interaction of effects. Concepts recontextualized get applied and,
in turn, application incorporates comparisons with the context which generates
categories and properties; hence, more meaning for the FGT of the core category.

Context is a general word for environment, setting, ambience, larger picture
immediate situation, local normative frame of reference, etc. FGT gives both
access and control categories to a context as its application helps us to under-
stand and explain what is going on in the context. FGT, when applied, creates
conditions for shared perspectives, interpretations, consequence predictions, and
normative views about relevant matters of whatever area it is applied to. The fit
of FGT sensitizes the applier (whether academic, consultant, or layman) to the
context’s problems as both are flexibly modified to support needed change.
By constant comparisons, application modifies the FGT as it is applied.
Contextualization provides controllable footholds in the applied to area.
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Thus the conceptual application is probable and modifiable to fit the area as
opposed to the application of descriptive generalization which never really fits
and is soon stale-dated. Thus, for example, in a FGT of cautionary control, there
is the hypothesis that the greater the concern, the greater the cautionary control.
Airplane travel and operating rooms have great concern, thus great techniques
of cautionary control. Wet side walks and steps and dental practice have some
concerns of danger and just use signs or warnings. Karen Locke saw this appli-
cability when she wrote, ‘A conceptual category has analytic generalizability when
it can plausibly account for a large number and range of empirical observations.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) speak of this when they describe a theory as being
generally applicable’ (p. 39). David Silverman (2000) also recognizes the appli-
cability of FGT when he writes, ‘this paper does not simply offer lists of
common sense categories, but combines them into an analytic scheme which
holds out the possibility of generating formal theories of the kind that Glaser and
Strauss (1967) recommend and which may well have practical relevance’ (p. 287).
The reader may now be thinking of more properties of applying FGT, including
its overlap with SGT as it merely extends SGT in breadth and depth. See also
Hind et al. (1992).

THE PRESSURE TO GENERALIZE

As I have said, the pressure to generalize a core category is strong. It has grab;
it is often a high impact dependent variable of great importance; it is hard to
resist; it happens automatically with ease. Researchers tend to see their core
category everywhere, such as Hans Thulesius seeing ‘balancing’ everywhere, or
Helen Scott trying to use balancing in her study of integrating temporal, flexible
distance study into a structured life. She says, ‘then trying balancing and it
didn’t work, but it nearly did’ (personal communication, 27 May, 2005). The
probability of a core category being applicable in another area makes it easy to
try and hard to resist.

It is normal for people to generalize the particular in everyday parlance. In science,
the pressure to generalize a research fact or concept is legion. As Ian Dey said,
‘We could not survive in the world without understanding particular events in all
their complexity: but nor we could survive without comprehending some gener-
alizations about how and why things work as they do’ (p. 222). Generalizing
is safe with a grounded category when modifiably applied. FGT generates many
of these categories as a FGT about a core category is generated. In contrast, and
in spite of the pressure to generalize hence to see general implications, many
researchers miss this pressure because of the caution against generalizing
descriptions in the QDA literature. It is a ‘no no’ and dangerous. For one of many
examples, see Lincoln and Guba (1985: Chapter 5), ‘The only Generalization is
there is no Generalization’ (p. 110). As a result, there is precious little in qualita-
tive and survey methods books on how to generalize and a lot on how dangerous
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it is to do so. Thus researchers do not learn how to organize research to generalize,
even if they wish to do it. Grounded general implications are forestalled,
frustrated, or simply killed easily in spite of the pressure. The researcher then
sticks with fact finding, descriptions, and, if needed and tempted, speculative
generalizations.

The reverse applies also in somewhat less measure. Some researchers wish to
keep their fact finding special. They do not want their precious, notable finding
to be swallowed up in a generalization and therefore lose its singular impact.
This finding fetish is prolific in ‘tiny topic’ research in which precious descriptive
specifics are the goal. There is little or no need to see beyond the borders of the
specific descriptive study (e.g. Devereux et al., 2005).

METHOD NEEDED

The above assertions imply that a procedural method is needed to generate FGT.
Clearly it is what is needed to respond to the pressure to generalize widely for
those researchers on the verge of doing FGT. Many FGTs are waiting to happen
because of the needed method. To mention a few core categories awaiting
an FGT, they are moral reckoning, pluralistic dialoguing, visualizing deteriora-
tion, supernormalizing, cautionary control, credentializing, cultivating, solution-
ing, rehumanizing, constructing relevance, relationship power abuse, fluctuating
support networks, infra-controlling, untenable accountability, covering, psychic
accompanying, particularizing the universal, privatizing public tracts, etc. A clear
method is needed to prevent falling back into descriptive QDA as the research
areas widen and also to prevent responding to this need by falling into logical-
deductive speculation when widening the relevance and fit of SGT. For examples
of immaculate conception, unfettered by systematic data, see Zetterberg (2005)
or Anderson (2005). I am sure the reader has many more examples in mind.

I hope to hinder the natural tendency of researchers to fall back into general-
ized ‘theory bits’ founded on only one incident, as useful as that seems at the
time, when more research becomes too much. I also want to help many SGT
researchers to do FGT who feel they cannot yet or are not ready to try. In defer-
ence to grand theories and the idols who speculate them (the theoretical capitalists
of our profession), a method of doing FGT will take its place both in our social
psychological and sociological disciplines. Speculation will never disappear.
I simply add another source of formal theory; the method for which is needed to
round out, perspectivize and raise issues in discussions on abstract levels. FGT,
as defined above, needs method, direction, and clarification to get it into being a
resource for formal theory. I hope to go beyond the illustration level on method
that Anselm used in his paper, ‘Awareness Contexts and Grounded Formal
Theory’ (Glaser, 1994). He said:

Barney Glaser and | have written many pages together, but we have never offered a set of
images for how one might develop a particular formal theory. | will try to do that ... giving
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a few of the steps | am now following in developing a theory of awareness contexts. My talk
is meant to show a theorist at work, rather than to offer a prescriptive set of generalized
steps in the formulation process (p. 360).

The reader will judge my success in generating a clear method after reading
my work. In Theoretical Sensitivity (Glaser, 1978), I wrote:

We are far more humble when it comes to generating formal theory. We remain convinced
that it should be grounded, but are not sure yet, as with grounded substantive theory, of
the resolutions to many specific problems of generation. For example, in choosing a core
variable for a formal theory, what are the grounds for its relevancy, how does one integrate
the theory, where next to theoretically sample, how dense should formal theory be? Indeed,
why generate formal theory at all? Once the analyst is cut loose from the grounding of a
specific substantive area, answers to these questions are not readily apparent. At times it
seems that formal theory can ‘go’ just about any way that an analyst desires (p. 142).

Twenty-six years of experience later, I hope to resolve in this chapter some solu-
tions to these problems that were in question in 1978. My experience is not as vast
as it is in generating SGTs but I have been involved in generating four FGTs:
awareness contexts, status passage, organizational careers, and cautionary control,
and I have touched on many aspects of generating FGT in my many books. I hope
to bring all these writings and experience together into a method. Without many,
many, FGTs as yet, the method needed cannot be totally explicated and derived
from what does not exist. Yet enough FGTs do exist for the first method clarifica-
tion and formulation of procedures which are warranted. In 1967, we said:

The processes by which a substantive theory is advanced to a formal one, we should empha-
size, since our experience and knowledge is least extensive in this area, most of our discussion
will be concerned with general rules, positions and examples of initial effort at generating
formal theory. More specific procedures await the time when enough sociologists will have
generated FGTs that their procedures can be codified (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 80).

Forty years after The Discovery of Grounded Theory, the time for codifying
such procedures has arrived. The details of this method will also stop the free for
all on how to do FGT that exists in the QDA literature. FGT will be open to and
dependent on a method, henceforth. Albeit no doubt modifications will subse-
quently occur as we learn more by their doing. Please remember that I am
merely trying to systematize with grounding by research procedures which up to
this point comprises the natural tendency, unsystematically, to do FGT by gen-
eralizing general implications seen all around us. The method, I explicate, will
be a conceptual generalizing model, not a descriptive approach, as used by
Kearney (2001). She said:

| went on to pull together studies of women’s adjustment to illness and trauma, addiction
recovery and experience in violent relationships using GT analysis techniques to synthesize
what should be useful in health care practice. | developed a target for formal theory devel-
opment that was a variation on the original Glaser and Strauss model. | consciously decided
to work toward relevant and recognizable models of specific health phenomena, using mul-
tiple studies of single phenomena rather than ... aim for broader theory that extended
beyond health related contexts. My goal ... lowered mid-range theory (p. 228).
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Needless to say, it is probably OK to extend a SGT, however limited, to just
several cases within a substantive area, but in her case, it forestalled conceptual-
ization by constant comparison in favour of synthesizing descriptions of similar-
ities and differences. She missed that conceptual FGT is also very practical for
health related applications when applied by contextualization. Until we have a
method to do FGT and thereby build on an extant SGT, it will be easy to continue
confusing excellent SGTs such as Davis’s on deviance disavowal, with others that
are merely descriptive (Glaser, 1994: 376).

The inspirational, strengthening aspects of the needed method are clear.
Advanced grounded theorists want to generate FGT but do not know quite how.
A method will inspire them and give them the strength to try. Alvita Nathanial, an
experienced author as well as grounded theorist, wrote (personal communication,
12 April 2005), ‘I need your advice. I am seriously thinking about writing a pro-
posal to submit to develop a formal theory of moral reckoning. Tell me what type
of sample/sampling you think would be effective for this project’. Antoinette
McCallin, generator of a theory on pluralistic dialoguing, wrote (personal commu-
nication, 22 May 2005), ‘Formal theory development—I am interested in this
although wonder if I have enough experience as a GT researcher to develop just
yet. Disadvantage, it sounds sophisticated and wonder if I have the GT skill yet’.
Her skill learned from doing a SGT is enough, which I trust will overcome her
doubts. Both Alvita and Antoinette, independently, talked with my daughter,
Bonnie, to encourage me to try the writing-up of the FGT method. It is needed.

END THOUGHTS

Since FGT and SGT are so tied together, much of what I will write about FGT
reflects back on SGT and will help understand it. And the reverse is true as much
SGT goes into FGT. I will try to keep the distinction clearly separate where
appropriate. Much of this will be a gathering together and rearranging of material
already written in my previous books on GT, while adding the thoughts of other
methodologists and adding my extensive experience and knowledge of written
SGTs. Nevertheless, I am rethinking these writings on FGT in order to put them
into a coordinated, condensed, and compiled perspective for the method needed
by researchers looking forward. Future researchers doing FGT will provide
formal theory for users such as academic lecturers, frame oriented researchers,
intelligent laymen in command posts, consultants, and news commentators.
They will find its relevance, fit, and workability better than immaculate, specu-
lative general theory. FGT is not easy to assimilate. It often takes time, two or
three readings, to assimilate. Many may not like it as they like SGT. They can
find it too abstract, too opaque. Of course, it’s the users choice, but the relevance
and fit of FGT solves a bit of one’s ‘too abstract’ problem since it easily relates
to (has general implications for) the real world. Core categories tend to be seen
going on ‘everywhere’ beyond the SGT area.
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FGT emerges as natural as researchers and academics talk substance. They
often base their theory bits on particularistic, educated, but immaculate specula-
tion and on current studies. FGT beefs up the current studies part with external
validity and credibility. FGT emerges as natural if a researcher of a SGT continues
his research into other studies in the same or other substantive areas. The method
set forth will help this beginning generation of FGT. The method will also jump-
start the stall on formal theorizing among those who are shy, but should be gen-
erating FGT. Undeniably, FGT, as SGT, is not for everyone, but it is for many
more who could generate it and use it than do. It is obviously for those users
and researchers adept at conceptualizing. They must cope with its high density,
tight, unrelieved conceptual integration. Its reading can go slow for the attentive
reader.

I am here trying to put and encourage FGT into its rightful place in the world
of social-psychological research. It neatly fits into the ‘golden age of rigorous
qualitative analysis’. As I try, the reader must remember that FGT is not the
development of a theoretical code, nor grand, speculative theory. It is purely and
simply the conceptual extension of the general implications of a core category.
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On Solid Ground: Essential
Properties for Growing
Grounded Theory

Phyllis Noerager Stern

INTRODUCTION

One essential quality of true grounded theory is that it makes sense; put simply,
the reader will have an immediate recognition that this theory, derived from a
given social situation, is about real people or objects to which they can relate.
Furthermore, it must be clear that the developed theory comes from data rather
than being forced to fit an existing theoretical framework. Integration of the
finished product needs to be executed in such a way that every component is in
harmony with every other component with the precision of joined chemical
particles. Additionally, while it must fit the social scene studied, it needs to be of
sufficient abstraction that it can apply to the larger world of social psychological
and social structural situations. Finally, the author needs to place the developed
theory within the work of other social scientists and demonstrate how it goes
beyond what has been known.

The mathematicians DeMillo, Lipton and Perlis (1979), writing for the journal,
Communications of the Association for Computer Machinery, argued that the
success of a piece of research is a social process wherein peers either accept or
reject findings based on whether they make sense or not. They added that no one
reads the proofs (method section) because they’re so boring. Published grounded
theory (GT) needs to be written in such a way that it makes sense to the audience.
This, of course, is true of any research, whether quantitative or qualitative; what
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the reader wants to know is how will these findings make an impact on my life,
my work, and my psyche. Only hardcore methodologists (among whom I count
myself) will examine the method section for errors in sample size, means of
analysis, or accuracy of data transcription. However, the researcher who follows
the essential qualities of the method will put forth a piece of work that does make
sense. In this chapter, I detail the vital elements of making sense, connection to
the target group, groundedness in data, integration, abstraction, modifiability,
relatedness to existing theory, and delivering the message to the reader by skillful
writing. Following the advice of Glaser (1978) and Wuest (2006), I've organized
this chapter around concepts found in published research that I'm most familiar
with or, put another way, my own research.

As grounded theory is a method, I find that in order to describe its essential
elements, I need to write in terms of the methodology. For me, the beauty of the
method lies in its everything-is-data characteristic; that is to say, everything
I see, hear, smell, and feel about the target, as well as what I already know from
my studies and my life experience, are data. I act as interpreter of the scene
I observe, and as such I make it come to life for the reader. I grow it.

MAKING SENSE

In a class on evidence-based practice, my colleague Dr. Deborah Cullen men-
tioned a piece of research on breast feeding that claimed that adults who had
been breastfed longer than 4 months as newborns tended to be obese, while
those who were nursed only 4 months were not (personal communication,
September 2004). Deborah is a respiratory therapist by profession, while I am a
maternity nurse by training. I am dedicated to the merits of breastfeeding for
both child and mother (why else would female mammals have breasts), so I was
enraged: I countered that the World Health Organization, the US Center for
Disease Control, the American Academy of Nursing, the American Pediatric
Association, and anyone in their right mind, knows that breastfeeding for a year
(if the mother’s employment makes this possible) is the way to go. Only then did
I begin to take apart the methodology of the research: a retrospective study
where there were any number of intervening variables but above all else it just
didn’t make sense.

Has my work always made sense? My audience decides that. In my early
research on discipline in stepfather families (Stern, 1978), I argued that the new-
comer to the group, the stepfather, should refrain from enforcing rules, that is,
engage in discipline, until the mother and child agreed that it was OK. This
makes sense to most people, but family therapists argued that it was necessary
for the parents to agree on the rules for child behavior prior to forming a union
(a seemingly impossible task for two biological parents to do, since things keep
coming up and people evolve). I pointed out that the child whose mother defers
to the stepfather would feel abandoned, but therapists remained unconvinced.
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Even though I managed to publish a fair amount about what I found (Stern, 1978,
1982a, b), family therapy wise I came to believe I was beating a dead horse, there-
fore, rather than carving out a career path that followed the trials and successes of
stepfamilies, I moved on to other areas of study (Stern, 1981; Stern, Tilden &
Maxwell, 1980). Twenty-eight years later, I felt cleansed when I heard popular
television psychologist Phil McGraw (Dr. Phil, n.d.) point out that stepparents can
never act as the primary disciplinarian of stepchildren because they have no
history with the child, and that the biological parent is a child’s first love.

GETTING THE DATA

As a rule, social scientists (to include clinical psychologists, social workers,
sociologists, nurses, and the like) tend to rely on interview and observational
data because they are interested in human interactions in a variety of circum-
stances. Glaser has always described GT as a method that can be used with any
kind of data, and in his 2005 publication, The Grounded Theory Perspective I,
he reemphasized that grounded theory is a method that can be used with any
data, including statistical data, rather than as a tool solely to analyze qualita-
tive, inductive materials. In this chapter, I’'m writing about the techniques
that are most useful to those in the helping professions; inductive qualitative
interaction

The sample for a ground theory study needs to be both wide and prompted by
the emerging theory. For example, at a certain point in my stepfather study,
I realized that my sample was made up of mostly middle class white people and
their school age children; thus I sought out families with teenage or older chil-
dren. This is an example of theoretical sampling, i.e. directing the data search to
advance the developing theory. The families with teenagers tended to be in crisis
mode, but I’'m not sure whether that was a feature of being stepfather families or
a norm of adolescent rebellion, which seems to be common in intact families.
One finding that was consistent across families was their focus on their stepness;
they failed to realize that many of their interactions were common in intact
families as well. The time of the study, the 1970s, was before the plethora of
stepfamily support groups materialized so that, in the main, these families had
no way of knowing they were basically OK, and much like intact families. I used
the snowball method to contact potential participants, therefore it’s no surprise
that, during the years 1975-1976 when I was collecting data, the middle class
white families referred me to stepfamilies of their own ethnic group. Today,
I could just go to the neighbors in my integrated housing development for refer-
rals to a variety of cultural groups. Although, to be fair to myself, in that period
in time the emphasis in the scientific community was on homogeneous samples.
At some time during the 1980s, we evolved to the point where we stopped
thinking of non-whites as ‘the other’ and began including multiethnic people,
and even women.
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Theoretical sampling consists of collecting data that will advance the theory.
When Covan did her 1998 study of residences of a retirement community, it was
a well-known fact that women spent their senior years taking care of their frail
partners. Had she failed to interview men as well as women, she might have rein-
forced this belief. However, what she found was that both members of the couple
protect one another’s frailty: perhaps she has become incontinent of urine in her
old age, and he shields her from public scrutiny in the supermarket; it may be that
he has trouble getting out of bed, and she helps him with that; or it is possible that
his success in business provided the capital for their comfortable life style.

When is enough enough?

The sample for GT study needs to be representative, but it’s unnecessary and
perhaps defeating to collect huge amounts of data. As Glaser (1998) pointed out,
these large files tend to go unanalyzed, or researchers becomes overwhelmed
with the sheer volume they have to deal with, and loses the fundamental
processes going on in the area of study. There is no way of knowing beforehand
the size of the sample for a GT study, but professors, ethical review boards, and
funding agencies want an estimate before approving the research. This is a point
I am unwilling to go to fight to a grizzly end, so I make up a number based on
what was adequate in previous work I have done. The number can be corrected
later if necessary. I usually guess at 20 to 30 interviews and/or hours of observa-
tion adequate to reach saturation of the categories. Most methodology authors
advise learners that saturation is reached when the learner hears nothing new.
In the stepfather study, following the GT rules about constant comparison of
data, I had developed a conceptual framework by the time I did the final inter-
view. I realized I had reached the point of saturation when the stepfather of a
couple I was interviewing was telling me how when he was a small child he
stood witness as his mother shot his father dead, and I was bored. I made all the
right noises to the couple, but I knew that my data collection for that study had
come to an end. I thought more interviewing was unnecessary in expanding the
category I had developed: integration in stepfamilies around child discipline.
In the fire study (Stern & Kerry, 1996), my sample exceeded 100 individuals, but
I only conducted about 30 of these interviews; two master’s students collected
the rest to partially fulfill their thesis requirements (Kerry, 1991; Northrup,
1989). It was relatively simple for me to pull together a multicultural group: by
that point in my history I had a number of non-white friends and acquaintances
who could refer me to a variety of ethnic groups. In addition, I often traveled inter-
nationally, and I always quizzed the locals on the appropriate ritual followed when
someone they knew had a home fire. Robert Stebbins (2006) suggested that, instead
of studies with large numbers of participants, the researcher may find a series of
smaller related studies to be more fruitful in discovering social reality as viewed
by the actors. This makes perfect sense, as one can not unknow what one knows;
therefore every study is subject to the impact of the researcher’s previous work.
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Worrisome accuracy

Worrisome accuracy is Glaser’s (1998) term.! He wrote this about tape recording
interviews:

One of the strongest evidentiary invasions into grounded theory is the taping of interviews.
The confusion is between the traditional use of the interview as complete evidence for sub-
stantiating or verifying a finding compared to grounded theory’s use of interviews for con-
ceptualization or for generation of concepts and hypotheses (p. 107).

Both Glaser and Strauss advised their students against paying attention to the
accuracy of the interview data, that the ‘cream’ (essential information) would
rise to the top, and stick in the investigators mind. They did encourage field notes
as a way of keeping track of what went on in interviews and observations.
Strauss dictated his field notes to a tape recorder; other than that he shunned
them. Students are uncomfortable trusting to their memory and allowing the
cream to rise to the top, but when they bring their transcribed interviews to me
for help with coding, I never do a line-by-line analysis because there is so much
filler to skip over. Rather, I do a search and seizure operation looking for cream
in the data. I'm not suggesting that tape recording will ruin a researcher’s
chances of developing a solid grounded theory, but I have found that, in the years
since Glaser and Strauss’s 1967 publication The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
researchers have placed more and more emphasis on the accuracy of collected
data rather than concentrating on the developing theory. These researchers are in
grave danger of developing a rich description of the social scene rather than a
theoretical one. Description is important to our knowledge, but it’s not theory, and
researchers need to be as accurate about what they’re calling their method and
findings. I suspect that this transition of method has arisen from the researcher’s
need for agency funding. For much of the twentieth century, only those researchers
who proposed using tests and measurement as a way of finding truth were entitled
to grant dollars. Thus qualitative researchers were driven to looking as much like
hard scientists as possible in order to get financial support for their work.

Another element to be considered was the academic placement of Glaser and
Strauss as professors in the School of Nursing at the University of California, San
Francisco. As a natural outcome, the nurse scholars there were many of the first
to see GT as a way of telling the story of the work they do. Use of the method
spread quickly to the larger community of nurses. But a problem evolved in that
nurses in their practice arena absolutely and positively have to be accurate; so it
has been only with great difficulty that they have been able to ‘wing it’ in the
classic grounded theory sense. Some are unable to free themselves of the culture
of their profession.

Of late I have been working with doctoral students from Thailand. These
students have limited English, and I have no Thai, but we manage. They do their
interviews in Thailand, and then translate them into what can only be called
Pidgin English. One student, upon conferring with her advisor in Thailand via
electronic mail, was told that her translations needed to be so accurate that when
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converted back into Thai, a panel of Thai speakers could understand them.
I explained to the Thai professor that ‘I watch him with corner eye’ (student’s
translation) transmitted the same essential meaning as ‘I watch him out of the
corner of my eye’ (standard English). To my way of thinking, researchers need
to focus on the accuracy of their discovered truth, rather than the less important
what-did-they-say-exactly.

Analyzing the data

We have an embarrassment of method authors to which the student of GT
can refer, each one approaching the process of analyzing data differently. I
suspect that this is because although analyzing data is ‘the way a guy thinks’
(Schatzman, personal communication, 9 October 1970), as individuals, we all
process information differently. Grounded theory as an analytical activity is a
largely cerebral process, which makes it hard to explain using words. As Dey, in
writing about grounded theory, mused (cited in LaRossa, 2005: 837), “There is
an irony—perhaps a paradox—that a methodology that is based on “interpretation”
should itself prove so hard to interpret.’ I don’t think you can do grounded theory
unless you consult the original architects of the method (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). 1 confess that I had great difficulty understanding The Discovery of
Grounded Theory (because it was couched in the language of sociology of which
I had limited knowledge) until I had done a grounded theory, however Glaser’s
1978 book, Theoretical Sensitivity, is a must for anyone who is serious about
covering the essential elements of the method. In 1980, I became famous in my
professional world by writing an article in which I offered up an English
language translation of grounded theory from the original sociologese of the
Discovery book (Stern, 1980). GT had become a buzzword in academic nursing,
but researchers had no clear direction about how to do it (they didn’t speak
sociologese either).

MAKING MEMOS, SORTING MEMOS

Making memos (memorandums) is a process the analyst uses to keep track of
what they think about the data: what coded data seems to cluster together, just
what is the problem for these people, is it the material loss of a home by fire, or
is it the fact that other people lack an understanding of their grief, what life expe-
riences have I had that are similar, and what did I do about them? (Everything is
data.) If data are the building blocks of the developing theory, memos are the
mortar. The analyst must write out their memos because unwritten inspired
theorizing at night wafts away, the next morning it’s gone, and the grounded
theory never materializes.

Making memos goes on throughout the study. Once categories have been
developed, clustered, and expanded, the analyst needs to sort them according to
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categories and properties. Sorting ‘by hand,” as Glaser (2003) advises, requires
a great deal of space (the dining room table or the living room floor serve as
ideal venues for this work). The idea is to make labels to act as rubrics for all
known categories and their properties. Life isn’t that tidy, and neither is memo
sorting: it turns out that new labels are needed as categories collapse upon one
another, and memos turn out to be misfiled and belong to another category.
Sorting helps the analyst integrate the theory; in the physical display of their
thought processes, the appearance of the theory begins to take shape.

USING TECHNOLOGY PROPS

Several computer programs have been developed that help the analyst to keep
track of data. However, artificial intelligence has not advanced to a state that
allows a machine to solve human problem-solving techniques. I read the first
few of these computer-assisted studies when I served as Editor of the journal
Health Care for Women International, and 1 determined that the findings suf-
fered from premature closure: they were thin and pat. But then I read the excel-
lent work of MacDonald and Green (2001) and Milliken and Northcott (2003),
which destroyed my prejudgment. The analysis is in the hands of the researcher;
if electronics can help them to manage data, then OK. However, Glaser advises
that computer assistance gets in the way of the process of sorting memorandums.
Sorting is a vital part of analysis. According to Glaser (2005), sorting is a creative
activity:
Tempting one’s creativity is actuated by this process. Fear that one does not have creativity
stops this type of sorting and causes the fleeing to computer retrieval of data on each cat-
egory, resulting in full conceptual description [Glaser's term for research that fails to reach
the theoretical level]. Hand sorting releases the creativity necessary to see a TC [theoretical

code] in the memos, as the analyst constantly compares and asks where each memo goes
for the best fit (p. 36).

Charmaz (2006) omits any mention of computer-assisted analyses. As a risk taker
and a thrill seeker, I find hand coding and hand sorting exciting, and maybe a little
dangerous; every time you present your research you risk your reputation, since
someone in the audience may think you’re a fool, and may say so. You have no
statistics, no proofs, no software evidence that your take on a scene is meaningful.
Fear of public shame may be the best impetus for making sense.

THEORETICAL CODES

Theoretical codes are tools for looking at a variable in an abstract rather than a
substantive way. According to Charmaz (2006), ‘theoretical codes specify possible
relationships between categories you have developed in your focused [substan-
tive] coding’ (p. 63). In 2005, Glaser wrote that symbolic interactionism (SI) is
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nothing more than a theoretical code and, at that, overused by social scientists.
He even went so far as to blame the use of SI for the glut of descriptive studies
being produced as opposed to grounded theories. He chided Milliken and
Schreiber (2001) for suggesting that symbolic interactionism is essential to
grounded theory. I've always thought of SI as a kind of backdrop for grounded
theory, an assumption that people act and react based on their relationships, but
I don’t see it as the theoretical code that can bring a study together. Theoretical
codes help me see the limits of a variable. For example, in the study about sur-
vivors of home fires (Stern & Kerry, 1996), once we had determined that in the
circumstance of a single dwelling destroyed by fire, as opposed to an apartment
building or a city, there was no appropriate grief ritual in place (a ritual con-
nected to need), we had to find the extent of this ‘unconnected’ ritual.? Using the
‘cutting point’ theoretical code, we were able to reexamine our data for instances
of ritual that was connected to need. We found connected ritual to be the rule for
rural dwellers as opposed to city dwellers, because, as one participant explained
to us, “We need to look out for one another to stay alive.” (Glaser introduced
examples of theoretical codes in 1978, 2001, and 2005.)

SELLING THE PRODUCT THROUGH SKILLFUL WRITING

Unless your published research hooks the potential audience, it may go unread.
Selling the product begins with the title. While you want to be sure the title is
web friendly (i.e. it will get a hit by a scholar doing a literature search), it needs
to be catchy. Most of my students have developed read-me titles for their work,
a few choice examples include ‘Discovery of nursing gestalt in critical care
nursing: The importance of the gray gorilla syndrome’ (Pyles & Stern, 1983);
‘Living on the cutting edge: A study of work satisfaction among operating room
nurses’ (Wood, 1989); ‘Becoming strangers: the changing caregiving relation-
ship in Alzheimer’s disease’ (Wuest, Ericson & Stern, 1994); ‘Falling apart:
A process essential to recovery in male incest offenders’ (Scheela & Stern, 1994);
and ‘Tactful monitoring: How Thai caregivers manage their schizophrenic relatives
at home’ (Dangdom, Stern, Yunibhand & Areewan, 2006). In my long career, the
publication that has been cited most often outside of the nursing profession is a
chapter I wrote for one of Jan Morse’s method books, Eroding Grounded Theory
(Stern, 1994). It was an OK piece of work, but I'm convinced that it was the title
that caught the attention of social scientists.

Once you have the reader’s attention, you need to keep it. Writing may not
be the most important component of growing theory but it’s one with which most
neophyte researchers have difficulty. Their discovered theory seems so clear to
them that they forget that the reader was elsewhere when they took that arduous
journey from data to theory, so they fail to explain their work thoroughly.
As Wuest (2006) advised, new researchers fail to realize how much analysis goes
on in the writing; it’s only when you see it on the paper that the final integrated



122 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

theory is clear. Wuest also pointed out that she had learned from Glaser (1978)
to write about the theory rather than the people. In order to accomplish this she
described how she writes the concepts first, then adds confirming data later, and
still later relevant literature. This is sound advice, because the whole point of
doing GT is to develop a theory rather than spinning a yarn. However, the writer
does need to be something of a storyteller, because if they fall short of holding
the reader’s attention, their peers will fail to accept the research. While writing
about this social situation in a theoretical way, the author nevertheless needs to
convey the emotional impact of the problem and the processing of it on the
participants: GT comes from the field of social psychology and psychological
impact on the target group needs to be illuminated. In a review of a submitted
manuscript on a sensitive subject, my suggestion to the author was, ‘If there’s
heartbreak you need to break the reader’s heart.” LaRossa (2005) gives full credit
to the art inherent in the research process. To this end, I often advise students to
read fiction for its rhythm and flow or articles in a quality magazine like
The New Yorker. When Glaser (2005) stressed that GT is a method that can be
used in ways other than analyzing a social scene, he suggested that one can use
it with documents or numbers thus developing a formula. But if your formulaic
analysis reaches this level of abstraction, you need to be a skillful writer indeed
to explain it in terms that the reader will understand.

The figure

Which brings me to another point: the figure. Depicting the emerging hypothesis
in a diagram can help the researcher in putting their theory together, but then the
diagram needs to be described using words. The figure is a diagram, and that’s
all it is; it’s something that helps you with your work. Rarely have I found a
figure helpful in understanding findings, an exception is LaRossa’s (2005) figure
showing how axial coding works. I’ve never understood the term ‘axial coding,’
where it came from or why it had been introduced into the GT lexicon. I’ve always
had a hunch that Strauss was taken with the Saul Bellow novel The Adventures
of Augie March (1953); in the novel, Augie believes that there must be an axis
somewhere that would explain what life is all about (p. 258).

Murky writing vs standard English

My notation for this section is ‘funny words.” There seems to be a penchant
among grounded theory writers to either make up new words, or borrow words
from another discipline when writing about the method or the findings from a
study; axial coding is an example (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The purpose of writing
up the findings from GT research is to add to our knowledge of a given area of
study; if the writer wants to use funny words, they need to provide the reader
with a straightforward explanation of the term. At the very least, the reader ought
to be able to find the word in an English language dictionary. In December 2005,
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I chaired an oral examination of a dissertation by Richard Charles Mitchell,
a Canadian PhD candidate attending the University of Stirling, ‘The UN
Convention on the rights of the child in (post) modernity: An autopoietic analysis
of human rights education policies in Scotland and Canada.” When the letter of
request arrived, I figured the mystery of the title would be explained in the body
of the work. Never the less, I queried my colleagues for a hint. One knew of the
UN Convention, but no one had a clue about what an autopoietic analysis might
be. The term sounded vaguely biology related, and I asked a bench-biologist friend
of mine if he could solve the puzzle; he went to the World Wide Web, and found
the term related to a self-renewing-closed system. When the thesis arrived,
I found no explanation on any of the 1000 pages. (That’s right, 1000 pages.)
At the oral exam, Richard explained that the term comes from systems theory,
and his point was that although there is a good deal of political resistance in
Canada to teaching children what their rights are, the power of the UN Convention
is such that the process is spreading in spite of right-wing opposition. I wanted
to know why he didn’t just write it that way; further, I emphasized my belief that
findings should be scripted in such a way that a reasonably bright, secondary
school senior could understand them. The story ends well: with editorial changes
and the addition of a glossary of terms, Richard became Dr. Mitchell.

ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS

.. a dwarf standing on the shoulders of a giant may see farther than the giant himself
(Robert Burton, in Bartlett’s familiar quotations, 1980: 258).

When you write up your grounded theory, you may feel like a giant when in real-
ity you are the dwarf: it is because of everything you have read, seen, heard, and
felt that you have been able to pull your thesis together. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to situate your work within the body of related literature, both because it’s
academically honest to give credit to other researchers, and because you need to
demonstrate how you built upon it so that you can see further. Ideally, the search
of literature comes after the construction of the theoretical framework, but
because of the rigidity of professors, ethical reviewers, and funding agencies, all
of whom demand a thorough literature review prior to starting data gathering,
you may be stuck with a lot of information that lies outside of your analysis of
the gathered data. This rigidity makes two points clear: (1) although GT may be
‘... the way a guy thinks’ (Schatzman, personal communication, October 1970),
in most of the scientific world, the way a guy thinks has little relevance, but the
way a computer handles data is seen as a way to bring forth truth, and (2) in
order to get your doctorate, pass ethical review, and receive grant funding, you’ll
do whatever it takes. Undertaken after data analysis, reviewing the work of other
researchers completes and enriches the research. Rather than verification, your
job is to demonstrate how your work adds a new dimension, an element that
heretofore was unknown.
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When I did the stepfather study, I searched the literature published in the
35 years before I started my research, and found only 12 articles, most of which
were on stepmothers. Outside of some statistical information (Bohannan, 1975),
most of the published work on stepfamilies was irrelevant, because the authors
assumed the biological parent had been widowed. There was one exception: the
social workers Fast and Cain (1966) suggested that any attempt the stepparent
made to replace the missing parent would cause role confusion. They suggested
further that the stepparent adopt the role of wiser older friend. As I examined my
data, I discovered a number of techniques stepfathers used to become a friend to
stepchildren; thus I was able to go beyond Fast and Cain but, had I not read their
work, I might have missed the point about this process of resolving discipline
issues. I was then able to abstract these properties of befriending to fit any
authority figure new to a job (a new head nurse for example). [ read far and wide
in the psychosocial literature, the family dynamics literature, and lay publica-
tions on fathering, most of which helped me understand what I was seeing and
hearing, and trying to put together, but Fast and Cain gave me my eureka
moment.

CODA

Another essential quality of doing grounded theory is that it thrills the investiga-
tor: if the researcher fails to be emotionally involved with the data and its analysis,
they may be doing it wrong. The method is a jealous lover that takes over the
researcher’s waking and sleeping hours; although I guess any research project
does that (the phrase, ‘absent-minded professor’ comes to mind).

A final word about making sense: I draw the readers attention to the advice of
DeMillo, Lipton and Perlis (1979) to rely on peer review; and to rely on my advice,
let your peers help you, but never let them defeat you. Especially in the publication
field: there’s always another draft, or another journal. You're invincible!

NOTES

1 It would be easy take pot shots at Glaser's lack of accuracy in his published method books as,
despite repeated suggestions that he hire a professional proofreader, he seems unwilling to depart
from the cottage industry flavor of Sociology Press (he even spelled my name wrong in his 2005
book). Although his publications lack academic panache, and although he seems to have a need to
reaffirm that he does GT better than anyone (he names names), as one of the founders of the
grounded theory movement, one needs to acknowledge that his descriptions of the method must
be valid.

2 Our first thought was that there is no grief ritual for victims of home fire, until Jan Morse
pointed out that there’s no such thing as no ritual (she has double PhD in anthropology and trans-
cultural nursing). So we went back to the data and found what we called ‘connected’ ritual
(connected to need) and ‘unconnected’ ritual. In unconnected ritual, the acquaintance says the following,
‘How terrible!” "Was anyone hurt?’ ‘Did you have insurance?’ ‘Let me know if | can do anything,’
often followed by, ‘Lucky you, you'll have all new things.’
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From the Sublime to the
Meticulous: The Continuing
Evolution of Grounded
Formal Theory

Margaret H. Kearney

Complexity has fascinated and puzzled me much of my life. How to unravel some of that
complexity, to order it, not to be dismayed or defeated by it? How not to avoid the complexity
nor distort interpretations of it by oversimplifying it out of existence? This is, of course, an old
problem: Abstraction (theory) inevitably simplifies, yet to comprehend deeply, to order, some
degree of abstraction is necessary (Strauss, 1993: 12).

The role of theory in a complex world is a continuing puzzle. In introducing
his last major work, above, my teacher Anselm Strauss was revisiting a core
concern of Dewey and many others before him. Nevertheless, Strauss went on
to present a carefully grounded and highly abstract formal theory of action as
the engine of social structure and process. His theorizing about human com-
plexity was grounded in systematic comparisons of findings from distant and
disparate sources and was confident in its conclusions while remaining inter-
ested in other variations. Many of us have struggled with both these issues: what
constitutes adequate grounding, and what degree of abstraction is appropriate in
a postmodern age?
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THE USES OF THEORIES AND SATISFACTIONS OF THEORIZING

Theories are efficient handles by which to grasp large volumes of information.!
Practice disciplines such as my own, nursing, need theories as efficient ways to
communicate our current understandings of the dynamic conditions of human
lives and behaviors. We have a pressing need to manage large amounts of com-
plex multi-sourced information, whether numerical data or qualitative text. Like
symbolic interactionists, health professionals have long observed that humans
use internal working models (Kleinman, 1987; Pridham, Knight & Stephenson,
1989), however temporary, to understand their worlds and direct their behavior.
Educators, psychologists, lawyers, social workers, and others also draw on the-
ories to predict and control outcomes. Admittedly, theories turn over with ever-
increasing rapidity as knowledge proliferates, but we are uneasy during periods
of theoretical transition.

Grounded theory research provides tools to achieve abstraction without com-
pletely sacrificing complexity. Since my days at Strauss’s seminar table, these
methods have been a rewarding means of creating theory that makes accessible
real-life complications and contingencies in a dynamic and sometimes elegant
way. Grounded theory analysis can portray conclusions as dynamic and interac-
tive, rather than as a single common outcome. That is, a fully developed grounded
theory does not simply posit that A always leads to B, but rather that the degree
to which A leads to B and what that relationship looks like depends on a range
of factors that influence A, B, and the relationship between them.

But the act of putting theories ‘out there’ and claiming their value in public
can be an uncomfortable venture in a postmodern era, as has been well articu-
lated by Clarke (2005). If we are uncertain about the legitimacy of theory in a
postmodern age, we should be in even more distress when faced with formal
theory. Formal theories exacerbate the tension between our need to create rules
of thumb to get things done and our postmodern awareness that the complexity
of life can never be fairly captured in any theory. I (and maybe others) manage
this discomfort by rushing to point out my theories’ groundedness (‘see, this
quote from a real person demonstrates the dynamic in that diagram’), by craft-
ing caveat clauses of ever-increasing complexity (‘but remember, this work is
almost a work of fiction, arising out of my own situated sensibility, and may only
be useful for others in my discipline at this point in time working with people
just like these, and is only as useful as you find it ...”), and by congratulating
myself on their aesthetic elegance as solutions to messy problems (‘isn’t it
ingenious, how that metaphor captures that angst-ridden double bind, and how
that diagram aligns all those interacting forces?’).

Simultaneous with the postmodern concern over the hazards and potential
injustices of generalization is the current movement in the practice disciplines to
privilege evidence over theory. Research findings now carry high social value,
and the greater the volume of raw data from which they have been derived, the
greater the value, in my view. Urgent effort now goes into management of the
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proliferating volume of research reports. Health care practice (for example) now
relies heavily on mathematically assisted meta-analyses to summarize clusters
of numerical research results.

In a similar effort to derive a more cross-cutting level of evidence from clusters
of related single qualitative studies, meta-synthesis has arisen as a set of tech-
niques for pooling and reaching conclusions about common characteristics of an
aspect of human experience across situations and groups. These meta-synthesis
methods are still in formative stages, and many challenges have yet to be over-
come. These will be discussed in more depth later, but they include taking into
account all of the ways in which the constituent studies were shaped by differ-
ences in sample characteristics, the investigator’s discipline, training, frame, and
agenda; time and place of original data collection; approach to data analysis;
constraints of the publication venue; and other influences that are unknown and
inaccessible to the later analyst. Yet these techniques may offer an approach to
bridge summary and complexity: to capture some overarching principles of the
way social interaction works, while retaining representation of differences and
uniqueness in the separate research ventures.

I have argued (Kearney, 1998a) that grounded formal theorizing is a form of
meta-synthesis and can capture the different effects of inter-study variations on
outcomes of interest. I have used the term grounded formal theorizing to
describe my meta-synthesis work in nursing. Was this label misapplied? Is the
grounded formal theory described by Glaser and Strauss an early version of
meta-synthesis, or a qualitatively different product? What level of abstraction
denotes a formal theory? Is formal theory even of interest to postmodern quali-
tative scientists?

A twenty-first century examination of grounded formal theories and theoriz-
ing is warranted. This reconsideration is the focus of this chapter. The work
labeled grounded formal theory by Glaser and Strauss will be reviewed and
contrasted with newer efforts by others, and the methods of grounded formal
theory construction described in those original and newer works will be outlined.
The contributions of several experts will be considered as strategies to enable
grounded formal theorizing in a postmodern age.

WHAT DOES GROUNDED FORMAL THEORY LOOK LIKE?

Theorizing and grounding by Glaser and Strauss

The development of grounded formal theory followed closely on the publication
of the first substantive grounded theories and their methods. Even a superficial
tour of a few major works reveals important differences from our current conven-
tions of research reporting and more importantly of research thinking. Strauss
described his first large-scale research venture, Psychiatric Ildeologies and
Institutions (1964), as ‘virtually a grounded theory study, but only implicitly so’
(1993: 12). A team of researchers spent several years studying two psychiatric
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institutions and produced an intricate portrait of social organization and interac-
tion in these public and private hospitals, demonstrating a number of interactionist
concepts (awareness contexts, negotiation, status passage, processual social
order) that would be revisited in his work with Glaser and beyond. Meticulous
field methods with concurrent theorizing were portrayed in a vivid and highly
practical methods chapter that stands today as a resource for grounded theory
researchers, although the words grounded theory never appeared.

Even in this early work, Strauss’s interactionism led him toward a construc-
tivist view, reflecting appreciation of standpoint and situation. He demonstrated
sensitivity to concerns of stance and reflexivity and noted his appreciation of the
theoretical influence of diverse backgrounds and standpoints among his research
team. When asking hospital team members about an incident, for example, ‘we
regarded the information as relevant to their positions on the team and evaluated
it in that context’ (1964: 34). The work’s last sentences were, ‘“We do not claim
that our own perspective is the only useful one for study of these various types
of human association or even that it should dominate studies of hospitals. But we
do argue for its investigative power’ (1964: 377). Strauss carried this particular
interactionist banner throughout his scientific career, noting that social organiza-
tion was negotiated and processual, affected by a continual stream of contingen-
cies, and always in the eye of the beholder. Theory was not unitary or universal,
even at this early stage.

Although we would recognize the 1964 psychiatric hospitals study as grounded
theory, Strauss clearly indicated in his 1993 retrospective that the grounded theory
method as depicted in The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967) was formu-
lated ‘in close and equal collaboration’ with Barney Glaser (Strauss, 1993: 12).
Indeed, Glaser was the first author on all three books from the pivotal project
that brought these men together and produced the grounded theory method.
When Glaser and Strauss embarked in 1962 on a Division of Nursing-funded
study of care of dying patients, grounded theory as a method had yet to be
labeled and articulated. By the end, three of the four books from that project
(Awareness of Dying, 1965; The Discovery of Grounded Theory, 1967; and Time
for Dying, 1968), stood as a definitive grounded theory tutorial.

While The Discovery of Grounded Theory is the most widely cited source for the
original grounded theory method, Time for Dying included an Appendix that gives
life to the rigor of grounded theory fieldwork and adds a great deal to the more
decontextualized depiction in The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Awareness of
Dying included a valuable expansion on the validity checks for useful grounded
theory, going beyond understandability, fit, generality, and control to include
the requirements that concepts bridge abstraction and reality, and that access
variables be identified through which individuals can influence processes and
outcomes:

Our concepts are both analytic and sensitizing. By analytic we mean that they are sufficiently
generalized to designate the properties of concrete entities—not the entities themselves—
and by sensitizing we mean that they yield a meaningful picture with apt illustrations that
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enable medical and nursing personnel to grasp the reference in terms of their own experi-
ences ... these concepts provide a necessary bridge between the theoretical thinking of soci-
ologists and the practical thinking of people concerned with the substantive area (Glaser &
Strauss, 1965: 263).

As they developed this substantive project, Glaser and Strauss were gathering
material to demonstrate their claim that grounded formal theory would make
these findings meaningful on a larger scale. For example, in Time for Dying, they
noted the contribution of their newly discovered concepts to larger theoretical
projects in the field of sociology. They linked dying to the previously articulated
concept of status passage and began to explore the concept of structural process,
the interaction among individual and group activities, and the institutional struc-
tures they co-create. They viewed their substantive study as contributing directly
to formal theory, and they called for further exploration of applicability across
contexts.

The cooperative venture of the Time for Dying study gave birth to the ideas
and processes of both substantive and formal grounded theory. In the chapter
on grounded formal theory in The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and
Strauss drew on their experiences together in the 7ime for Dying study to lay out
the idea and approach of grounded formal theory development, a methods
description that varied little over the next several decades. Soon thereafter,
Status Passage (1971) was introduced as a grounded formal theory. Citing
Glaser’s Organizational Careers (1968) as the only other example to date,
Glaser and Strauss thus fulfilled their earlier recommendation, neatly closing the
era of co-authorship. In 1978, Strauss published the third of the four book-length
grounded formal theories, Negotiations.

Strauss went on, in 1985, to publish, with Fagerhaugh, Suczek, and Weiner,
The Social Organization of Medical Work. The same meticulous fieldwork was
used, funded by a 5-year grant and involving the three authors other than Strauss
in seven hospitals over a prolonged period. Having reached a pinnacle in ana-
lytic expertise, they abandoned solo coding and memo-writing early on, in favor
of using audiotaped weekly team meetings to do their theorizing work out loud.
When ideas crystallized into major findings, memos were written and built upon,
but transcribed team meetings became the main memo form. The inescapable
subjectivity of qualitative fieldwork also was noted:

[TIhe personal experiences of each project member enriched both the data collection and
the analysis. We emphasize this particularly because of firmly held canons, widespread
among social scientists, about the biased subjectivity of personal experience, which ought
therefore to be carefully screened out of research like potential impurities from drinking
water (Strauss et al., 1985: 294).

The presentation of the work was also resistant to the values of the time.
By 1985, social science investigators had begun to pull back from univocal
assertions and documentary control and instead allow readers direct access to
participant voices. The era was dawning in which minimally altered data would
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be privileged over even expert analysis. Strauss had recognized a movement
toward letting data speak for themselves, yet acknowledged without apology that
despite the trend toward voluminous exemplification of points with quotes and
field notes, he had persisted in his established approach of supporting his theo-
rizing claims with a systematic set of comparisons completed by a group of
experts off-stage, rather than flooding the book with a profusion of ‘raw’ data:

Many quite esteemed and excellent monographs use a great deal of data—quotes or field
note selections ... Most of these monographs are descriptively dense, but alas theoretically
thin. If you look at their indexes, there are almost no new concepts listed ... furthermore,
the linkages made by the author among the phenomena represented by his or her concepts
are often not especially numerous, nor are variations specified by noting the relevant condi-
tions, consequences, associated strategies, etc. ... In our monographs ... we attempt to
analyse data closely ... so as to construct an integrated and dense theory. So the interview
and field note quotations tend to be brief ... We think twice about loading a theoretically
oriented monograph with too many chunks of descriptive material and are fairly deliberate
about those that are included (Strauss et al., 1985: 296).

The same representation decisions were applied in formal theorizing, as will
be seen.

Much of Strauss’s work in the 1980s and early 1990s was directed at helping
others to gain access to grounded theory methods. In his final full-scale creative
work, Continual Permutations of Action (1993), he began the work with a per-
sonal retrospective on his evolution from pragmatist interactionist beginnings
and ended it with a contextualization of how his theory of action animates social
order, presented as only one option among many, but one that was generalizable
without being deterministic or reified, based on an expandable network of social
conditions and contingencies.

After reviewing Strauss’s findings and methods descriptions in the original
works, I suggest that he left a set of interactionist tools for looking at human
societies that is enriched but not clearly discounted by twenty-first century per-
spectives. But the grounding in both the substantive and formal works of both
Glaser and Strauss looked different from what we are now accustomed to seeing
in many practice discipline research reports. Verbatim quotations or field note
excerpts were rare. Findings were stated without data, citation, or direct referen-
tial support. Instead, various formulations of what came to be known as a con-
ditional matrix were used to ground theoretical conclusions in systematically
saturated variations, from micro to macro levels of influence. A profusion of sys-
tematically identified and conceptually framed examples supported each hypoth-
esis, reflecting great scope in fieldwork and library work accompanied by deep
and thorough grounded theorizing.

Indeed, Glaser and Strauss were much more comfortable writing at a distance
from data than are authors of current qualitative reports in the practice disci-
plines. Much of their narrative was written in a ‘formalizing’ or highly abstract
style, reflecting the rhetoric of their discipline and era. They wrote in the pres-
ent tense. Claims were not delimited to a unique geocultural or historical setting.
For example, they theorized about hospitals in general and death in general, after
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presenting the conditions under which their project took place. The processual
nature of social order was reflected not in caveats and disclaimers about limited
transferability, but in a conditional matrix (Strauss, 1993) serving as an accessi-
ble repository for the variations in situation that would produce variations in
action. This rhetorical and analytic strategy was carried through Strauss’s career
with only minor variations. Only in his later instructive writing (e.g., Qualitative
Analysis for Social Scientists, 1987) was documentary evidence such as drafts,
diagrams, and analysis session transcripts routinely drawn upon for illustrative
purposes.

By the end of his career, Strauss had passed a postmodern social science
crossroad. He and Glaser had laid a path for theorizers, full of parsimonious
explanations of complex human dynamics but unsettling to some in its cross-cultural
and cross-historical generalization. A second path branched off for scientific
describers, making limited claims rooted in carefully documented, minimally
interpreted evidence. Strauss nodded to the ever-widening latter path, accessible
to many, but continued on the more difficult one, accessible methodologically to
only a few. The skills honed by Glaser and Strauss made grounded formal theory
possible, but they had limited company on that road.

What Glaser’'s and Strauss’s Grounded
Formal Theory Looks Like

Organizational careers

The first work labeled grounded formal theory appeared in 1968. Glaser framed
the work as a start at formal theory, rather than a finished product. (None of their
formal theories was presented as anything but a starting point or one option
among many.) Glaser made the distinction between substantive theories of spe-
cific kinds of situations (scientific careers, juvenile delinquency) and formal
theories of more cross-cutting human phenomena (organizational careers,
deviance), but noted in a passage borrowed from The Discovery of Grounded
Theory that both substantive and formal theories are middle-range theories:
‘They fall between the “minor working hypotheses” of everyday life and the
“all-inclusive” grand theories’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 3).

In the reader entitled, Organizational Careers: A Sourcebook for Theory
(1968), Glaser clustered over 60 contextually diverse excerpts from the substan-
tive works of himself and others on the roles and dynamics of individuals within
organizations, with brief initial and section introductions laying out the larger
theoretical claims for which the substantive works served as source and illustration.
To illustrate the breadth of topics covered in this theory, the book includes sections
on recruitment to organizational careers, career motivations within organizations,
loyalty to organizations, promotion and demotion, succession in organizational
roles, moving between organizations, and career patterns of executives and workers.
The sections include excerpts from studies of public and private organizations,
including various industries, the military, academia, research, medicine, law firms,
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and the post office, with certain researchers’ work recurring in each section and
others used only occasionally.

Glaser used his previous work on scientists’ organizational careers as a substan-
tive case, and explained that he excerpted the other contributors’ original works ‘to
bring out general ideas, accompanied by sufficient data to understand their ground-
ing’ (1968: 6), believing that an abundance of data was unnecessary, and that his
editing had produced ‘a continuous flow of theoretical ideas on careers, uninter-
rupted by the normal tedium of many research presentations’ (1968: 6).

The theorizing in this volume, presented in the introduction to each section of
excerpted works, is a catalog of conditions affecting various aspects of the phe-
nomenon. For example, in the introduction to the section on recruitment, Glaser
noted the influence of attributes of the individual, their coworkers, the careers
in that discipline, the organization’s characteristics, and the sociopolitical environ-
ment. Recruitment is shaped by the candidate’s and organization’s appraisals of
each other. Recruitment may be direct or mediated, internal or external, and deci-
sions may be hard or easy to reverse, and inclusive or arbitrary. Each party consid-
ers anticipated consequences of the offer and its acceptance. Introducing the
section on career motivations, Glaser suggested that career motivations are con-
stantly changing, most affected by the problems and contingencies of the individ-
ual’s career stage, but also shaped by messages received from others within the
organization about its goals and a changing degree of investment in those goals,
and the various kinds of motivators offered by the organization itself. This first step
toward theorizing beyond specific arenas was rudimentary in its presentation and
more focused on influences on the core human experience than on how that expe-
rience is co-created by individual and organization, but it represented an important
shift in grounded theorizing toward study of dynamics that cross social worlds.

Status passage

Published in 1971, Status Passage was again introduced by Glaser and Strauss as a
first attempt at formal theory. The authors introduced status passage as an old idea
and a longstanding shared interest, but one ripe for revival and revision with the aid
of their interactionist view of status as not fixed but continually changing. They
defined status passage as conscious movement between social roles or sets of inter-
nally and externally defined expectations, and suggested that these passages occur
continually over time and are not necessarily regularized or prescribed.

Glaser and Strauss achieved considerable success in this first and only shared
formal theory venture. The work is indeed complex and dense, two characteris-
tics they valued in grounded theories, yet parsimonious, in that core constituent
ideas of status passage and the important contingencies that affect it were clearly
threaded through the ‘far-out comparisons’ of the examples. This success may
have been supported by their method of theorizing, which Strauss later applied
to The Social Organization of Medical Work:

Because so much relevant data and theory was ‘in us’ from our previous work, the principal
mode used to generate theory was to talk out our comparisons in lengthy conversations,
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and either record the conversation or take notes. We ... studied relevant literature for more
data and theory. These conversations went on almost five days a week for three months.
At this time we gave up in exhaustion, and with the realization that we could begin to write
it all up ... At some points Xeroxing our notes and studying them helped to maintain con-
tinuity and coverage (Strauss et al., 1985: 192-193).

Their presentation differed from Glaser’s formal theory book. Examples from
others’ work were cited and footnoted rather than reproduced, producing greater
cohesion and integration in the text, and a more nimble format for dramatic com-
parisons in close succession. This think-out-loud analytic style and highly syner-
gistic collaboration, coupled with a minimal documentation system, no doubt
enabled in the final text the easy movement among examples as varied as art
collectors, hippies, religious converts, Latin-American physicians, and Chinese
biochemistry students.

Negotiations

In the introduction to the 1978 Negotiations: Varieties, Contexts, Processes, and
Social Order, Strauss situated his interest in negotiation as one of the dynamics of
negotiated social order. He proposed to extend his previous work by exploring
actors’ theories of negotiation, the subprocesses of negotiation (such as making
trade-offs, taking kickbacks, compromising, paying off debts, and reaching negoti-
ated agreements) and their conditions and consequences, and to lay out the dimen-
sions or major variations of negotiations across various contexts, both to enhance
the literature on negotiation and that on social order. Cases from his own and others’
studies were explored, ranging from psychiatric hospitals to insurance companies,
corrupt politicians, and the Nuremberg trials, from face-to-face interpersonal nego-
tiations to bargaining between nations. Strauss outlined the macro-to-micro interac-
tion of conditions shaping negotiation and social order and proposed that no social
institution or phenomenon can be fully studied without an appreciation of the
dynamic role of silent and overt negotiation in creating and sustaining it.

The paradigm he put forth, with its catalog of conditions, contexts, subtypes,
and kinds of action, was offered as a starting point for later theorizing but was
already considerably denser than the previous two formal theories had been.
Strauss noted that he was uncertain about the value of a completely abstract gen-
eral theory of negotiation, or of any general theory for that matter, because he
viewed all human activity as inseparable from social context and structural con-
ditions, the full range of which no theory could ever predict. Again he presaged
constructivist concerns.

Awareness contexts

Never considered finished or granted a volume of its own, the emergent formal
theory of awareness contexts was alluded to across the decades by both Glaser
and Strauss and later played an influential role in Strauss’s theory of action and
processual order. Awareness context never was fully explored in its own right,
perhaps because it was a condition for action rather than an action in itself.
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It was perhaps best captured in a lecture by Strauss at UCSF in 1979 that was
reprinted by him in 1987.

In this talk, he recalled being inspired during the analysis of Awareness of
Dying to ponder various conditions of awareness of social status: visible and
invisible, stigmatized and praiseworthy, debatable and certain, erroneous and
correct, etc. He described drawing on research on such diverse examples as gay
identity, various disabilities, racial minority status, student nurses’ public and pri-
vate identities, and criminal guilt. He considered various means of altering or pro-
tecting awareness, including betrayal, rectification, and secret-keeping. He closed
the speech with an invitation to suggest other examples of awareness contexts that
could enrich his ongoing theorizing, and called for more attention to formal theory,
to counterbalance the preponderance of attention to substantive ones.

Continual permutations of action

Strauss’s 1993 work was a culmination of a lifetime of theorizing and teaching,
and brought together theoretical gleanings from many of his major substantive
works. In this last large work, Strauss formally set out assumptions of action
from his own increasingly constructivist interactionist perspective, supported
them in eight highly varied substantive case examples, and concluded with a
highly formal and closely argued summary of the implications of this under-
standing of action for his increasingly mature theory of negotiated order, now
termed processual ordering. Continual Permutations of Action was the most
formal of Strauss’s theories in terms of abstraction and scope but was not termed
a formal theory in title or text. (Perhaps, by this time, formal theory dominated
his horizon and needed no self-indicating label.) Here the presentation of formal
theory had moved beyond Glaser’s brief introductions of others’ excerpted work
and the theory-driven chapter structure of Status Passage to the stand-alone the-
oretical presentation followed by the extended author-interpreted case examples
refined in Negotiations. Strauss’s prose leads a reader deftly between the micro
and macro and between the substantive and formal, while keeping the overarch-
ing model in view. This was indeed a fitting final opus, and an inspiration
to theorists who follow.

HOW IS GROUNDED FORMAL THEORY CONSTRUCTED?

Formal theory methods as depicted in
The Discovery of Grounded Theory

A chronological review reveals that across the writing of Glaser and Strauss, the
descriptions of formal theory methods vary little, if at all. Parts of the chapter in
The Discovery of Grounded Theory devoted to this purpose were replicated ver-
batim in several later descriptions. In each case, Glaser and Strauss defined
formal theory as distinguished from substantive theory only in degree of abstrac-
tion and generality across contexts. In their structure and function and in their
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discovery and development, they were viewed as the same. The main agenda was
to describe and recommend means of arriving at formal theory, but no step-by-step
approach was offered, perhaps because the methods were represented elsewhere
in the chapters on substantive theory development.

In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss suggested several
approaches to formal theorizing. They defined a one-area formal theorizing
approach as simply deleting the specifics of a substantive theory while making
the assumption that it applied more generally. This was termed a rewriting tech-
nique, unimpeded by attention to the original data. They offered examples of
converting a theory of dying as an unscheduled status passage to a theory about
unscheduled status passage in general, or a theory about cohesiveness in small
groups of college women to one of cohesiveness in small groups in general.
They criticized the rewriting approach as dissociated from data, untested for fit
and work, and suitable mainly as a starting point. We can view this strategy as
simply erasing the particulars from a localized theory but not checking to see
whether it fit or worked beyond its situation of origin.

Glaser and Strauss much preferred what they termed a multi-area formal
theory, and this is the approach that was seen in all their own formal theorizing.
Awareness contexts and status passages were used as examples. In this approach,
studies of diverse and often quite disparate social groups would be selected
based on theoretical sampling, and then systematically compared using the same
techniques as in substantive theory development. For example, awareness con-
texts were said to exist in car sales, pool halls, racial ‘passing,’” international
spying, and circus clowning. These would vary in visibility of status to others,
number of players involved, ratio of insiders to outsiders, position, stakes, and
so forth. These systematic comparisons could lead to hypotheses about the role
and impact of various combinations of conditions on resulting actions.

Theoretical sampling consisted of seeking out specific variations of specific
conditions in other situations and groups, often involving library work to find
substantive studies. The process of theoretical sampling for formal theorizing
described in The Discovery of Grounded Theory is essentially the same as was
recommended for substantive theory, but instead of seeking out live examples
within a single milieu under study, one would seek out examples collected by
others in more disparate settings and conditions. The library or bookshelf, rather
than the human activity surrounding a researcher in the field, becomes the pool
from which to elicit theoretical comparisons.

Glaser and Strauss also acknowledged that there was a third strategy for
formal theorizing, in which formal theory could be formulated directly from
diverse datasets. They noted that this would require a lot of work and discipline
and would lack the advantage of a starting point of a substantive theory. They cau-
tioned that this approach would require first organizing and reviewing massive
amounts of data, and they offered this approach only as one hypothetically avail-
able but not recommended. In concluding the chapter, Glaser and Strauss acknowl-
edged that formal theory was not universally popular in sociology at the time.
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The discipline favored a high degree of specialization in small substantive fields,
and formal theory already was viewed by some as depersonalized and too
distant from everyday life. Yet Glaser and Strauss defended grounded formal
theory as more trustworthy than logico-deductively-derived theory and more
useful for understanding new situations and stimulating new research.

Formal theorizing methods in Organizational Careers

In Glaser’s introduction to this 1968 reader, he excerpted a number of passages
of methods description from The Discovery of Grounded Theory and expanded
the rationale for formal theory somewhat, citing the need for formal theories to
manage increasing volumes of information. At the same time, however, he empha-
sized the need for multiple formal theories, because no single theory would ever
capture all the relevant facets of all phenomena.

Glaser offered his work as an example of the multiple-area approach to formal
theory previously promoted in The Discovery of Grounded Theory. He described
his choice of substantive articles on organizational careers as based on ideational
variation and theoretical relevance and indicated that the sequencing of chapters
was designed to display variations in an understandable order. Glaser went on to
discuss the importance of selecting materials based on the desired population
scope and conceptual level of the theory. He concluded by explaining the char-
acteristics to be considered in generating a dense theory: the types, degree, or
continua of a category, its conditions and contingencies, major consequences,
structural context, social and structural processes that create or maintain it, and
so forth, language that foreshadowed the six Cs he would later offer as a theo-
retical coding strategy (Glaser, 1978). Although the product of this first venture,
in its use of extended excerpts with brief introductory commentary, was not as
smoothly presented as later formal theorizing, his explication provided a more
enriched model of theorizing than had been offered in the brief chapter of
The Discovery of Grounded Theory.

Methods in Status Passage

The methods of development of Status Passage (Glaser & Strauss, 1971) as formal
theory were described in a concluding chapter, starting with the verbatim borrow-
ing of previous text on the now-familiar distinction between substantive and
formal theory, reasons for selecting materials for comparison, and how formal
theory can be made more profound. They also described the brainstorming method
of cooperative analysis detailed above. Making an important new point, they indi-
cated that saturation was not possible in grounded formal theory, so they expected
that additional categories of status passage might well be deemed important by
others. Yet they observed that the theory of status passage as offered was extremely
dense and tightly integrated, and apologized for the resulting slow reading, despite
inclusion of only a third of what they had written for the project.
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Glaser and Strauss concluded with a forceful claim for the value of formal
theory as a road map for conditions to explore when facing an unfamiliar but
related area, whether as researcher or practitioner. They described drawing on
their formal theory of status passage when they were confronted with problems
in research on training programs and illness careers, and on negotiation theory
in their consulting work, when interactions were bogged down or participants
were immovable. Their increasing demand as consultants by this time may stand
in itself as testimony to the practical relevance of their theorizing.

Methods in Theoretical Sensitivity

In the chapter on formal theory in Glaser’s 1978 work, he again began with
excerpted previously published explanatory text and then discussed for the first
time the role of substantive basic social processes as starting points for formal
theorizing. Glaser noted that this required an experienced grounded theorist who
could identify situations and literature that were relevant and avoid logical elab-
oration beyond the substantiating data. He warned against assuming that a formal
theory applied to a substantive area even if it sounded relevant. The chapter con-
cluded with text from previous works, including the instruction for reading
formal theory given to readers of Organizational Careers, although there was
no formal theory to read in this methods volume.

The ‘Recipe’ in qualitative analysis for social scientists

The only major variation in the presentation of formal theory methods was found
in Strauss’s 1987 introduction to his 1979 talk at UCSF on awareness contexts.
To aid the later reader, Strauss offered as preamble the following ‘rules of
thumb’ (pp. 241-242, cited here verbatim with small deletions indicated by
ellipses):

1. Choose a phenomenon, and give it a name, for this will be your core category to which all your
codes will relate.

2. Select and examine some data in which your phenomenon, named as the core category,
appears. The data may be drawn from an interview, fieldnote, newspaper account ... or from
your own or someone else’s experience.

3. Begin to code these data in the usual fashion: dimensions, subcategories, etc., and in accordance
with the coding paradigm.

4. Begin to write theoretical memos incorporating your initial ideas and the results of your coding.

5. Employ theoretical sampling, seeking your next data in a different substantive area. This will
yield new subcategories and begin to give variance to the previous analyses.

6. Continue to do that, theoretically sampling within the same substantive areas but also in widely
differing ones ...

7. At every step of the analysis, think comparatively—not merely to suggest new theoretical
samples (sources, events, actors, organizations, processes) but to enrich your specific codes and
theoretical memos.

8. ... Be very aware of how all codes that you develop bear on the core phenomenon, and make
the connections as specific as possible [italics in original].
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This simple recipe reflected the demands on Strauss in his later career to
revisit the basics of grounded theory technique at every turn, as diverse and
expanding audiences attempted to grasp and apply the principles of the method.
Yet one could not generate a grounded formal theory using this recipe, any more
than one could generate a substantive theory from a set of named procedures
without definitions or examples. The only conceivable purpose of this list was to
demonstrate that building formal theory is like building substantive theory
(equally easy and convenient) and to encourage them to do it. From the review
of later grounded formal theory that will follow, it would appear that few, if any,
took him up on the challenge.

Newer grounded formal theory contenders: Are they, or aren’t they?

Formal theory: Deductive and mathematical models

As early as 1980, Freese depicted the state of formal theorizing in sociology as
a ‘babelized’ mix. What is meant by the term formal theory clearly varies across
fields. I found comparatively few publications labeled formal theory in current
serials. The kind of work most commonly labeled formal theory in the sociolog-
ical and practice discipline literature at this writing is the mathematically gener-
ated formula derived from a collection of quantitative datasets. Examples were
an empirical test of predictors of status hierarchies using quantitative data from
work groups, fraternity friendships, and play among infant quintuplets (Gould,
2002); a predictive model from demographic data of the likelihood of stopping
childbearing after having a boy (Yamaguchi, 1989); and a model predicting the
effect of high school students’ friends’ norms and attitudes and school peer
culture on individual students’ study habits and academic engagement (Bishop
et al., 2004). In a slightly different deductive approach, Bengtson and Roberts
(1991) reported a theory of intergenerational solidarity in aging families. After
creating a taxonomy of concepts from the literature, a proposed predictive model
was tested twice, revised, and then tested as a structural equation model on data
from a new sample of elderly parents and their adult children.

Viewed from the definition of Glaser and Strauss, these works could be
labeled ‘grounded,’ in that they were induced from literature or data, but not all
would be termed ‘theory,” in that the mathematical models make no claim to
apply beyond their data of origin, and only Bengtson and Roberts’ (1991) work
might be viewed as ‘formal,” in that the mathematical models did not cross
boundaries into diverse substantive areas of human activity. The current weight-
ing of ‘hard’ data over insightful observation may explain the popularity of com-
puter modeling, in which researchers allow correlations among data to determine
the level of importance of theoretical relationships.

Glaser’s and Strauss’s conclusion decades ago that formal social-psychological
theories were on the way out of style appears to have held up today, a decline no
doubt accelerated by the current fear of decontextualization and abstraction
I have observed earlier. In a similar observation, sociologists of knowledge
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Lynott and Lynott (1996) observed that over the past several decades, the
predominant earlier styles of formal theorizing on aging (individual-oriented
and researcher-absent approaches that ignored sociopolitical and perspectival
influence) had been effectively challenged by feminist and political concerns,
leading to their expectation that critical and multiple theories were the likely
direction in the near future. Thus the scarcity of formal theories may be due to
both sociological and epistemological shifts in recent years.

Contemporary grounded formal theories

No grounded formal theories labeled as such were found in social science seri-
als when searched using computerized academic citation databases and tables of
contents of major journals. One unpublished report of a doctoral thesis in exec-
utive management at Case Western Reserve University was found in a Google
search. Apprey (2006) analyzed the ethics of the transfer of project ownership in
ethnonational conflict resolution. Apprey had a significant track record of inter-
national fieldwork and writing on the psychohistorical aspects of international
relief and reconstruction work, and had written a series of papers on the psy-
chosocial processes of ethnocultural conflict resolution as captured by grounded
theory means. He explained that his grounded formal theory was a formal theory
because it theorized beyond the substantive areas of his original data collection,
but he quite skillfully used techniques derived from meta-ethnography (Noblit &
Hare, 1988). Apprey conducted a reciprocal translation of the results of qualita-
tive studies of two peacemaking agencies’ approaches to conflict resolution and
identified the results (a list of seven propositions about the emotional work of
conflict resolution) as a new model applicable beyond the local examples in a
variety of ethnonational conflict situations. This work was carefully done and
met our definition of grounded theory, but it did not reach the level of scope that
Glaser and Strauss would term formal theory, as the conclusions were limited to
a single arena of human interaction.

The work of three authors in current health science literature, all nurses, may
represent variations of grounded formal theory. My own work started with a
methods description (Kearney, 1998a) directly derived from the Glaser and Strauss
works depicted earlier in this chapter. I made a careful distinction, however,
between the cross-phenomenon goals of Glaser’s and Strauss’s grounded formal
theory and my own aim of synthesizing substantive studies of the same phenomenon
in different populations without rising much above the level of abstraction of the
original works. The topics to which I applied this method included women’s recov-
ery from addiction (Kearney, 1998b) and serious illness and trauma (Kearney,
1999), and women’s experience of violent relationships (Kearney, 2001a) and
changing health behaviors (Kearney & O’Sullivan, 2003). Only the illness recov-
ery and health behavior change analyses extended beyond a single substantive
phenomenon. In each of these ventures I applied analytic techniques of traditional
grounded theory (theoretical sampling, constant comparative analysis, increas-
ingly theoretical coding, and testing of hypothesized relationships) to the text of
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qualitative research reports, while treating as analytic contingencies the original
analysts’ times, disciplines, apparent clinical standpoints, and methodological
variations. My goal was to produce clinically useful models for health care
providers dealing with these problems in populations and locations similar to
those of the constituent studies. Yet I generally stopped short of what Glaser and
Strauss would have accepted as formal theory.

Writing with similar clinical goals, Finfgeld (1999) synthesized six studies of
courage amonyg ill persons, three of which were her own, using a method termed
meta-interpretation. This was depicted as guided procedurally by meta-ethnography,
but inspired epistemologically and methodologically by Strauss and Corbin’s
1990 grounded theory method. Data elements from the constituent reports were
coded and ordered according to the ‘grounded theory paradigm prescribed by
Strauss and Corbin’ (p. 805) using techniques of dimensionalization and search
for variation. The product was a model portraying a shared general response
crossing several life situations, and could be described as ‘formal’ in that it
crossed several situations, but perhaps not as fully developed ‘theory,” in that
commonalities rather than variations were the main goal.

In 2001, Wuest proposed a theory of women’s caring across personal and pro-
fessional contexts and situations as a step toward grounded formal theory. The
theory of precarious ordering was developed by theoretical sampling of new
data, theorizing from her own extensive previous substantive studies, and analy-
sis of work of others. Like her two nurse colleagues, in her formal theorizing,
Wauest claimed a departure from Glaser in limiting her focus to studies that
shared substantive characteristics, but her topical lens was focused more widely
across substantive areas than in two of my studies. It is unclear whether Wuest
returned to her original interview data and generated completely new categories
or built from the theories she had previously produced from those data. It is
likely that both approaches were used, as the resulting theory, elegantly inte-
grated, includes subprocesses she had previously identified.

Grounded formal theorizing by other names

At least three qualitative researchers and research teams have been going about
developing theory across substantive populations and studies without applying the
label of grounded formal theory. The extensive work of Morse, a persistent and
articulate proponent of qualitatively derived theory, cannot be adequately repre-
sented here, but she has progressively built a theory of suffering and comfort care
(e.g., 1999, Morse et al., 2002) that is at a fairly high level of abstraction. Most of
Morse’s work has been single studies extending previous work into new theoretical
areas, but over time examples of overt synthesis of multiple studies on related phe-
nomena have also appeared. For example, in 1991, Morse and Johnson concluded
an edited volume of students’ grounded theory studies with a chapter depicting the
illness-constellation model, synthesized from the student-developed grounded the-
ories and consisting of four stages: uncertainty, disruption, striving to regain self,
and regaining wellness, each with a number of stage-specific human responses.
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Minimizing suffering was identified as the core process in the model. This was
a more comprehensive and higher-abstraction model than its constituent theo-
ries, and meets the criteria of a grounded formal theory, although that label was
not applied. The label of grounded theory fell away as Morse subsequently
developed her own language for qualitatively derived theory development. It is
difficult to detect any difference in the overall mechanism and final product from
grounded formal theory, although epistemological differences may be inherent.
The volume and attention to detail is impressive by any name.

Paterson and colleagues analyzed over 250 qualitative reports about chronic
illness, using a new articulation of meta-study (Paterson, Thorne, Canam &
Jillings, 2001). In this approach, the group sought to improve the product of
qualitative meta-synthesis of study findings by separately analyzing the theoret-
ical context and methods of research in a substantive area and integrating the
results of all three analyses. The process of meta-study was described as con-
structivist and interpretive, but its goal was midrange theory that would provide
a deeper understanding of the problem in question. The analysis and synthesis
process, based on Miles and Huberman’s hypothetical path analysis strategy
(1994), was indistinguishable from grounded theory techniques, in that models
were hypothesized and their support in existing data was systematically explored
with iterative modification of the model.

Separately and together, Paterson and colleagues published a number of reports
of this project, including the Shifting Perspectives model of chronic illness
(Paterson, 2001, 2003), embedded assumptions in fatigue studies (Paterson et al.
2003), and the shifting conception of chronic illness over time from one of loss
and burden to one of wellness in illness, transformation, and normality (Thorne
& Paterson, 1998). As the researchers may have hoped, the most illuminating
products were those that focused on the disciplinary and sociocultural influences
on chronic illness experience, and how those previously unlabeled frameworks
shaped care and interaction and ultimately the ill person’s experience.

Sandelowski has made major contributions to the methods and methodology
of meta-synthesis, as will be noted below. She also produced a theoretical model
from three of her studies of the transition to parenthood in fertile and previously
infertile couples (1995), which had clear characteristics of clinically focused
grounded formal theory. Yet, like Morse and Paterson and colleagues, she did not
choose to link the techniques or goals to grounded formal theory.

EVOLUTION OF GROUNDED FORMAL THEORIZING

The formal theory ventures since Glaser and Strauss have not ventured very far
beyond the substantive scope of their constituent studies. Types of illnesses or
health behavior problems are generalized to chronic illness or health behavior in
general, and specific conditions of parenting are generalized to slightly larger
groups of parents. Finfgeld’s study of courage and Morse’s ongoing work in illness
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and comforting appear to be the most abstract and cross-cutting but still remain
bounded within study of health and illness experience.

The practice disciplines of these post-Glaser and Strauss grounded formal
theorists have important influence on the scope of these theories. Most are
concerned with the practicalities of providing health and illness care, and one
(Apprey) with cross-ethnic conflict resolution. Speaking from my own disci-
pline, nurses’ enthusiasm for grounded theory techniques stems from its great
potential for clinical application. Nurses specialize within illness phenomena.
They appreciate the intricate particularities of cancer experience, for example, as
compared to heart attack or parenting an ill child. Nurses may not be particularly
interested in formal theory at higher levels of abstraction if it is harder to apply
to a specific substantive context or conveys obvious simple knowledge that they
have long held.

Perhaps the most interesting contrast between the formal theories of the origi-
nators and those of the next generation is in the grounding: how supporting
evidence is conceived of and included. Later theorists all demonstrated and exem-
plified each theoretical claim using verbatim data of various kinds, whereas
Glaser and Strauss felt no such obligation. Glaser edited out the supporting data
in Organizational Careers and, in their work together and in Strauss’s work after-
ward, they favored theoretical density over descriptive amplification.

Our value shift over time regarding evidence has at least four possible origins: the
discipline and skill level of the researcher, the era within which the work took place,
and the overarching goal of the formal theory project. Practice disciplines have been
increasingly pressured by scientism and exhorted to provide the evidentiary basis
for each practice decision. As a result, practitioners are most comfortable stating
theoretical claims when they can be accompanied by cases in point. Furthermore,
few have been trained in the world of theory and theorizing. Practitioners are
schooled in rapid access to and appraisal of experimental research, but rarely in the
ability to recognize and link concepts within textual or observational data.

The 1960s—1980s shaped the work of Glaser and Strauss, and the 1990s—2000s
shaped the work of later theorists in radically different ways. Scientists of the
earlier era were generally more comfortable with pronouncements about human
interaction presumed to be globally applicable and less preoccupied with the
interpretive nature of even empirical research. Those in the contemporary period
are acutely sensitized to issues of locality and partiality, power and control, and
voicing and narrative. Shifts in both discipline and era have combined to produce
qualitatively different goals for formal theorizing from those held by Glaser and
Strauss in the earlier time. Contemporary formal theorists appear to seek models
that stay close to the ground (substantive areas) and close to their grounding
(in original data). The results, increasingly visible today, are a plethora of sub-
stantive semi-formal theories closely wrapped in supporting data trails. In building
new products from existing qualitative material, the goal is more often meta-
synthesis or meta-summary, in which findings are pooled to create not a higher
level of abstraction, but a better substantiated substantive theory.
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In my own goals for stronger formal theorizing in my practice discipline,
I stop short of demanding a broader scope than the naturally occurring bound-
aries of illness and recovery phenomena. Accepting that this is a divergence from
the original vision and practice of Glaser and Strauss, I find that article-length
rather than book-length theorizing is more easily brought into the practice arena,
and article-length theories must perforce narrow their focus to capture all the
relevant conditions and particularities. My goal is to retain complexity while
providing a road map through the important details.

WHAT NEXT, FOR PRACTICE DISCIPLINES?

Making the best of meta-synthesis

Strengthening technique

Given the need to manage large amounts of substantive evidence amid the move-
ment away from formal theorizing in practice disciplines, several directions can
be considered. First, to support multiple close-to-the-ground substantive or semi-
formal theories with closely adherent exemplar data, stronger techniques for
meta-synthesis are warranted. In less skilled hands, the common meta-synthesis
is a generalized but mostly uninformative set of category labels, presented as the
shared aspects of a target experience. The product is both less substantive and
less well substantiated than the contributing studies from which it is drawn.
Despite the ideal of creating something distinct from quantitative meta-analysis,
in effect most qualitative meta-synthesis achieves the same goal, albeit with less
methodological rigor: the goal of demonstrating a kind of pooled effect size,
a decontextualized claim to evidence.

As I have explored elsewhere (Kearney, 2001b), the approaches to (and names
for) meta-synthesis have proliferated in the last decade. While rarely involving
formal theorizing, meta-synthesis does have potential utility. It can salvage some
knowledge from the critical mass of small and often weak qualitative studies on many
topics of interest to practice disciplines. Although 20 studies, each with 6 shallow
interviews, offer little individually, when viewed together by a skilled analyst, some
patterns may emerge that can be useful. Another benefit is increasing cross-paradigm
credibility by increasing sample size. Although this tactic ignores the idiographic
case orientation of qualitative research (Sandelowski, 1996), it may help move
certain findings into arenas where they would otherwise be discounted.

Meta-synthesis methods can be strengthened. Sandelowski and Barroso pro-
vided clear and replicable techniques for representation of the frequency and
intensity of shared findings in their development of the meta-summary approach
(2003). They described methods of extracting and abstracting findings and cal-
culating their frequency of occurrence across studies and intensity of occurrence
within studies. This low-inference approach, as they have termed it, enables the
integration of less than stellar qualitative reports, while providing a useful platform
for further theorizing when the constituent material allows.
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Capturing context in theorizing across substantive studies

I made an attempt to salvage situatedness in my conception of grounded formal
theorizing (Kearney, 1998a) by treating the historical and sociocultural context
of constituent studies as conditions that shaped the findings of each study and
contributed to their shared aspects and variations. This effort can be extended.
The advantage of the grounded theory approach is that constant comparative
techniques and theoretical sampling provide mechanisms for incorporating vari-
ations into the final product of formal theory. The disadvantages are that this
maneuver is extremely difficult to enact without grounded theory training and,
unlike in substantive theory development, one has fewer options for dealing with
questions that arise about published work completed by others long in the past.
When one has no way of gauging the impact of unmeasured and unreported con-
textual influences on a phenomenon, conventional grounded theory methods
provide no easy way of telling that story.

Paterson and colleagues have called for a separate discursive and critical analy-
sis of the context of constituent literatures and offer the meta-study method (2001)
as a valuable contribution. This approach enables exploration of positional and per-
spectival variations as data in themselves. They effectively instructed newer practi-
tioners to step out of the empiricist view of text as ‘true’ data and remember that
each constituent substantive study was shaped by an era, a discipline and method-
ology, and at least one individual; and that meta-synthesis cannot be conducted
without taking those aspects into consideration in distinct and separate analyses.

Along these lines, but using data close to hand and on related topics,
McCormick and co-authors (2003) brought together their own analyses from
distinct projects to develop what they called an interpretation of interpretations.
In a collaborative fashion, they articulated the background theories and episte-
mologies of their individual studies and considered them in the analytic process,
with the outcome including insights into broader sociopolitical and cultural phe-
nomena affecting the constituent studies.

Sandelowski (2006) moved farther in this direction by suggesting that the
inevitable layers of interpretation obscuring original participants’ experiences
must be tackled head-on. She proposed a ‘quadri-hermeneutic’ stance toward
qualitative material, incorporating the usual treatment of the material as empiri-
cal representation but adding three critical/discursive treatments: analyzing for
the series of interpretive acts that have intervened between the experiencing sub-
ject and the final report, critically appraising the political and ideological con-
text of individual studies and their social worlds of origin, and considering issues
of authority and representation. These four kinds of interpretation of a body of
qualitative work have value independently but also can be presented in combi-
nation, better equipping readers to judge the potential contribution to practice.

Applying theorizing to context
Clarke’s (2005) situational analysis moved sociopolitical and discursive context
from background to center, offering an important and effective counterweight to
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the increasingly intrapsychic focus of much current grounded theorizing in
the practice disciplines. She aimed to explore differences rather than com-
monalities and to replace the static conditional matrix with more fluid and
multi-relational representations of networks of influence, intentionally stop-
ping short of formal theorizing. Drawing on Foucault, Clarke called attention
to the power relationships creating and created by discourse, and offered a
means to represent invisible and silent sociocultural forces that impinge on
action. Described as complementary and supplementary to traditional
grounded theorizing (p. 291), situational analysis provides techniques for
capturing positionality and movement among social actors and discursive
forces. Clarke described using the familiar techniques of theoretical sam-
pling, coding, and memoing to create and refine three types of maps, while
deliberately seeking out the visual and historical narratives and objects that
shape action in a given social world. In Situational Analysis, sociologist
Clarke took a definitive step away from positivist formal theory and toward a
sensitized relativism, but she simultaneously refocused grounded theorists on
larger social forces that are rarely represented in typical small-scope
grounded theorizing in the practice disciplines.

Meta-study, quadri-hermeneutics, and situational analysis offer languages and
techniques with which I and other postmodern grounded formal theorists can
more deliberately and thoroughly sensitize our work to issues of standpoint and
context. In the focus on close-up comparisons within bounded collections of
empirical evidence that predominates in the practice disciplines today, these
approaches incorporate reminders about important influences on individual and
social action that often escape our gaze.

A CALL FOR STRONGER FORMAL THEORIZING
WITH POSTMODERN GROUNDING

Glaser’s and Strauss’s analytic approach retains much utility and potential today.
Their formal theory work and particularly Strauss’s Negotiations and Continual
Permutations of Action achieved an ease of movement between abstraction and
complexity, moving back and forth from the sublime to the meticulous. Dynamic
principles of continually evolving, action-based, processual social order were
systematically refracted in kaleidoscopic variations of types and context derived
from and demonstrated in close-to-the-ground examples.

If bolstered by attention to social discourses and objects using techniques
offered by Paterson, Sandelowski, and Clarke, Glaser and Strauss’s approaches
to analysis have much to offer practice disciplines today. I am not recommending
that we shed our postmodern sensibility and revert to writing in the present tense
using only masculine pronouns, and I doubt that we will be released completely
from our burden of footnoting and citation, but systematic and artful theorizing
from diverse and well researched contexts is still of value.
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Yet few today have the thinking skills to systematically catalog and test many
of the dimensions and properties of contemporary phenomena of interest. Most
of us lack working practices like the analysis-by-discussion method modeled in
the creation of Status Passage and Social Organization of Medical Work, perhaps
being too preoccupied with grounding our work in empirical data to risk specu-
lative discussion of conceptual variations. In the practice disciplines, training and
practice in systematic conceptualizing appears of little interest. Mathematical
meta-analysis techniques for neutralizing and summarizing numerical facts for
evidence-based practice are the new gold standard, to which little is added by the
masses of relatively uninterpreted and decontextualized verbatim speech too
often presented as qualitative research.

Meanwhile, in the absence of rigorous theorizing, old unsubstantiated models
continue. Techniques such as situational analysis help push us away from our data
to conceptualize about forces ‘out there’ that continue to shape or constrain action
within arenas of concern. Socio-politically and historically informed grounded
formal theorizing has the potential to pry open oppressive structures of thought
and practice, and may even enable us to conceptualize alternative paths.

NOTES

1 For the purpose of this chapter, | will define theories as temporarily acceptable generalizations
about the influences on and consequent variations in human action. Substantive theories are lim-
ited in origin and application to a specific kind of human experience or interaction, whereas formal
theories are depictions of the predictors and dynamics of forms of social action and interaction that
are general enough to be applied across a wide range of instances and contexts.
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7

Orthodoxy vs. Power:
The Defining Traits of
Grounded Theory

Jane C. Hood

Conventional field research is also exciting work, but, as we have detailed, it lacks the
more extensive commitment to discovery of theory displayed by research utilizing theoretical
sampling (Glaser & Strauss 1967: 76-77).

INTRODUCTION

Since the publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory, the number of
researchers claiming to base their work on grounded theory (GT) principles has
steadily increased. According to the Social Science Citation Index, there were
101 journal article citations to The Discovery of Grounded Theory in the 1970s,
296 in the 1980s, 472 in the 1990s, and 605 between 2000 and 2006. However,
the use of the term ‘grounded theory’ has proliferated even faster than have
citations to Glaser and Strauss. An Academic Premier search for ‘grounded
theory’ in the text of journal articles from a variety of disciplines finds just
17 articles mentioning GT in the 1970s, 81 in the 1980s, 1485 in the 1990s
(when more journals were indexed) but 4357 in the just the first 6 years of this
century (see Figure 7.1).

Clearly, it has become popular for sociologists to describe their qualitative
methods as ‘grounded theory.” However, as Charmaz (2006) points out, a great
many people claiming to be using GT methods are not doing anything that would
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Figure 7.1 Comparison of relative growth of citations to The Discovery of
Grounded Theory and mentions of ‘grounded theory’ in the text of articles
1970-2006. Reproduced with kind permission of Springer Netherlands.

be recognizable as such even when using the most inclusive definition of the
term. For example, a student recently queried a qualitative research listserv
claiming to have ‘finished” a GT study and said that she ‘was ready to begin
concept analysis and instrument development’ (message posted to QUALRS-L,
September 19, 2006). For some authors, use of the term ‘grounded theory’ is
simply a justification for engaging in a qualitative data analysis or doing some
form of coding. For others, ‘grounded theory’ simply means building theory
inductively from data. However, since qualitative research designs are usually
inductive and necessarily involve analyzing data by coding for themes and
patterns (Maxwell, 2005), what distinguishes Grounded Theory from the generic
inductive qualitative design? And does this distinction matter? What, if anything,
is to be gained by distinguishing between ‘grounded theories’ or ‘grounded theory
methodologies’ and ‘Grounded Theory’ (with capital letters)? I contend that
blurring the distinction between Grounded Theory and the generic inductive
model risks losing the unique power of Grounded Theory. Without constant
comparative analysis, theoretical sampling, and theoretical saturation of categories,
we have lost the power of the method. In this chapter I argue that these processes
are critical to the development of grounded theory and are often misunderstood
and improperly used: authors say that they have done theoretical sampling or
used the constant comparative method when they have not actually done so.
This chapter draws upon examples of the misappropriation of Grounded Theory
terminology for methods that belong instead to the generic inductive qualitative
model (GIQM).

THE GENERIC INDUCTIVE QUALITATIVE MODEL

Because sociologists so often identify all things qualitative with ‘grounded theory,’
many of us would not be able to explain how the generic inductive model differs
from grounded theory. What do I mean by the GIQM? Joseph Maxwell’s
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Qualitative Research Design (2005) provides an excellent example of this kind
of model:

(1) Questions get at processes rather than ‘variance.’ Process questions ask 'how’ rather than
'whether or not,’ or "how much’ (Maxwell, 2005: 74-75).

(2) Researchers normally move back and forth among data collection, data, analysis, study design
and focus, and emerging theory. However the GIQM allows for the use of existing theory in
developing one’s question as well as in interpreting results (Maxwell, 2005: 43-47).

(3) Samples are purposeful ones that allow theoretical (cross population) generalizations
(Maxwell, 2005: 115-116).

(4) Analysis of data begins with the first observation and continues as additional data are
collected.

(5) Researchers write copious memos of many sorts (concept maps, interpretive memos, research
process memos) from the start of the project.

(6) Coding focuses on themes and sometimes theoretical categories.

(7) Data collection stops when additional cases no longer add new information.

Most of these points require little additional explanation. However, since some
readers may be unfamiliar with the distinction between variance and process
questions and others may not have learned about cross-population generalization,
I will elaborate upon each of these topics.

Variance vs. process questions

At least two or three times a year, students will come to me with a question
having to do with the effect of one variable on another while at the same time
telling me that they want to do a qualitative study with a purposeful sample of
one category of cases. For example, the student may want to know what prac-
tices lead to the best learning outcomes in an on-line course. In other words,
the student wants to know the relative effects of variables X, X,, and X, on vari-
ation in Y. For this kind of question, researchers need to design a true
experiment that randomly assigns treatments to two or more comparison groups
or use data from a survey with a relatively large random sample. These designs
allow one to calculate effect sizes statistically, something that one simply cannot
do without either a random sample or random assignment within a subject pool.
If the student wanted to gain an understanding of the various ways in which
students structure their on-line learning experiences and discover a variety of
real life contingencies that affect the learning process, then using focused open-
ended interviews with a purposeful sample would make sense.

Cross-population generalizations

As Maxwell (2005) and others (Patton, 1990; Schutt, 2004) have explained, the
logic of generalizing from non-probability samples is very different from that
governing statistical generalization. Rather than generalizing results from a
sample to the population from which that sample was chosen as one does in
survey research, qualitative researchers describe their samples in so much detail
that readers can then decide whether or not to generalize conclusions to similar
cases observed by other researchers. The criteria for making such decisions are
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theoretical rather than statistical. In their Appendix to Awareness of Dying,
Glaser and Strauss (1965:191-192) describe this generalization procedure as
‘the discounting process.” For example, in deciding whether or not to apply find-
ings from my study of ‘Urban University’ janitors (Hood, 1988) to other janitors,
it would be important to know whether or not the other janitors were also mem-
bers of the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employee
(AFSCME) union working at a public university that was forcing them to change
from night to day shift. However, the general finding that the timing of work can
change the nature of work can be and has been generalized to other categories
of shift workers in many settings (Melbin, 1987).

In order to generalize findings from a single case or category of cases to
similar ones in other populations, any kind of qualitative researcher needs to be
able to answer the question: “What is my case a case of?” What is theoretically
important about my case? In the janitor study, I was looking at ‘dirty work’ that
was both more visible and more stigmatizing by day than it was at night. My
findings could therefore apply to other dirty work done in shifts.

Whether the researcher is doing an ethnography, narrative analysis, or
small sample interview study, many or all of the GIQM traits are likely to
characterize a study that is both inductive and qualitative. Because Grounded
Theory methods are both inductive and qualitative and because Glaser and
Strauss’s work has helped to shape qualitative methods in the social sciences
over the past 40 years, several elements of Grounded Theory overlap those of
the GIQM. This overlap most likely contributes to the confusion researchers
experience when attempting to use GT methods. What, then, are the key
elements of Grounded Theory, and which of these set Grounded Theory apart
from the GIQM?

GROUNDED THEORY (1967)

The key components of Grounded Theory as described in Discovery (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967) are:

(1) Aspiral of cycles of data collection, coding, analysis, writing, design, theoretical categorization,
and data collection.

(2) The constant comparative analysis of cases with each other and to theoretical categories
throughout each cycle.

(3) A theoretical sampling process based upon categories developed from ongoing data analysis.

(4) The size of sample is determined by the ‘theoretical saturation’ of categories rather than by the
need for demographic ‘representativeness,’ or simply lack of ‘additional information’ from new
cases.

(5) The resulting theory is developed inductively from data rather than tested by data, although
the developing theory is continuously refined and checked by data.

(6) Codes ‘emerge’from data and are not imposed a priori upon it.

(7) The substantive and/or formal theory outlined in the final report takes into account all the
variations in the data and conditions associated with these variations. The report is an
analytical product rather than a purely descriptive account. Theory development is the goal.
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At first glance, the GT and GIQM models appear to be very similar. However
a closer look will discern the major difference between the GIQM and GT which
is the emphasis upon discovery of new theory developed from data. Although the
GIQM allows for this kind of discovery, it does not require it. As Maxwell
admits, his own dissertation study of the Inuit in Canada (2005: 45) suffered
from his framing the results in terms of two competing pre-existing theories.
Although Glaser and Strauss do not rule out the possibility that pre-existing
theory may prove to be relevant to grounded theories, they advise that we
compare our new theoretical findings to those in the literature after we have
developed our grounded theories from the data (1967: 34).

COMPARING THE GENERIC MODEL TO GROUNDED THEORY

I have summarized the differences between the two models in Table 7.1. The
main difference between the two is that Grounded Theory is guided by the
theoretical relevance of each additional slice of data, and new data are selected
because of their probable theoretical importance. Glaser and Strauss (1967:
46-47) even go so far as to say that after having developed one’s core categories,
one can save time on transcription by not transcribing material that is irrelevant
to those categories (1967: 69). This focus on emerging theory and theory driven
data collection is very different from data collection in conventional ethnogra-
phies which strives to provide thick description of all that can be observed in a
given setting regardless of theoretical relevance.

Using Table 7.1 as a guide, I will compare the two models systematically.
For this comparison, I have chosen David Karp’s (1985) study of the academic
careers of aging professors. This very interesting and well-written small-sample
qualitative study is one of a great many examples of research attempting to
follow GT guidelines but which is actually using the Generic Inductive
Qualitative Model. I chose this study because the author tried to use both
theoretical sampling and constant comparative analysis and because he directly
cited Glaser and Strauss (1967). There are, no doubt, many other examples that
could be used to illustrate the difference between the GIQM and GT, but since
Karp’s study is a very good illustration, I have chosen to use it, with all due
apologies to the author of this very interesting article.

Question

Whereas research governed by the generic model may ask descriptive and
interpretive questions such as ‘How do female professors’ careers differ from
those of their male colleagues?’ Grounded Theory research typically elucidates
a process. As Kathy Charmaz (2006) points out, the titles of GT studies typically
start with a gerund, and these studies focus on action and process. A GIQM
small-sample interview study such as David Karp’s (1985) research on gender,
family, and academic careers often starts with equal numbers of interviewees
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Table 7.1 Comparison of the Generic Inductive Qualitative Model with Grounded
Theory
Generic Model Grounded Theory
Question Descriptive, process, interpretive Process primarily
Sample Purposeful; may be either contingent Purposeful; criteria are theoretical and
or a priori; criteria may be contingent upon categories developed
demographic. from initial data. Sample is never
chosen based upon a priori criteria.
Research process Inductive and usually cyclical moving Inductive and must be cyclical.

Data analysis

Memos

Criteria for ending
data collection

back and forth among questions,

data gathering, and data analysis.
Focus on themes and interpretation

comparing cases to each other.

Memoing is critical and memos
may be of many types.

Added data yield little new
information or insight.

Focus on development of
theoretical categories via the
constant comparative method
comparing data both to each
other and to theoretical categories.

Memoing is essential. Memos are
more often interpretive and
theoretical.

Added data do not serve to further
develop key theoretical categories

Generalizability Theoretical or cross population Theoretical generalizability via
generalizability to like cases. the ‘discounting process.’

Range of theory Substantive to middle range formal Substantive to middle range formal
theories. theories.

Design Develops and becomes increasingly Develops and becomes increasingly

focused during the research process.
Goal is interpretation of rich data.

focused during the research
process. Goal is a theory that
emerges from the data analysis.

in two demographic categories and results in a detailed interpretive analysis of
the difference between respondents in those two categories. A Grounded Theory
study, in contrast, might have developed a question such as ‘How do women
become relegated to the lower ranks of the academic ladder?’ or “What process
produces “the higher, the fewer pattern”?’ Rather than focusing on a comparison
between men’s and women’s careers, Karp would have used the results of this
comparison as a starting place and then might have gone on to discover key
elements in the academic ladder that distinguish between upwardly mobile
and stagnated careers. He might then have sampled on one or more of those
categories instead of (or in addition to) gender. If the way in which careers are
gendered emerged as a key contextual category, Karp would sample for the
gendering of careers. Are all careers equally gendered? What conditions
contribute to the gendering process? How does the gendering process work?
These are the kinds of questions grounded theorists ask. Instead, Karp presents
his results descriptively as modal categories. He observes, for example, that:

Because of the time clock they are on, the women are not, like the men their age, thinking
about leaving a mark. They are too busy making a mark (Karp, 1985: 17).

In other words, Karp’s detailed descriptive analysis becomes a comparison
and contrast between the patterns of men’s and women’s careers in the context
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of marriage and family. A Grounded Theory study would instead have focused
on processes and would have resulted in new core categories around which those
processes were organized. Theory emerging from this process would do much
more than illustrate the ways in which married men’s and women’s academic
careers differ; it would also show us a mechanism underlying that difference and
might even offer a formal theory about the gendering process that could be
applied in settings other than academia.

Sampling

Qualitative studies typically use some form of purposeful sampling. The
researcher may decide ahead of time to study ‘academic males in their fifties’
as Karp did and then use a snowball or other sampling frame to locate people
fitting that description. When researchers decide what categories of people or sit-
uations to sample and how many of each they want to include, they are using
what I call an ‘a priori’ purposeful sample. However, if on the basis of their
analysis of the first several cases they decide to sample other categories, they are
using a ‘contingent’ purposeful sample. When Karp decided to add an equal
number of middle-aged women to his study of middle-aged academic men after
interviewing a few women by way of comparison, he changed his sampling
process from an a priori to a contingent one.

In selecting his sample, Karp took care to ‘reflect variation by gender, aca-
demic discipline, and type of discipline,” but he kept age constant ending up
with 23 males and 24 females with an average age of 54 years (1985: 11) (see
Figure 7.2). Karp describes his sampling strategy as follows:

SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STUDY SAMPLE

MALES FEMALES
Number of Respondents 23 24
Average Age 54.7 54.3
Academic Rank
Assistant 1 9
Associate 9 8
Full 13 7
Average Number of Years
Since Last Professional Degree 23.8 15.5
Discipline Area
Natural Sciences 6 3
Social Sciences 12 13
Humanities 5 8

Figure 7.2 Table | from Karp 1985.



158 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

The sample is not a statistically representative one, but is a ‘theoretical’ sample, the result of
a ‘snowball’ process. After each interview, the respondent was asked for additional names
of persons ‘of whom it would be useful for me to interview’ (Karp, 1985: 10).

In describing his sampling procedure as he does, Karp follows a common
pattern of equating purposeful with theoretical sampling (Coyne, 1997) as well
as assuming that the snowball process is an attribute of theoretical sampling.
In fact, as Coyne and others have pointed out, all theoretical sampling is pur-
poseful sampling, but not all purposeful sampling is ‘theoretical’ in the way that
Glaser and Strauss are using the term. What would Karp have done differently if
he had used theoretical sampling, and what difference might this change have
made in his study?

Karp started with an interest in the ways in which professional men might be
restructuring their work identities and adjusting priorities among work, family,
and other life spheres. He purposefully chose middle-aged academic men and
used snowball sampling to acquire a sample of males who varied by rank and
disciplinary area. Because these men were all middle-aged, only one was still
an assistant professor. After interviewing 10 of these men, Karp decided to try
interviewing some women of the same age just to see what he would find. The
results were so interesting that Karp then chose to add an equal complement
of women resulting in a final sample of 23 men and 24 women with an average
age of 54 years. Among Karp’s findings was his observation that women’s
careers began later in life so that, even though the women and men were of the
same chronological age, the women regarded their male colleagues as their
‘seniors.” In the process of building his sample, Karp used snowball sampling
to locate respondents to fit his purposeful sampling frame that was defined by
gender, age, discipline, and rank.

In contrast to Karp’s contingent and purposeful sampling strategy, a GT
theoretical sampling process would look very different. Rather than filling cells
defined by demographic criteria chosen because they made a difference in
outcome, Karp would have used theoretical codes emerging from his analysis
such as ‘devotion to male’s career’ or ‘costs of getting back in to career’ to guide
his sampling. And instead of using concepts from the work and family literature,
such as ‘two-person/one career’ to describe his findings, Karp might have
more fully developed some of his emic codes such as ‘the standard version,” a
term that his women respondents used to describe careers characterized by
detours into marriage and family. As one of Karp’s respondents said:

We were programmed for the standard version of what an educated woman was supposed
to do. You were supposed to marry an educated man and bring up children that you were
supposed to educate (Karp, 1985: 13).

A focus on the ‘standard version’ code might have led Karp to look for women
who did not follow the standard path and to compare them with women who did.
A Grounded Theory version of the code might be ‘adopting the standard
version.” A GT researcher would then want to know which conditions allow
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women to deviate from the standard version. What conditions push women into
the standard path? Does sexuality affect the choice of the standard path? Karp
might then have sampled on one or more of these conditions. Although Karp
does not say so, it appears that all of his respondents were in heterosexual
marriages. Would partnered lesbians also have been propelled into ‘adopting
the standard version’?

Karp mentions that some women were told by department chairs (as [ was in
the 1980s) that professional work and raising a family were not consistent with
each other for women (Karp, 1985: 15). Were all the women told this? Were
there any examples of women in family-friendly settings? Instead of building his
analysis on ‘typical’ cases, Karp could have looked for more atypical ones and
sampled on ‘family friendliness’ of institutions or ‘conditions for retention.” Had
he done so, Karp might have developed a theory about what attributes of a work
place affect the ease with which academics can combine work and family.

In addition to work and family issues, Karp’s study also deals with the
concept of ‘professional’ as opposed to chronological age. Women who had
entered academic life after raising families were the age-peers of full-professor
male colleagues but the professional-peers of much younger male assistant
professors. Karp reports that men and women had different interpretations of the
same chronological age and that women, unlike men, were painfully aware of
the difference between the two kinds of ‘aging.” As one of his respondents said:

The only reason | know my age is that my doctors asked me the other day. A big thing for
me has to do with the difference between professional and chronological age. Professional
age makes so much more sense in terms of what is meaningful out there. So you use
your degree as the basis for determining your professional age. It has nothing to do
with feeling terribly old. It has to do with getting recognition out there for your profession
(Karp, 1985: 22).

The notion of varieties of ‘aging’ yardsticks and their contexts and conse-
quences could be the basis for theoretical sampling that would have led the
study in still a different direction with ‘marking age’ as a core category. As the
reader can see, theoretical sampling can go on forever. Memoing and focusing
on one pivotal core category help the GT researcher avoid non-productive
tangents. Building one’s study on theoretical rather than demographic categories
is more likely to result in new theory instead of either pure description or a
simple analysis of the differences between two demographic categories.

Research process
Karp describes his research process as follows:

Like most qualitative research studies, the analytical foci of this project have evolved as the
data were collected (Karp, 1985: 11).

Karp also describes how he wrote copious memos and revised his interview
guide as the focus of the study evolved. This cyclical process is typical both of
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Grounded Theory and some GIQM studies. However, let us compare Karp’s
process to Glaser and Strauss’s description of theoretical sampling:

Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for generating theory whereby the ana-
lyst jointly collects, codes, and analyses his data and decides what data to collect next and
where to find them, in order to develop theory as it emerges (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 45)

Since Karp’s process was guided by purposeful sampling that was not also
theoretical, he did not use the research cycle ‘in order to develop his theory as it
emerges,” and therein lies the difference between a GIQM spiral and a GT one.

Data analysis

Karp’ s analysis focused on comparison of cases to each other and made frequent
use of concepts in the work family literature such as Spradley and Mann’s (1975)
idea that women in male worlds are subject to a ‘handicap rule.” By concentrat-
ing on the comparison of the men’s and women’s data and not comparing data
against emerging theoretical codes, Karp left out a key element of constant
comparative analysis. Comparing bits of data to each other is a place to start
rather than end the process of constant comparison. Here is Glaser and Strauss’s
description of the constant comparative process:

While coding an incident for a category, compare it with the previous incidents in the
same and different groups coded in the same category ... This constant comparison of
incidents very soon starts to generate theoretical properties of the category (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967: 106).

In his analysis, Karp describes some theoretical codes that might well have
been worth developing. For example, Karp talks about the process of ‘getting
back in’ and the price some women paid for it. ‘Getting back in’ could have been
developed as a core code. Women asking what they were worth, divorces result-
ing from women’s choices, and the actions of male gatekeepers might all have
been related codes some of which could be properties of the category ‘getting
back in.’ In this instance, Karp’s study might have become one about ‘getting
back in.” Karp instead thought that ‘the logic of constant comparative analysis
require(d) that we draw on the experiences of men in order to place the women’s
lives in proper perspective’ (1985: 10). Once more, by using demographic rather
than inductively developed theoretical categories to guide his analysis, Karp lost
the power of the Grounded Theory methods that he was trying to employ. Thus,
instead of a Grounded Theory, Professor Karp produced a fascinating, nuanced,
and insightful description of the ways in which re-entry women’s careers differ
from those of their established male colleagues.

Memos

Writing interpretive memos throughout the research process is a critical compo-
nent of both the GIQM and GT methods. Karp tells us that ‘consistent with the
process of inductive grounded theory’ he wrote many memos on emerging
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themes in the data and refocused his interviews as necessary (Karp, 1985: 11-12).
Using memos to focus one’s inquiry and staying close to the data in order to
‘clarify areas of substantive richness’ is an excellent idea. Doing so is the best
way of avoiding a formless mass of unanalyzable data at the end of one’s study.
And Karp is right that memoing is a critical part of grounded theory. However,
GT memos are more heavily focused on ‘theoretical’ rather than ‘substantive’
richness. Both the GIQM and GT rely heavily on memoing, but GT memos are
more often used to develop theoretical categories and their properties.
Nonetheless, I suspect that a study of memos written for each kind of study
would find some overlap in memo types. It is the type of memoing and not the
existence of it that sets GT apart from the GIQM (see Chapter 12).

Criteria for ending data collection

Whereas statistical sampling ends when the researcher has collected data from
all available elements in the predetermined sample, inductive and contingent
non-probability sampling ends when the ‘saturation point’ is reached. That
point is normally determined by the discovery that additional interviews are
yielding so little new information that more interviews would be a waste of time
(Schutt, 2004: 299). Grounded Theory also uses the concept of saturation
to describe the point at which one may stop collecting new data. However,
‘theoretical saturation’ of categories is very different from the concept of
substantive saturation commonly used in the GIQM. The concept of ‘theoretical
saturation’ is as difficult to explain as it is for most researchers to understand.
Using my own research on two-job families, I will do my best (Hood, 1983).
The core category in Becoming a Two-Job Family (Hood, 1983) is ‘provider
role definition.” My study revolves around the process whereby and the con-
ditions under which the male provider role is redefined by two-job couples
after a wife returns to work. As I added more data to my study by adding
couples, interviewing husbands alone, and re-interviewing both husbands and
wives, I developed codes for secondary, and co-providing spouses as well as
co-provider, traditional provider, and super-provider husbands. Although the
provider role terms I used were not original, my categories were completely
grounded in the data. For example, traditional or primary provider husbands
typically described their wives’ earnings as ‘icing on the cake’ and insisted that
their wives’ money was used for ‘extras’ while their own money ‘put the food
on the table’ (see Hood, 1986). In addition, I developed codes for the relative
importance of work/family roles for each respondent. Role priorities, I discov-
ered, were directly related to the ease with which a person relinquished all
or part of a former role. Men who could not think of themselves as anything
but a paycheck had a much harder time sharing the provider role (as well as
housework and parenting) than did men who saw themselves as fathers and
husbands as well. Since I had to finish my dissertation, I cannot claim to have
fully saturated the ‘provider role definition’ category, but I did use all the
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relevant data in the many interviews I did with the 16 couples and managed a
few rounds of theoretical sampling. More theoretical sampling would no doubt
have yielded richer theory and full theoretical saturation.

Generalizability

The GIQM and GT are most similar with regard to the way in which generaliza-
tions are made. In fact, the rule for generalizing from non-probability samples
extends across all kinds of studies using any kind of non-probability sample.
Known variously as ‘cross population’ generalization or the discounting process,
the rule simply states that one can generalize to cases similar to the ones the
researcher has studied. However, GT researchers are interested less in the gen-
eralization of specific substantive findings and more in the generalizability of
formal theory that can be applied across a variety of settings. For example, in
her work on people dealing with chronic illness, Charmaz found that people
who could not predict the outcomes of their illnesses managed uncertainty by
‘living one day at a time’ (Charmaz, 1991: 178—181). Building on this very well
elaborated substantive theory about chronic illness, other Grounded Theorists
might theoretically sample a variety of ‘uncertainty contexts’ in which people
are confronted with personal or health crises with unpredictable outcomes. Such
contexts might include families of prisoners charged with first-degree murder,
children anticipating a parental divorce and the dissolution of their families,
or couples hoping to become parents through the process of open adoption. In
each case, the outcome and its consequences are unpredictable and uncontrol-
lable. People faced with such situations often do so ‘one day at a time’ because
to do otherwise risks overwhelming disappointment or paralyzing fear. By
extending theoretical sampling to other contexts and using the constant compar-
ative process to elaborate and refine the ‘one day at a time’ strategy, a Grounded
Theorist might move Charmaz’s substantive theory about managing chronic
illness towards a middle range formal theory about strategies for dealing with
uncertain outcomes in a variety of frightening situations.

Range of theory

Both GIQM and GT often result in substantive theory that can be generalized to
other similar cases. However, the process of theoretical sampling and theoretical
saturation of categories allows the GT researcher to develop both substantive and
formal theory of the middle range that is applicable far beyond the setting in
which it was developed. Nonetheless, just as Karp did not pursue the many pos-
sible theoretical threads discovered in his GIQM research, GT researchers, under
pressure to finish dissertations or publish articles, often stop after uncovering a
process or describing a single core code. To move towards formal theory, one
must go further. In her study of women recovering from depression, Schreiber
developed a core category that could be generalized beyond the people she
studied but probably only to others like them (Schreiber, 1998). Schreiber dis-
covered that the process of ‘cluing in,” a shift in Gestalt of self-understanding,
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distinguished between women who recovered and those who did not. As
Schreiber writes:

After cluing in a woman is seeing with clarity, a time when the woman is able to look back
and accept where she has been and what she has experienced (Schreiber, 1998: 274).

By using theoretical sampling to look for women who had and had not ‘clued
in,” Schreiber was able to saturate this category. Schreiber could then conclude
that ‘cluing in” was a necessary condition for recovery from depression for
depressed women, and we may very well be able to extend her findings to
recovery from depression in general.

Design

Both the GIQM and GT models develop and focus the research design as the
study progresses, but the GT study is driven by the developing theory, whereas
the GIQM study is driven by substantive import.

ORTHODOXY VS. POWER

By now, I hope that the reader understands the difference between the Generic
Inductive Qualitative Model and Grounded Theory. As we have seen, the difference
is (1) theoretical sampling, (2) constant comparison of data to theoretical categories,
and (3) focus on the development of theory via theoretical saturation of categories
rather than substantive verifiable findings. (Given that these three essential proper-
ties of Grounded Theory are also the most difficult for researchers to understand
and apply, perhaps we should refer to them as the “Troublesome Trinity.”) As you
may have noticed, I have referred primarily to Glaser and Strauss (1967) and not as
much to the subsequent work of Corbin and Strauss (1990) or even Charmaz
(2006). However, I think that all three brands of GT (Glaserian, Straussian, and
Charmazian) rest upon these three principles even though they vary somewhat in
how each is implemented. Whereas Glaser sometimes thinks of categories as vari-
ables and Charmaz chooses not to, both advocate consistently comparing pieces of
data to emerging categories, and that process is critical to Grounded Theory.

Lest the reader be tempted to accuse me of advocating a fundamentalist,
Trinitarian orthodoxy using The Discovery of Grounded Theory as my bible, 1
should point out that this orthodoxy is limited to the three principles. Beyond
those principles, I see a great deal of room for grounded theorists to vary from the
methods and epistemology outlined in The Discovery of Grounded Theory. As far
as I am concerned, one can, as Charmaz has, use a constructivist rather than an
objectivist approach and still retain the power of GT, and one may, as Lempert
does in Chapter 12, incorporate standpoint theory and the use of literature reviews
into GT without giving up theoretical power. I would not go so far as to encour-
age forcing data into pre-existing categories, of course, but I see no need to be
purist about the use of the literature to develop one’s theoretical sensitivity as long
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as one’s codes are entirely supported by the data. However, without theoretical
sampling, constant comparison of data to theoretical categories, and theoretical
saturation of categories, one should not claim to be using Grounded Theory.

CONCLUSION

Unfortunately only a handful of studies have used the Troublesome Trinity cor-
rectly. Both Charmaz’s study of chronic illness (Charmaz, 1991) and Schreiber’s
study of depression (Schreiber, 1998) are examples. Most other researchers
claiming to be doing GT confuse purposeful with theoretical sampling and
misunderstand the constant comparative process. For many, the term ‘grounded
theory’ refers simply to attaching codes to data or not using statistics. Claiming
to use Grounded Theory without using any of the most important attributes of the
approach is misleading and has made the term ‘grounded theory’ meaningless in
the social science literature. GT is a powerful tool for discovering theory in induc-
tive qualitative studies. However, qualitative researchers will not have this tool at
their disposal until and unless they understand the difference between Grounded
Theory with capital letters and the Generic Inductive Qualitative Model.
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PART I

Grounded Theory
In Practice






Grounding Categories

lan Dey

Grounded Theory advances the claim that categories are ‘grounded’ through
the process by which they are generated. This claim raises several questions,
not less interesting or important for apparently being obvious. First, we must
ask what categories are and what role they play in the analytic process. Second,
we must ask what it means to ‘ground’ categories. What claims to knowledge
does this imply? Our task is to clarify what kind of aspirations the grounding
of categories might imply for analysis. Third, we must ask how this ‘grounding’
can be accomplished. This question concerns not just the status of knowledge
but the practicalities of its production. One reason grounded theory has become
so popular as a form of qualitative research is the attention its exponents have
given to addressing such practicalities. The expansion of postgraduate education
and research has generated demand for more explicit procedural guidelines for
qualitative analysis. This has prompted the ‘codification’ of grounded theory,
expressed in the formalization of its analytic procedures and an emphasis on
‘coding’ as a major analytic procedure or even its analytic core. This codifica-
tion has been encouraged by the development of software to support qualitative
analysis, often tacitly inspired by or explicitly supportive of a grounded theory
approach. We must ask, therefore, how coding can contribute to the grounding
of categories and what are the practical challenges of this analytic approach.
Though sometimes equated, coding does not exhaust the analytic process; one
can even question whether it is integral to it. There are elements in grounded
theory which point in different directions: a focus on process, an emphasis
on theoretical sensitivity, and the centrality of a storyline around which analysis
can coalesce. Though eclipsed somewhat by the centrality assigned to coding,
these raise further questions about the role of categories and the ways they can
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be grounded in the analysis. Indeed, it is perhaps through addressing these
questions that we can anticipate the most innovative methodological develop-
ments in qualitative analysis. In grounded theory, coding is usually conceived
within a particular analytic perspective, centred on ‘theoretical sampling’ and
aspiring to ‘theoretical saturation’. But the practical import of these methodolog-
ical injunctions is problematic. A further question concerns whether and how
categories can be grounded when theoretical sampling is limited and theoretical
saturation unattainable. To translate: how do we know when our categories are
sufficiently grounded that we can stop producing and analysing data? A final
question (at least for this chapter) requires reflection on reflexivity and replica-
tion. Reflexivity is in fashion, and we must therefore ask what and how it can
contribute to the grounding of categories. But it remains equally pertinent to ask
whether and what replication can contribute to this task. In addressing these
questions about the grounding of categories, my aim is to stimulate reflection
about underlying methodological assumptions rather than to identify and illus-
trate a set of particular procedures. Despite my occasional foray into prescrip-
tion, I am less intent on telling readers what to do than in encouraging them to
think critically about what they are doing.

To begin at the beginning: what are categories and what role do they play
in the analytic process? Glaser and Strauss described categories as ‘conceptual
elements of a theory’ (1967: 36). Categories emerge initially from a close
engagement with data, but can achieve a higher level of abstraction through a
process of ‘constant comparison’ which allows their theoretical elaboration and
integration. To stay with a well-known example, the category ‘perceptions of
social loss’ among nurses is elaborated by exploring the various ‘loss rationales’
that nurses develop, or investigating the implications of differing perceptions of
loss for the quality of patient care (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 42). We can think of
categories as forming the theoretical bones of the analysis, later fleshed out
by identifying and analysing in detail their various properties and relations.

Glaser (1978) presents the meaning of categories in terms of the indicators
through which they are observed. Thus the category social loss is not to be
defined abstractly but in terms of particular ways in which nurses respond to
patients. However, indicators are used not to substantiate a category empirically
through description but rather to elaborate the category through exploring its
different dimensions (Glaser, 1978: 43). Though not endorsing the concept-
indicator model, Charmaz (2006) characterizes it as ‘a method of theory con-
struction in which the researcher constructs concepts that count for relationships
defined in the empirical data and each concept rests on empirical indications’
such that ‘the concept is “grounded” in the data’ (2006: 187).

Nevertheless, categories play a dual role in grounded theory which transcends
the classical definition of concepts in terms of indicators. They can be both
‘analytic’ and ‘sensitizing’. They allow us to conceptualize the key analytic
features of phenomena, but also to communicate a meaningful picture of those
phenomena in everyday terms. They allow us to classify phenomena, but also
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to construct relationships among the different elements of a theory. They provide
a parsimonious conceptual structure which allows for rich theoretical elabora-
tion. This raises some questions about the role of categories in grounded theory.
Can categories be analytic and sensitizing, rich and parsimonious, explain as
well as classify? In envisaging a dual role for categories Glaser and Strauss
went beyond classical conceptions of classification and anticipated future devel-
opments in the study of categorization in cognitive psychology and linguistics
(Dey, 1999).

These disciplines treat categorization as central to thinking, ‘virtually all
cognitive activity involves and is dependent on the process of categorizing’
(Bruner et al., 1986: 246), but also as problematic. How do we use categories to
sort out and order our experience of the world? The grounding of categories
depends on understanding this process, especially insofar as grounded theory
relies on naturalistic enquiry that emulates rather than repudiates everyday
thinking.

In the classical model, categories are based on comparison: ‘A category
is, simply, a range of discriminably different events that are treated “as if”
equivalent’ (Bruner et al., 1986: 231). We identify similarities between various
features of objects and events, which we use as a basis for formulating categories
and assigning phenomena to them. This account assumes that categories are
identified through correspondence to key features in the phenomena that we
can observe. Categorization proceeds according to set criteria or rules which
allow the unambiguous assignation of phenomena to designated categories.
In the classical model, categories are indeed categorical and express a clear and
complete conceptualization of phenomena in terms of common features. A well-
defined category will have attributes that are jointly sufficient and singly
necessary to identify the category. Only members of the category will possess all
these attributes, and all the members of the category will possess each one of
them. Thus ‘the key characteristics of defined categories are that membership is
all or none and that membership can be unambiguously determined by reference
to a rule’ (Medin & Barsalou, 1987: 461).

Research has identified several problems with the classical account. One
is that categorization is always approximate and provisional; though it may
converge on an adequate and stable representation of invariant features of
phenomena it is always subject to revision through further observations of
‘confusable alternatives’ (Harnad, 1987). Another problem is that for many
categories ‘it is not possible to specify a rule that identifies all of its members
and only its members’ (Medin & Barsalou, 1987: 461). For example, not all birds
fly, and not all creatures that fly are birds. Research has also found that often
categorization does not proceed through the invocation of rules at all but through
comparison with recalled or prototypical exemplars (Rosch, 1978). When we
categorize a chicken as a bird, we tend not to review its features systematically
in terms of some complicated taxonomy (beak, wings, feathers, flight); we
prefer to think of its resemblance to some prototypical example, like a robin.
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This implies that categories lack clear boundaries defined by an unambiguous
set of criteria; categories are fuzzy and category membership is a matter of
degree (McNeil & Freiberger, 1994). There may be no characteristics common
to all members of a category, just as Wittgenstein (1953) suggested that the
category ‘game’ applies to activities bearing only a family resemblance with
no features common to all. Though we can recognize card games, ball games,
board games, and mind games as ‘games’, we cannot readily identify a set of
characteristics shared by all of them. We can recognize similarities (some are
competitive, some involve skill) but there is no single defining feature common
to every game (cf. Hahn & Ramscar, 2001: 257-258).

The ‘Roschian revolution’ focused attention on the role of prototypes or exem-
plars in categorization and inspired a variety of theory-based accounts of catego-
rization (Hahn & Ramscar, 2001; McGarty, 1999). Murphy and Medin (1985)
for example argue that category coherence is not achieved by comparing features
but is theoretically informed: we have a ‘theory’ that birds are warm-blooded
creatures with wings and feathers which often fly (cf. McGarty, 1999). From this
perspective, categories and categorization depend on our conceptual understand-
ings of the world, rather than on similarity between characteristics. Lakoff
(1987) too rejects the classical account of categories as (more or less accurate)
representations of the world because categorical judgements are informed
by an underlying cognitive context that is shaped through interaction. Thus
the category ‘bachelor’ cannot be reduced to a rule identifying men who are not
married: we would hesitate to describe the Pope as a bachelor. It is applied with
respect to what Lakoff calls an ‘idealized cognitive model’ of society involving
assumptions about marriage, eligibility, and marriageable age. Thus categories
are not simply generated by data, but through judgement in terms of some cogni-
tive frame of reference by which we make sense of experience. According to
Lakoff, these idealized cognitive models are generated through basic experience
and categories are often derived (or extended) through the use of metonymy or
metaphor (cf. Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Their invocation is motivated by the
varying cognitive contexts in which category judgements are made. In the same
vein, research has shown that ‘similarity is an insufficient principle to constrain
category formation’ since ‘perceived similarity changes in context-dependent
ways and with knowledge and experience’ (McGarty, 1999: 59). The emphasis on
theory in the sense of underpinning conceptual understandings has become so
pervasive that a recent review sets out to defend similarity as a central element
in categorization (Hahn & Ramscar, 2001). However, one can recognize the
importance of theory without discounting the role of similarity in forming and
utilizing categories.

The dual role of categories envisaged in grounded theory is quite consistent
with an approach that emphasizes theory as well as comparison. The recognition
that categories are theoretically informed (or motivated) creates a conceptual
space for the sensitizing role of categories that is recognized in grounded
theory but that is otherwise hard to find in the classic concept-indicator model.
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Lakoff’s account of the idealized and often metaphorical nature of knowledge
provides a perspective within which sensitizing concepts can do their work. The
theoretical approach also explicitly acknowledges a causal as well as a compar-
ative dimension in categorization. Research by Ahn and Dennis (1999) suggests
that causal status is important in categorical judgements. In categorizing, people
take account of causal relations, attaching more weight to causal powers or
attributes (e.g. with wings a bird can fly) than consequential ones (e.g. so it
can nest in trees). Thus categorization may play a central role in causal infer-
ence, but not only or even mainly through the constant comparison of events
to identify concurrence in the classic mode. In everyday thinking, people are
more inclined to look for and use information about causal mechanisms than
to rely on covariation. This may be partly due to the high information costs of
identifying or communicating about covariation, but as McGarty notes it is also
consistent with the use of theoretical principles (or entities) to characterize and
explain behaviour. Thus categorization in everyday thinking may already invoke
or imply an explanation, supporting the central explanatory (and parsimonious)
role which categories are assigned in grounded theory.

That categories are already implicated in explanations (and vice versa) under-
lines another important point to emerge from recent psychological research.
In the classical model, the main role of categories is to describe phenomena
through classification. But categories can play other roles important in analysis.
We can use categories to discriminate among new data or to make inferences.
Indeed, for some psychologists, the ability to make inferences is the critical
role of categorization. For example, I may want to know if something is an
apple, not to distinguish it from some other object but so that I can eat it. It is
worth distinguishing these different roles, for they have different requirements
and implications. To discriminate effectively requires what psychologists
call high ‘cue validity’, this means that having an attribute implies a high prob-
ability of belonging to a category. To infer attributes from category membership,
however, requires high ‘category validity’, a high probability that belonging
to the category means having the attribute. These requirements do differ. We can
infer that every bachelor is an adult male (this has high category validity) but
being an adult male has low cue validity for being a bachelor. Another poten-
tially important distinction is between the role of categories in explanation
and communication, since the way we generate categories for explanation may
differ from how they are ‘justified, compared and communicated with other
people’ (McGarty, 1999: 242).

Take grounded theory itself as an example. What attributes of grounded theory
have high category validity? In other words, what do we know for sure about a
theory which claims to be a grounded theory? We might expect that it aims to
theorize a social process; that it focuses on understanding the intentions and
strategies of actors involved in that process; that it proceeds through exploring
the process in a variety of settings; and that it involves systematic analysis of
data through categorization and comparison. However, given that the various
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guidelines and interpretations of grounded theory can be ‘opaque and confusing’
(LaRossa, 2005: 838) even this set of core characteristics is likely to be con-
tentious; LaRossa himself identifies a quite different set of principles, in which
for example ‘the micro-analysis of written texts’ figures prominently. What about
high cue validity? We might expect a study that generates theory by analysing
data through a set of systematic coding procedures to be a grounded theory,
though there is no agreement as to the appropriate set of coding procedures to
adopt. Though coding may confer high cue validity (an understandable concern
for aspiring graduate students) note that it did not figure at all in the attributes
I proposed with respect to high category validity. This lack of agreement about
the basic characteristics of grounded theory may itself be attributed to differ-
ences between the explanatory and communicative roles of categorization, since
the purpose of legitimation figures more fully in the latter.

There are several points worth emphasizing in this account of categories
and their role in analysis. One fundamental point is that it is important to take
account of on-going research on the use of categories and categorization in
everyday thinking if we are to understand their role in grounded theory. Though
this is a rapidly developing and changing field, research already suggests that
the classical model is deficient in several respects. The reduction of concepts
to indicators, the focus on features (which are given) rather than attributes
(which are identified), the assumption of clear rules for assignation, unambigu-
ous membership and crisp category boundaries, the centrality of comparison,
and the critical role of similarity are all contested. In contrast, psychologists
now emphasize resemblance to remembered or prototypical cases, motivation
and context, knowledge and theory, causal relations as well as properties, infer-
ence as well as classification. The emerging picture of categories and categoriza-
tion is certainly more complex, we now have several different accounts to
contend with; these richer accounts are more consistent with the methodological
evolution and theoretical ambitions of grounded theory.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO GROUND CATEGORIES?

When Glaser and Strauss wrote The Discovery of Grounded Theory they wanted
to challenge grandiose armchair theorizing by developing a more effective
means of generating theory. In place of the traditional method of deriving
and testing hypotheses from existing theory they emphasized the virtue of
generating theory through interaction with data. Their main message was that
theory ‘discovered’ through data could be more relevant and productive since
it would at least fit the immediate problems being investigated, as well as
potentially opening up more fruitful lines of enquiry. A grounded theory was
not speculative, since it derived directly from empirical observation, and was
always substantive, even if it provided a basis for generating more formal and
abstract theories. In this context, the grounding of theory refers to the use of data
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obtained through social research to generate ideas. Of course, Glaser and Strauss
had some recommendations about effective ways to do this, by avoiding
preconceptions, using systematic comparison, theoretical sampling, and so on.
While grounding theory implies no more than the use of data to generate theory
in practice, it has come to refer to some methodological guidelines to make
this possible in principle.

What are these guidelines? In the light of the above discussion, it should
be no surprise that we lack clear and consistent rules governing the classification
of theories as grounded or otherwise. There is no agreement on what constitutes
a grounded theory, only varying interpretations which bear a family resem-
blance. So there are various and conflicting answers to what makes a theory
grounded. In the case of my own research on union opposition to redundancies
(Wood & Dey, 1983), I tried to ground my theorizing about the process of
resisting redundancy in a variety of ways. First, I tried to approach the subject
without accepting the preconceptions of the ‘industrial relations’ literature, in
which opposition to redundancy was typically perceived as an irrational obsta-
cle to gains in productivity. I read more widely in fields with an interest in
shopfloor organization, such as Marxism and the sociology of bureaucratic
organization. This in turn helped me to realize a second aim, which was to
explore in great detail and depth the accounts of key actors involved in the
process. The preconceptions in the literature might have limited my capacity to
listen and to hear what these activists had to say. Third, I looked at how activists
tried to oppose redundancies in a variety of events and settings, so that different
aspects of the process could be explored and clarified. Fourth, I analysed the
resulting data systematically, categorizing contexts, events, and strategies in
ways which allowed comparison and contrast, links and connections. Fifth,
I tried to integrate emergent categories around a narrative which conveyed
the interactive, shifting, and dynamic evolution of ideas and events. This was
also a situated narrative, in that my intention was to provide a substantive
account of union opposition to redundancies in a particular time and place.
Had my intention been to develop more formal theory, I might have examined
other forms of opposition at work in other settings. Thus my theorizing was
grounded in practice through procedures which embedded emergent categories
in the data being analysed.

The value of using data gathered through social research to generate ideas
would hardly be controversial were it not for the persistent influence of a model
of scientific endeavour which focuses almost exclusively on theoretical deduc-
tion and hypothesis testing. This model appeals to those who make comparisons
(usually unfavourable) between the methodologies available to social and
natural sciences. However, in relation to theory generation, it is not even a
good model of natural science. It does fit well with some moments of scientific
discovery; as when Einstein devised his general theory of relativity, and its
prediction that light would be bent by the sun’s gravity was tested during an
eclipse in 1919. But even Einstein did not always develop theory by conducting
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thought experiments; his discovery of photoelectric activity (for which he
received the Nobel Prize) was generated through his analysis of Brownian motion
in a test tube. Consider also two of the most fundamental theoretical develop-
ments in modern science. Darwin’s contribution to evolutionary theory was
inspired by his thorough, exhaustive, and comprehensive observations of the
natural world, most famously the variation in finch populations across the
Galapagos Islands. More notoriously, the helical model of DNA devised by Crick
and Watson was inspired by an uninvited perusal of the X-ray data taken by their
colleague and rival Rosalind Franklin. Thus two of the major theoretical discov-
eries of modern science were generated through interaction with research data.

While the role of research data in generating theory can be readily accepted,
any claim that theory can also be validated (and not just grounded) through
this process of generation is more contentious. Glaser and Strauss do, at times,
seem to flirt with this bolder claim. They cite the pace of social change, the short
shelf life of social theories, and the difficulties of empirical testing as factors
likely to limit further validation. They suggest that theory generated through
interaction with data may in any case be sufficiently ‘plausible’ (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967: 235) to seem relevant and useful to practitioners without resort to
any further validation. This implies a fuller grounding of categories than would
be required merely to generate theory.

Moreover, problems arise when we confuse or conflate the context of discov-
ery with the logic of validation. As Kelle (2003: 485) argues ‘the prerequisite
of independent testing requires that a hypothesis is not tested with the empirical
material from which it is developed’. A further prerequisite is that hypotheses are
formulated with sufficient rigour to allow for a systematic confrontation with
evidence. Data that provides a useful ground for generating theory usually
provides a poor basis for testing it. If a theory emerges from data then that data
can hardly provide the independent evidence required for a test of the theory.
This is after all what keeps us in business: the research community provides the
medium through which a theory can be tested, whether through replication,
application, or evaluation. The requirements of discovery and validation differ.
To discover theory, we can use a flexible, iterative, and adaptive approach to
generating and utilizing data. In testing theory, we need to specify in advance
what theoretical claims we are advancing and what data would count for their
refutation or validation. Otherwise we are all too liable (given the weaknesses
in our everyday thinking) to find what we are looking for in the data.

Some of the pitfalls of everyday thinking have been explored by Gilovich.
We are inclined, for example, to identify patterns in data as meaningful that
are a product of mere chance. Gilovich offers as an example a tendency to
attribute running streaks in sport to character and behaviour (such as the
acquisition or loss of confidence) rather than luck. We tend to misunderstand
probability, assuming that the law of large numbers governs shorter sequences,
underestimating, for example, the extent to which we might obtain a run of four
heads in 20 tosses of a fair coin (the probability is 0.5). We tend to confuse
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necessary and sufficient causation. We tend to pay more attention to positive
than negative instances. We tend to recognize or seek out evidence that confirms
rather than refutes our expectations, even where we have no particular interest
in the results. For example, if asked to assess whether things are similar, we look
for evidence of similarity; conversely, if asked to assess whether things differ,
we look for evidence of dissimilarity (Gilovich, 1993: 37). If we are interested
in the results, our own preferences are liable to influence both the amount and
the kind of information we examine: we are particularly poor judges of our
own abilities and actions (Gilovich, 1993: 77-82). Where we do seek out coun-
tervailing evidence (nowadays a standard injunction in qualitative analysis) our
inclination may be to explain it away rather than revise our assumptions.
Moreover, ‘once we suspect that a phenomenon exists, we generally have little
trouble explaining why it exists or what it means. People are extraordinarily
good at ad hoc explanation’ (Gilovich, 1993: 21). Our preconceptions tend to
bias our interpretations, so that confirmatory evidence is accepted without
reflection, while ‘we subject inconsistent information to more critical scrutiny
than consistent information’ (Gilovich, 1993: 53). Thus, gamblers spend more
time explaining away their losses, while taking their wins for granted. The
tendency to impute meaning may be valuable in many contexts, but it can also
mislead us, especially given our inclination to exaggerate our own virtues and
treat our beliefs as possessions to be protected from criticism and shown off to
appreciative audiences. In testing theories, we can build in safeguards which
discount the effects of chance, ensure that negative as well as positive instances
are fully considered, evaluate the quality of evidence, protect against self-
serving bias, and so on. But ‘when we do not precisely specify the kind of
evidence that will count as support for our position, we can end up “detecting”
too much evidence for our preconceptions’ (Gilovich, 1993: 58).

No doubt it was to counter such fallibilities that Glaser and Strauss warned
about the dangers of preconceptions, emphasized the importance of emergence,
and promoted a ‘constant comparative’ method as a means of producing fresh
evidence with which to challenge and refine theory. Such safeguards are
required given our predisposition to see patterns and order where there is none.
However, ‘the predisposition to detect patterns and make connections is what
leads to discovery and advance’ (Gilovich, 1993: 10). While the contexts of
discovery and validation must be distinguished, it remains the case that the
particular merits of grounded theory as a method of theory generation flow
from grounding categories in data, even if this falls some way short of their full
validation. Let us consider some of the ways in which this can be accomplished.

HOW CAN CATEGORIES BE GROUNDED?

One of the most striking but controversial recommendations of Glaser and
Strauss was to avoid preconceptions and let categories ‘emerge’ from the data.



176 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

They thought preconceptions could be limited by not engaging in advance of the
research with existing literature in the field of interest. They did not advise
complete abstinence in this respect, but rather a wider engagement with ideas
and evidence from other fields, not necessarily academic. Their aim was to
sharpen rather than blunt theoretical sensitivity, by working with a wide range of
cross-cutting and inter-disciplinary ideas (in my study of redundancy, I drew on
other fields to counter-balance the predominant assumptions of the industrial
relations literature). Their target was undoubtedly the researcher inclined to
plough ahead along an established theoretical furrow regardless of the diversity
and richness of the data, thereby diminishing its potential for stimulating theo-
retical innovation. Researchers drawing from a wider repertoire of theoretical
ideas, such as those identified in Glaser’s coding families (1978: 81), could
avoid the blinkered vision of an established theoretical framework, at least by
bringing to bear a range of theoretical perspectives.

This seems sound advice, not least because the intersection of different fields
and frameworks seems more suited to stimulate new questions and fresh ideas.
While recognizing the virtues of an eclectic approach, the proposal to discount
the most immediately obvious and relevant literature seems more questionable.
As I have suggested previously (Dey, 1993: 229), we should not confuse an
open mind with an empty head. Even ideas drawn from the immediate field can
provide a useful guide to analysis, providing that we keep an open mind about
their cogency and relevance to the data. But what does it mean to keep an open
mind? Bertrand Russell argued that an open mind is also likely to be a vacant
one, for we cannot altogether avoid preconceptions if we want to make progress
in a field. As Gilovich argues, ‘the power and flexibility with which we reason
depends upon our ability to use context, generic knowledge and pre-existing
information’ (1993: 52). The point is not to avoid preconceptions, but to ensure
that they are well-grounded in arguments and evidence, and always subject to
further investigation, revision, and refutation.

This message is underlined by the recognition that categories are not the
self-contained concepts of the classical model but arrive already invested with
meaning by underlying cognitive models. If categories are ‘irreducibly cogni-
tive’ then it is vital to be alive to their relation to our underlying theoretical ideas
and questions. This involves making the underlying theoretical context of cate-
gorization more, not less explicit. For example, consider the category ‘voluntary
redundancy’, which is not simply a means of classifying and contrasting ‘volun-
tary’ with ‘compulsory’ redundancies but also acquires its meaning in terms of
an historically specific strategy for managing industrial relations and labour
force reductions. The argument that categories simply emerge from the data was
doubtful even when it was first formulated. Perhaps it did not even convince
its authors, given their emphasis on theoretical sensitivity and the value of bring-
ing a wide repertoire of theoretical ideas to the data. Certainly Strauss and
Corbin (1994) allowed a role for existing theory and previous research, provided
their fit with data was assessed with rigour. Given the challenges discussed



GROUNDING CATEGORIES 177

earlier to the classical (correspondence) model of category formation and
utilization, it is even more doubtful now. If we want to ground our categories,
we need to give as much attention to their theoretical provenance as to their
empirical base.

In grounded theory, concern tends to focus on face validity, that is the degree
to which the concepts we use are meaningful ways of interpreting the data that
we investigate. However, other facets of validity are also important, including
the degree to which our theoretical claims are consistent with well-established
knowledge in the field. New interpretations need not be consistent with estab-
lished knowledge, but any inconsistency is an occasion for further reflection
and investigation. This can be considered construct validity, if interpreted as
consistency in theory rather than with measurement through established indica-
tors. If we think of validity as the extent to which a theory is well-grounded
empirically and conceptually, then we can better appreciate the importance of
theoretical consistency as well as the accuracy or acuteness of our empirical
interpretations. When we develop categories, we need to take account of their
theoretical underpinnings and implications as much as their efficacy with regard
to the data.

The question of efficacy can no longer be reduced to adequate representation
in terms of similarity and difference. Although constant comparison plays a
critical role in grounded theory, it may do so in a way rather different from the
standard conception of identifying patterns (or regularities) across the data.
Pattern recognition is by no means irrelevant, but it is only part of the process of
category generation. Given our predisposition to identify patterns even among
chance products, we need to be more circumspect and ask which patterns are
worthy of recognition, or further conceptual analysis, and why. Empirical
regularities in the data are of little value unless we can answer these questions.
Again, this suggests the significance of theoretical context and the need to
consider pattern matching as indicative rather than decisive with regard to theo-
retical import. We can think of identifying patterns as primarily a theoretical
enterprise if we consider patterns not as empirical regularities but as the under-
lying conceptualizations which can identify and describe in the most economi-
cal terms the empirical relationships (and not just superficial regularities)
identified within the data. This is akin to the way a knitting pattern can produce
a complex and colourful product. For example, an underlying pattern 6r4y9b
(six red, four yellow, nine blue stitches or rows) may economically describe a
product with regular variations in colour bands. Even where we can observe no
obvious regularities, there may be an underlying pattern, as with the Penrose tile
which combines in such a way as never to repeat (cf. Mirksy, 1997). Simple
patterns can produce complex results, and social research can explore these by
investigating the logic underpinning complex behaviours. This suggests that
categories are grounded when they provide logical and economical accounts of
empirical observations; they do not so much represent these observations as
explain them.
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Causal explanations are central to grounded theory as a method of analysing
social processes, most notably in the analytic paradigm presented by Strauss and
Corbin (1990). This directs our attention to causal links between conditions,
interactions, and consequences in the evolution of a social process, not forget-
ting the strategic role of the various actors involved. Through a ‘conditional
matrix’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990: 163), we can consider a range of conditions
(local to global) implicated in an event, adding depth to the analysis. The social
process may be conceptualized in various ways, depending on whether it is
stable or unstable, controlled or chaotic, continuous or discontinuous, and so on.
From this perspective, categories can be grounded through a systematic
appraisal of the contexts, dynamics, and results of interactive processes. This is
typically presented as a process of connecting categories which have emerged
through the initial analysis by a comparative investigation of their various
properties and relations. If a causal condition seems important in one context,
does it also figure in a different setting? The emphasis on theoretical sampling
in grounded theory is driven primarily by the requirement of systematic compar-
ison in a variety of settings of the factors encompassed by the social process
under investigation.

The reconceptualization of categories noted earlier suggests a rather different
approach. Psychological research suggests causality is not consequent upon
categorization but integral to it. We do not categorize and then connect; we
connect by categorizing. When we categorize, we typically invoke theories of
how the world works and, in this way, our categories provide implicit guidelines
for inference and prediction. Think of the category ‘strike’, for example, with all
its metaphorical associations and its attendant connotations about and implicit
explanations of the nature of industrial conflict. Categories can be grounded
more adequately if we recognize and attend the causal assumptions which
underpin them. Otherwise we may simply discover connections later which are
already implicated in the categories we have generated at the outset. For exam-
ple, the category perceptions of social loss identified by Glaser and Strauss is not
a neutral description of an empirical state; the category already implies an event
or process in which something has been lost. The category would have been
far less effective in generating theoretical connections were this broader process
not already embedded in the initial categorization. A categorization which
focuses on loss and the value placed upon it by nurses and other professionals
also gains theoretical purchase from our understanding of the causal mecha-
nisms at work. It is the intelligibility of this causal process which gives the
category its theoretical potency. As the psychologists have observed, in everyday
reasoning we give more weight to evidence concerning causal mechanisms
(or powers) than to evidence of covariation.

This is not to dismiss covariation, on which we may also rely for clues about
causality. Regularities in the data can be suggestive if not in themselves conclu-
sive. One virtue of constant comparison as a method in grounded theory is that
it protects against the tendency to overinterpret data and find connections where
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there are none. The inclination to focus on positive evidence as confirmatory
can be challenged through the systematic use of constant comparison. This is
easily appreciated if we construct a simple two by two table through which to
assess covariation. Take the proposition that the value placed on social loss
affects patient care. This could give us a schema for checking evidence (see
Table 8.1).

Psychological research suggests that we are especially inclined to infer
causality when we find values in cell a. If we find cases where the sense of social
loss is strong and the quality of patient care is good we are liable to infer a
connection between these on the basis of covariation. However, the commitment
to constant comparison also encourages us to consider the other cells. Are there
cases (as in cell b) where patient care is poor despite a strong sense of social
loss? Are there cases (as in cell ¢) where patient care is good despite a weak
sense of social loss? Are there cases (as in cell d) where the sense of social loss
is weak and patient care is poor? It is only through the systematic comparison of
cases across all these cells that we can infer a relationship in any confidence.

We can ask these questions even without the aid of a 2 X 2 table, but this tab-
ular representation can be an invaluable aid to logical analysis and evaluation.
There has been some debate (see Heath & Cowley, 2004 for a review) about the
place of deductive logic in grounded theory, given its general inclination
to emphasize observation and inference, and a rather neglected affinity with
abductive interpretation (Dey, 2004: 91-92; see also Haig, 1995) rather than
hypotheses formulation and testing. However, the deductive logic which encour-
ages us to search for evidence to confirm or refute our hunches by looking for
the evidence in other cells seems an indispensable tool for analysis. Much the
same point applies to numerical aspects of the data, of which qualitative
researchers sometimes harbour suspicion because of the risk of reducing
complex meanings to what can be measured. This is a reasonable point, but its
implication is that numbers and measurement should be treated with due caution
rather than dispensed with altogether.

Graphic representation provides another powerful means of grounding cate-
gorical analysis. In a sense, a table is itself a form of graphic representation,
but only one among many. Matrices, for example, offer powerful means of
data reduction and comparison which can help the analyst acquire a useful
overview of the data. A matrix can allow documentation of all categories and
their assignations across cases, allowing the overall distribution and weight
of evidence to be assessed more easily (see Figure 8.1).

Table 8.1 Social loss by quality of patient care (illustrative)
Quality of patient care

Perception of social loss Good Poor

Strong a b
Weak 4 d
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Figure 8.1 (which in computer-assisted analysis may be linked directly to
its evidential base) sets out categories as a series of variables with values for
each of the cases being analysed. The nature of a case is problematic in grounded
theory, especially as Glaser and Strauss deliberately rejected a case-based
approach to sampling in favour of analysing social processes comparatively
across different settings. However, even settings can be treated as cases and used
for systematic comparison without implying the kind of representation of larger
populations that Glaser and Strauss were anxious to avoid.

Mapping provides an alternative means of graphic representation. Where
matrices only imply relationships between categories, causal maps can represent
them directly. Indeed recent work in economics suggests that graphic represen-
tation is not just a means of portraying relationships but can offer a conceptual
tool for investigating causality in its own right. For example, Pearl (1999) has
shown that graphic representation provides a systematic method of identifying
(or eliminating) confounding variables in causal analysis, something that has
been impossible to achieve through maths or statistics. A simple procedure for
adding and removing connections between nodes provides a means of deciding
whether the effect of one variable upon another is determined by adjusting for
a third variable (Pearl, 1999: 11-12). He suggests that graphs have emerged
‘as the fundamental notational system for concepts and relationships that are not
easily expressed in any mathematical language’, also that they ‘both serve as
models for determining the truth of causal utterances and as a symbolic machin-
ery for deriving such truths from other causal premises’ (Pearl, 1999: 9). Though
this work depends on statistical evidence, Pearl points out that it opens the door
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Figure 8.1 Matrix representation of category assignments. Note: Where s, g,
a, b, etc. are values assigned for each category (values need not be mutually
exclusive).
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to a useful blend of qualitative and quantitative analysis in investigations of
causality. In this context, it is worth recalling that grounded theory originated
as a method with a foot in both these camps.

Although grounded theory has a strong causal bent, in grounded theory we
may also be interested in relations between categories other than causal connec-
tions. Categories provide a basis for formal classification as well as substantive
connection and a powerful if less prestigious task may be the development of a
useful schema for classification. This task is especially difficult in qualitative
research because the categories we develop are rarely exclusive or exhaustive
of the data (Becker & Geer, 1982). Despite the tendency to adopt hierarchical
forms of classification, through which categories can be integrated or refined,
in qualitative analysis as in everyday life the conditions for this (that categories
are comprehensive and exclusive) are rarely achievable. Discussing the classic
biological taxonomy, McGarty suggests that ‘very few categories have a hierar-
chical organization that provides such a sound basis for interference’ (1999:
211). He observes that the classical conditions for hierarchical organization
of categories (‘each lower-level category is entirely included within one category
of the higher level but is not exhaustive of it”) are rarely met. The theory-based
model of categorization suggests that complex categories and sub-categories are
derived not through identifying a set of common features but ‘by virtue of their
relation to the ideal case, where the models converge’ (Lakoff, 1987: 76).

Fortunately the standard tree diagram used to represent hierarchical classifica-
tion is only a special case of a broader mode of representation, for example
through Venn diagrams, which illustrate the logical relationship between groups
of things (sets), such as cases of overlap between categories. These have the
advantage of requiring far less stringent assumptions, more consonant with the
realities of everyday categorization (see Figure 8.2).

Figure 8.2 (devised to illustrate the point) shows how four different subcate-
gories of social value might overlap and how various exemplars (occupational
roles) are located with respect to these. Thus the doctor scores on three counts
(work, status, and skills) while the athlete is recognized as having skills and
status but not work; social work is characterized in terms of work without either
status or skills. The diagram implies a value hierarchy without requiring
any demanding assumptions regarding the relations between categories. All that
has to be identified is the overlap between categories and the characteristics
of exemplars.

As well as representing overlapping relationships between categories,
mapping can provide a flexible means of situating and structuring relationships
between a range of various empirical and theoretical elements in a developing
analysis, such as social contexts or key events (Clarke, 2005). Mapping in this
way can provide a means of preserving empirical complexities as well as
supporting a flexible approach to theorizing relationships (cf. Charmaz, 2006).

The observant reader will have noticed that the discussion has so far
proceeded without reference to the promised discussion of coding, despite
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Figure 8.2 Mapping overlapping categories: Dimensions of social value.

the strong association of coding with grounded theory. Given Glaser’s talk of
‘coding families’ and the ‘coding paradigm’ of Strauss and Corbin, it is not
surprising that coding has become a central analytic procedure in grounded
theory, even setting aside the impetus imparted to this approach by the devel-
opment of software packages for qualitative analysis. It has even been claimed
that analysis is coding, though a more circumspect approach regards coding
as only a preliminary means of managing and organizing data. Both of these
perspectives have some merit, since coding can undoubtedly contribute a great
deal to analysis as well as data management. Indeed, coding can contribute to
analysis in a variety of ways (cf. Richards & Richards, 1994; Seale, 1999; Seidel &
Kelle, 1995). One is by providing a system of indexing the data to mark up
points of interest. Another is as a powerful tool for searching and retrieving
categorized data. Once data is coded, we can identify all exemplars under
particular category heads, a useful means of promoting comparison both within
and across categories. A more sophisticated use of coding involves the interro-
gation of data in a manner akin to hypothesis testing. We can investigate covari-
ation across categories and check out the evidence that supports or refutes
various propositions we have come to entertain of the data. These are powerful
methods of grounding categories and investigating their relationships but with
regard to coding some important caveats must be observed.
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The first point (always worth reiterating) is that coding is a metaphor (whether
derived from coding language or statute) entirely inappropriate to the nature
and requirements of analysis. The coding metaphor implies a one-to-one corre-
spondence through the identification of clear rules and invariant features. As we
have seen, this requirement is profoundly at odds with the theory-laden charac-
ter of categorization. Categorization usually lacks the specificity, precision, and
stability that coding implies; the metaphor becomes still more inappropriate
once we acknowledge that our categories are provisional, prototypical, and
permeable in nature. A second caveat concerns the focus on covariation which
inevitably follows from the use of quasi-statistical techniques to interrogate
the coded data, whether the search for correlations between categories or the
investigation of ‘if-then’ relationships across categories. One risk here is that
coding requires such an investment of time and effort that we treat the data thus
reconceptualized as fixed rather than (as we would expect in grounded theory)
provisional. In the paragraph above, the phrase ‘once data is coded’ misleadingly
implies that coding are a single and secure operation, upon which subsequent
analysis can be based. This is at odds with the contextual, provisional, and
iterative character of categorical analysis. Our data is far from secure and, as
argued earlier, are liable to provide a poor basis on which to test any emerging
hypotheses. We also observed that covariation is not the only or even the main
way in which we (non-statisticians) typically think about causal connections.
Covariation plays a secondary role to the identification of causal powers and
mechanisms. One risk of coding and interrogating data in this way is that the
underlying theoretical, metaphorical, and causal dimensions of categorical
analysis are neglected. Then we have to try to reconstruct the connections which
we have fragmented through an inappropriate fragmentation of the data into
different bits or segments. At the very least, it seems important to recognize
that categories are embedded in cognitive models which already imply an
integrative and relational element in categorization.

THE STORYLINE

One of the external examiners of my thesis on union opposition to redundancy
remarked that it ‘read like a novel’. Naturally I took this as a compliment at
the time, but in retrospect the remark assumes a greater significance. Conveying
to my readers the drama, uncertainties, and inconsistencies of events as they
unfolded was a vital way of grounding my study of resistance to redundancies.
It allowed the reader to appreciate the difficulties and dilemmas of union
activists as they attempted to navigate and influence a turbulent and intractable
set of events. A narrative framework provided a vehicle for contextualizing
and integrating the various elements (power struggles, ideological commitments,
pecuniary self-interest, intra-union conflicts) which characterized the social
process.
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One of the most interesting (if also challenging) features of grounded theory
is its attempt to utilize different modes of analysis. Most obvious in this respect
is the attempt to combine the variable analysis associated with quantitative
methods with naturalistic enquiry rooted in the symbolic interactionist tradition
of qualitative research (cf. Robrecht, 1995). One of the tensions in this marriage
of methods lies in the use of approaches which variously emphasize or displace
human agency. A third strand of enquiry less often recognized can be found in
its focus on narrative. Strauss and Corbin suggest that the identification of a
core category around which coding culminates follows from rather than precedes
the explication of a storyline, that is, a descriptive narrative of ‘the central phe-
nomenon of the study’ (1990: 116-117). Such a narrative might be a general
descriptive overview of the research or little more than a brief abstract of the
study; either way, it can stimulate the development of focus and integration.
For Strauss and Corbin (1990) narrative is conceived largely in terms of the
coding paradigm (conditions, interaction, consequences) if possible at a higher
level of abstraction. Thus the explication of a storyline hints (but no more) at a
more holistic, conjunctural, and multifactorial account of the data.

In this respect, grounded theory anticipates or echoes developments in histor-
ical analysis, where it has been argued that integration around a plot provides
a means ‘to integrate the variety of explanatory forms’ into ‘one intelligible
whole to include circumstances, goals, interactions, and unintended results’;
a plot provides a means of integrating a range of sub-stories into an overarching
storyline (Polkinghorne, 1988: 49, 54). Polkinghorne discusses the ways in
which historians have wrestled with the tensions between formal analysis and
narrative enquiry over the past century. One important point to emerge from
these debates has been the integral and distinctive contribution of narrative form
to human enquiry more generally. In narrative explanation, the emphasis is on
retrodiction rather than prediction; a conclusion has to be intelligible rather than
predictable. The various elements of the story cohere in a way which encom-
passes chance events, unplanned encounters, unexpected incidents, and unantic-
ipated consequences. This coherence is a matter of synoptic judgement in which
various parts of the story are appreciated as a whole, rather than through logical
deduction from premise to conclusion. Synoptic judgement involves ‘configura-
tional comprehension’ so that ‘things are understood as elements in a single
and concrete complex of relationships’ (Polkinghorne, 1988: 53). The elements
themselves have to display a minimal logical coherence, notably chronological
(such that causes precede effects) though interpretation of earlier events may
depend on later outcomes. However, the grounding of a plot is more than just
a matter of logical coherence among its various elements; it has to have some
narrative or configurative coherence as well.

Even if narrative is more fragmented and diverse (cf. Andrews et al., 2003)
than historians might allow, it is the basic way in which humans make sense
of and structure experience and, as a method of enquiry, it is as relevant to
the grounded theory analyst as the historian. The focus on process, both its
temporality in terms of stages and sequences of events and its evolution through
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conditions, interaction, and consequences, suggests that narrative enquiry can
play a critical role in grounded theory. It is not only the storyline identified by
the analyst that is of interest. Actors (including agencies as well as individuals)
engaged in the drama of events also constitute their experience in terms of
unfolding stories and overarching plots. They categorize phenomena not just in
terms of representing objects or events, but also their relationships within an
overall configuration which makes sense (more or less) of experience. There are
various culturally available means, or ‘genres’ (cf. Squire, 2004), through which
such storytelling is enacted. Polkinghorne (1988: 55) for example discusses four
‘tropes’ proposed by White (metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony) which
bear a close comparison with the various modes of categorization (including
metaphor and metonymy) identified by Lakoff. Perhaps the idealized cognitive
models which Lakoff sees as underpinning categories are themselves elements in
the stories through which people make sense of their experience? If so, narrative
enquiry may have a vital contribution to make to the grounding of categories.

This is not to suggest that an assimilation of fact and fiction as though
narrative accounts were merely literary devices (cf. Czarniawska, 2004). Far
from absolving one of the need to ground categories, narrative enquiry imposes
further demands on the analyst, both in terms of representing process and
explaining it (cf. Berlin, 1978: 131-133, on the challenges of historical enquiry).
As Polkinghorne notes, narrative enquiry demands ‘practical understanding on
the part of the narrator’ (1988: 144). Glaser and Strauss also hint at this in the
emphasis they place on ‘practical adequacy’ as a test of a grounded theory,
whether the researcher can ‘make out’ in the social world being studied (1967:
226-227) or the theory makes sufficient sense to practitioners that it is capable
of practical application (1967: 244).

WHEN TO STOP

One of the attractions of grounded theory is that it offers practical advice about the
nuts and bolts of doing qualitative research. As this is rarely articulated, it is all the
more appreciated. The problem of ‘when to stop’ is an example of how grounded
theory addresses the obvious (but awkward) questions that confront the researcher.
To this question we have the answer: theoretical saturation, stop when the ideas
run out. Categories are saturated when ‘no additional data are being found
whereby the [analyst] can develop the properties of the category’ (Glaser & Strauss,
1967: 61). Adding further to the data makes no difference. Like a sponge which
can hold no more water, the theory needs no more elaboration or refinement. The
metaphor seems apt, so long as it is confined to the generation of ideas and not
their validation. Despite their occasional flirtation with verification, Glaser and
Strauss were quite explicit about the limited nature of theoretical saturation:

... the constant comparative method cannot be used for both provisional testing and
discovering theory: in theoretical sampling, the data collected are not extensive enough
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and, because of theoretical saturation, are not coded extensively enough to yield provisional
tests ... They are coded only enough to generate, hence to suggest, theory (Glaser & Strauss,
1967: 103).

Theoretical sampling too is considered as a tool of theoretical exploration not
confirmation. The basic idea is to sample new settings which might illuminate
through further comparison the properties and relationships of emerging cate-
gories. Thus the loss rationales of nurses in wards might be compared with loss
rationales in other settings: residential homes or day care facilities for example.
Or one might consider other kinds of social loss which are subject to profes-
sional intervention in different contexts (legal for example) and compare these
with valuations in a medical setting. Theoretical sampling is conceived as an
instrument for generating theory, not investigating cases. Once a theory is
‘up and running’, it is possible to be highly focused and selective in producing
further data relevant to the elaboration or refinement of existing categories.

Despite its appeal, the idea of theoretical saturation itself needs further refinement.
Consistent with their emphasis on emergent ideas, Glaser and Strauss at times
seem to imply that saturation is a function of the data rather than the interpreta-
tion we make of it. Though theoretical sampling becomes increasingly focused
and circumscribed, there remains a chance that additional data may ‘explode’ the
theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 73). Moreover, new interpretations can arise
even as the study goes to press, ‘so the published word is not the final one, but
only a pause in the never-ending process of generating theory’ (Glaser & Strauss,
1967: 40). How then can we be sure that we have achieved saturation? We may
claim saturation without being able to prove it (Charmaz, 2006; Morse, 1995).
Moreover, the saturation metaphor implicitly emphasizes the density of catego-
rization rather than its parsimony. Elegance, precision, coherence, and clarity
are traditional criteria for evaluating theory somewhat swamped by the
metaphorical emphasis on saturation. Elaboration should not obscure the quest
for refinement.

REFLEXIVITY AND REPLICATION

Robin Dunbar (1996) attributes human evolution to the motivating force of
gossip. The recognition of language and in particular narrative as a central
element in the organization of human experience has led to some scepticism
about whether research claims can be grounded at all. The positive side of this
scepticism has been a greater sensitivity to the ‘authoritative’ role of the
researcher in the production of evidence (cf. Altheide & Johnson, 1994).
The development of software for qualitative analysis has also encouraged a more
diligent and disciplined approach to the auditing of the creative process.
It is no longer enough to present a set of conclusions, supported and expanded
by illustration from the evidential base. The reflexive researcher at the very least
has to monitor and present the critical steps in the development of the analysis,
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so that these can be followed (and possibly disputed) by the reader. A dictionary of
category definitions and their conceptual evolution through the analysis is one way
to address this task. However, the dictionary metaphor is more in tune with the clas-
sical model, in which we spell out the criteria (indicators) through which our con-
cepts relate to observations. With a greater appreciation of the cognitive aspects of
categorization, our dictionary has to be complemented by an audit of the more
metaphorical and narrative elements of the analysis. This suggests a shift in focus
from coding and comparison to the rich role that other forms of theorizing can play
in the analysis. The theoretical memo sometimes tends to be cast in the role of bit
actor, perhaps with the best lines but nevertheless playing a subordinate part in the
service of the main drama, seen as the development of a coding framework. Memos
can be conceived mainly as adjuncts to codes and catalysts for their further devel-
opment. Within the compass of a narrative framework, they may contribute more
directly to theoretical development. The cryptic memo may be an appropriate
medium (short and to the point) for sudden insights and creative intuitions, but the
synoptic configuration required of narrative may benefit from a fuller engagement
with memo writing as an integral part of the analytic process.

The impetus to develop a single narrative thread in grounded theory (around
a core category) may survive the move to greater reflexivity, but this does sug-
gest a more open and circumspect approach to the challenges of interpretation.
A good plot does not preclude and indeed positively benefits from the potential
for differing interpretations. The voice of the author becomes one among many
and its claims to authority become more modest and, paradoxically perhaps,
more persuasive. This perspective can be incorporated into the analytic process
in various ways, such as exposing interpretations to the scrutiny of key informants
or independent co-researchers.

Reflexivity can contribute to the grounding of categories by documenting their
evolution through the analytic process. Insofar as this allows other analysts
(at least in principle) to reproduce comparable results from the data, this could
be described as internal replication. However, the data used to generate categories
will always provide a poor basis for validating them. Can external replication
play arole? As we have seen, Glaser and Strauss occasionally acknowledged but
in general were rather indifferent to the demands of independent verification,
having stressed the practical adequacy of theory in the reflexive interpretations
of those practitioners who might apply it in different contexts. External replica-
tion is not dismissed, but largely takes a form attuned to the practical and con-
textual applications envisaged for grounded theory. Although Glaser and Strauss
recognized and did not entirely relinquish the ambition to develop formal theory,
they emphasized the role of theory generation in relation to what they called
substantive theory. The distinction they drew between formal and substantive
theory sometimes focused on levels of abstraction: ‘patient care’ was substantive
while ‘stigma’ was formal (1967: 32). In practice, however, substantive theory is
identified by its practical import and adaptability to specific contexts. In keeping
with the original emphasis on substantive theory, Charmaz (2006) emphasizes the
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role and potential of grounded theory in generating contextually relevant plausible
accounts. This implies a closer relationship between theory and practice,
researchers and practitioners, than the more orthodox idea of replication through
repetition. Even accepting that the test of a theory lies in its practical application,
however, external replication requires some mechanisms for scrutiny and feed-
back from practitioners.

CONCLUSION

I began with a set of questions. Now I shall conclude with some key points.
What are categories? Categories are inherently theoretical, implicitly explana-
tory, and often metaphorical and exemplary rather than rule-bound. What does it
mean to ground categories? It means generating ideas through research in ways
which root categories in evidence without providing a means of independent val-
idation of any emergent theories. How can categories be grounded? This requires
keeping an open mind, rooting categories in the data being analysed, seeking
the underlying logic of apparently disparate events, recognizing causal infer-
ences at work through our categorizations, checking, revising, and amplifying
interpretations through comparison across settings, and using representational
techniques to evaluate evidence and explore connections between categories.
Does this mean coding? There are other approaches, such as narrative analysis
which, because of their interpretive grab, may play a vital role in grounding our
categories. When to stop? This judgement requires attention to the traditional
criteria of good theorizing (elegance, coherence, clarity, precision) and not
just exhausting the possibilities of refinement and elaboration. Is replication
necessary? That may depend on the extent of our theoretical ambitions.

What constructive conclusions can we draw regarding the grounding of
categories in grounded theory? Thanks to the recent and on-going work in
psychology and linguistics, we are acquiring a more complex appreciation of
the nature of categorization. The importance of exemplars, of metaphor, of
causal assumptions, and cognitive models all open up new ways of thinking
about the role categories can play in grounded theory. The grounding of cate-
gories becomes more obviously a conceptual as well as empirical challenge,
requiring fuller reflection on the cognitive underpinnings of the categories we
adopt. This in turn prompts a more open and critical engagement with current
theory, a concern with construct as well as face validity, an attention to underlying
logics as well as surface regularities, and an emphasis on causal powers/mech-
anisms as well as covariation. Various forms of graphic representation (matrices,
mapping, graphs, tables, and Venn diagrams) offer powerful tools for grounding
the substantive relations between categories. With important caveats, coding
remains an important but less central means of grounding categories. Narrative
offers an important (alternative) means of synoptic integration and interpreta-
tion. The elegance and cogency of interpretation loom larger in the criteria for
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judging theoretical adequacy. Reflexivity becomes important in writing about as
well as classifying data. Replication through practical application invites a fuller
collaboration with both informants and practitioners. Developing along these
lines, grounded theory may in some respects differ from that envisaged by its
originators, but not in its core ambition to generate theory of practical value
grounded through systematic confrontation with evidence.
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The Development of
Categories: Different
Approaches in Grounded
Theory

Udo Kelle

INTRODUCTION

One of most crucial and fascinating ideas in The Discovery of Grounded Theory
was that it would provide a methodological groundwork for directly deriving
categories from data of social research. Thereby, grounded theory was meant to
represent an alternative to the classical hypothetico-deductive approach which
requires the construction of clear-cut categories and hypotheses before data are
collected. However, the development of methodological guidelines for empiri-
cally grounded category building turned out to be much more challenging
and difficult than initially thought. In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, the
metaphor of ‘emergence’ was invented which had a far-reaching impact on the
methodological debate but, at the same time, was difficult to be translated into
tangible methodological rules. Glaser and Strauss’s initial idea that categories
would emerge from the data if researchers with sufficient theoretical sensitivity
would apply a technique of constant comparison was difficult to realize in
practice. Consequently, this idea was modified and refined several times in the
ongoing development of grounded theory leading to a variety of different, new,
and complex concepts like theoretical coding, coding families, axial coding,
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coding paradigm, and many others, which supplemented and sometimes dis-
placed the concepts of constant comparison and theoretical sampling from the
early days.

The basic concept of category building through theoretically sensitive con-
stant comparisons will be outlined in the first section of this chapter. It will be
shown that the major problem of those concepts lies in the failure to explicitly
conceptualize the role of previous theoretical knowledge in developing grounded
categories. In the second section, I will discuss the progress which was made
in this respect through the different approaches which Glaser and Strauss
developed after they had finished their methodological cooperation in the late
1970s. 1T will focus on the most prominent differences between the Glaserian
and the Straussian approach, comparing Glaser’s notions of theoretical coding and
coding families with the concept of coding paradigm put forward by Strauss
and Corbin. The pros and cons of both modes of category building will be
treated, and under which conditions and for which research questions these
different approaches are best suited will be discussed.

The most basic challenge in grounded category building is to reconcile
the need of letting categories emerge from the material of research (instead of
forcing preconceived theoretical terms on the data) with the impossibility of
abandoning previous theoretical knowledge. In the third section of the chapter,
I will show how classical methodological concepts (especially the concept of
empirical content) can be employed to distinguish between theoretical notions
that force the data and concepts that support the emergence of new categories.

CATEGORY BUILDING THROUGH CONSTANT COMPARISON:
THE BASIC RULES FROM THE DISCOVERY OF GROUNDED THEORY

How can theoretical categories be developed in the ongoing process of empiri-
cal research? The main purpose of Glaser and Strauss’s first methodological
book The Discovery of Grounded Theory was to show that empirical data
can play a crucial role in that process: the book was written in order to give
examples and rules for category building with the help of empirical data. Both
authors wanted to provide an alternative to the hypothetico-deductive approach
in sociology which demands that precise hypotheses are developed before
data are collected. Consequently, Glaser and Strauss started The Discovery of
Grounded Theory by criticizing the ‘overemphasis in current sociology on the
verification of theory, and a resultant de-emphasis on the prior step of discover-
ing what concepts and hypotheses are relevant for the area that one wishes to
research’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 1f). Contrary to the idea that the main purpose
of empirical research is the testing of explicit theoretical assumptions, they pro-
posed a method for the ‘initial, systematic discovery of the theory from the data
of social research’ (p. 3) that would lead to the development of categories
grounded in the data. But how can the grounding of categories be assured?
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In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, the two most basic rules of category
building are given which still form the backbone of category building in
grounded theory:

o Categories must not be forced on the data, they should emerge instead in the ongoing process
of data analysis.

o In developing categories, the sociologist should employ theoretical sensitivity, which means the
ability to see relevant data and to reflect upon empirical data material with the help of theoret-
ical terms.

The emergence of categories and their properties from the data

The most basic operations which provide the basis for category building are
coding and the constant comparison of data, codes, and the emerging categories.
Most interestingly, the term coding stems from the quantitative tradition of
social research: there it means that predefined codes are used to qualify certain
bits of data. For this purpose, units of analysis (e.g. paragraphs of a certain
newspaper article in a research project about mass media, or an answer to an
open ended question in a survey) have to be determined, and a precise coding
scheme has to be constructed before the analysis. In this case, each code
represents a value of a certain variable (for example, the value affirmation or
disapproval of a variable called ‘Evaluation of political events’). With the help
of such a coding scheme, every unit of analysis can be investigated in order to
find out whether a certain value of a variable applies to it; one may, for exam-
ple, analyze paragraphs of newspaper articles in order to find out whether
the authors express affirmation or disapproval for certain actions taken by the
government. The purpose of this process is to count numbers of codes once
the coding process is finished for all relevant data. Coding of that kind is always
part of a hypothetico-deductive strategy and requires that the full coding scheme
be developed before data are coded.

In a publication in 1960, Howard Becker and Blanche Geer adopted the
term coding for the qualitative research tradition where it meant relating text
segments in field protocols to certain predefined codes. The main purpose of
qualitative coding sensu Becker and Geer was not to count codes but to be able
to find all the different text passages which (in the researcher’s opinion) refer
to a certain topic:

We have tentatively identified, through sequential analysis during the field work, the
major perspectives we want to present and the areas ... to which these perspectives
apply. We now go through the summarized incidents, marking each incident with a number
or numbers that stand for the various areas to which it appears to be relevant. This is
essentially a coding operation ... its object is to make sure that all relevant data can be
brought to bear on a point (Becker & Geer, 1960: 280f).

Since an important aim of this process was to ‘constitute proof for a given propo-
sition,” this procedure still showed a certain proximity to a classical hypothetico-
deductive approach. In their monograph The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
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Glaser and Strauss distanced themselves from that approach by maintaining that
their method was not meant as a technique for the (provisional) testing of
hypotheses, but ‘is concerned with generating and plausibly suggesting many
categories, properties and hypotheses about general problems’ (Glaser & Strauss,
1967: 104). For that reason, coding in grounded theory had to be conducted
without a predefined coding scheme. Categories should ‘emerge’ from the data
if the analyst ‘starts by coding each incident in his data into as many categories
as possible’ (p. 105). This emergence of categories should be supported by the
‘constant comparative method’: while coding, the analyst constantly compares
the already coded incidents (which usually means the text segments which relate
to the incidents) with each other and with incidents not yet coded. ‘This constant
comparison of the incidents very soon starts to generate theoretical properties of
the category’ (p. 106).

From the early days of grounded theory, many users of the method found
it difficult to understand the notions ‘category’ and ‘property’ and to utilize
them in research practice, since these terms were only vaguely defined in
The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Glaser and Strauss gave the following
example: In their own research project about the interaction between nurses and
moribund patients in hospitals they established the category ‘social loss’; nurses
tend to think about their dying patients in terms of the loss which their death
would mean for their social environment (e.g. “What will the children and the
husband do without her,” p. 106). By constantly comparing incidents relevant for
(and coded with) that category, they found various ‘theoretical properties’ of the
category, for instance ‘... we realized that some patients are perceived as a high
social loss and others as a low social loss, and that patient care tends to vary
positively with degree of social loss’ (p. 106). Whereas the notion ‘category’ can
refer to any noun which the researcher found relevant for their research area,
the notion ‘property’ is more difficult to grasp: are the concepts ‘high social
loss’ and ‘patient care’ theoretical properties of the category ‘social loss,” and
what does that mean?

It is helpful here to draw on basic mathematical set or type theory to gain a
better understanding of the relation between incidents, categories, and their
properties: objects (i.e. incidents like text passages describing utterances of
nurses about their patients) can be assigned to a certain class or type or category
(e.g. ‘utterances about social loss’). Classes or types or categories (these three
notions can be treated as equivalent) can be divided into subclasses, subtypes,
or subcategories. Subclasses or subcategories can themselves be divided into
further subcategories. A basic idea of grounded theory is that the whole structure
or system of categories should not be exclusively developed in a top-down
manner by deriving subcategories from major categories. Instead, researchers
are encouraged to find major categories by carefully comparing the initially
found categories (which may later become subcategories) and by integrating
them into a larger structure. A hierarchically ordered structure of subcategories
can develop (see Figure 9.1). It becomes possible to differentiate incidents in the
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Social loss

| Degree of social loss | | Significance of social attributes |

| High | | Medium | |Low| | Apparent attributes | | Learned attributes|

Figure 9.1 Hierarchical structure of (sub)categories.

data or text passages classified as dealing with social loss according to the
subcategory ‘degree of social loss’ by forming further subcategories ‘high social
loss,” ‘medium social loss,” and ‘low social loss.” The whole range or set of these
three subcategories then represents a theoretical property of the category social loss.

It is important to note that classes can always be divided into subclasses
according to different criteria. Nurses use social attributes to calculate social
loss, some of which are perceived immediately (like age, gender), while others
are learned after some time (like social class, educational status). Thus, signifi-
cance of social attributes could form a further subcategory of social loss with
the two subcategories apparent attributes and learned attributes.

There are sets of (sub)categories which are mutually exclusive, while others
are not. The subcategories high social loss, medium social loss, and low social
loss form a range of mutually exclusive (non-overlapping) classes: there should
be no incident which can be assigned to more than one of the three subcategories
(which means that a certain utterance about a social loss cannot express simul-
taneously high social loss and low social loss). There are other categories or
classes to which objects can be assigned simultaneously. Figure 9.2 demonstrates
a very simple geometrical example for that. The 10 objects can be classified
according to the category ‘size’ (with the subcategories small and big) and accord-
ing to the category ‘shape’ (with the subcategories rectangular and circular).

In grounded theory, incidents and text segments can also be assigned to
several categories in a similar (albeit more complicated) fashion: by carefully
comparing text segments dealing with social loss, one may find that many of
them can be also attributed to the category ‘patient care’ (since they contain
nurses’ utterances about how to care for dying patients) and to the subcategories
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Figure 9.2



196 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

‘intense patient care’ or ‘cursory patient care.” One may even find that text seg-
ments relating to high social loss can often be assigned to intense patient care
which shows a possible relation between the two categories. This relation can
likewise be regarded as a theoretical property of the category social loss.

By looking for commonalities and differences between incidents, the constant
comparative method can thus reveal two different kinds of theoretical properties:
possible sets of subcategories of a given category, and relations to other cate-
gories. The decisive question of constant comparison is thus: according to which
criteria do the incidents vary? These criteria of variation form the categories or
subcategories the analyst looks for, or they are at least suggestive of such cate-
gories. Thereby the analyst has to obtain the most basic rule of grounded theory:
do not force preconceived categories on the data, but let the categories emerge
from the data.

Theoretical sensitivity as a prerequisite for category building

Similar to the concepts ‘category’ and °‘properties of categories, many
researchers who start their first grounded theory project will also find the idea of
emergence difficult to apply in practice. In particular, the request ‘literally to
ignore the literature of theory and fact on the area under study, in order to assure
that the emergence of categories will not be contaminated’ (Glaser & Strauss,
1967: 37) can lead inexperienced users of grounded theory procedures to adopt
an unrealistic idea about their work. Novices who wish to firmly observe the
principle of ‘emergence’ often experience the search for categories as extremely
tedious and a subject of sometimes numerous and endless team sessions, leading
to a proliferation of categories which makes the whole process insurmountable.
Often these researchers translate the instruction to let categories emerge from the
data into a demand to transform every idea or concept which comes into their
minds when reading the textual data into a category. In a methodological self-
reflection, a group of junior researchers who had asked me for advice described
this problem as follows:

Especially the application of an open coding strategy recommended by Glaser and
Strauss—the text is read line by line and coded ad hoc—proved to be unexpectedly
awkward and time consuming. (...) Our attempts to analyse the data were governed by the
idea that we should address the text tabula rasa and by the fear to structure data too much
on the basis of our previous knowledge. Consequently every word in the data was credited
with high significance. These uncertainties were not eased by advice from the corresponding
literature that open coding means a ‘preliminary breaking down of data’ and that the
emerging concepts will prove their usefulness in the ongoing analysis. Furthermore, in
the beginning we had the understanding that ‘everything counts’ and ‘everything is impor-
tant'—even every marginal incident and phenomenon was coded, recorded in numerous
memos, and extensively discussed. This led to an insurmountable mass of data ... (cf. Kelle
et al., 2002, translated from German to English by Udo Kelle).

These researchers did not use line-by-line coding as a device for the initial
breaking down of the data (as proposed by Glaser and Strauss), but as a tedious
task of tracking down a ‘complete and true meaning’ in the data. Although such
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a procedure certainly goes against the intentions of the founders of grounded
theory, it is interesting to note that the experience of these researchers underlines
an important epistemological insight which is nowadays generally accepted:
scientific observations are always ‘theory laden’ (cf. Hanson, 1965).

The idea that theoretical categories and propositions could be derived by
simple (‘inductive’) generalization from observable data by researchers who
have freed their minds from any theoretical preconceptions whatsoever before
collecting empirical data manifests a rather outmoded view of scientific inquiry
(nowadays often called ‘naive empiricism’ or ‘naive inductivism,” cf. Chalmers,
1999). It is one of the most widely accepted insights of the philosophy of
science and cognitive psychology that ‘there are and can be no sensations
unimpregnated by expectations’ (Lakatos, 1978: 15) and that the construction of
theoretical categories, whether empirically grounded or not, cannot start ab ovo,
but have to draw on already existing stocks of knowledge. ‘Both historical exam-
ples and recent philosophical analysis have made it clear that the world is always
perceived through the “lenses” of some conceptual network or other and that
such networks and the languages in which they are embedded may, for all we
know, provide an ineliminable “tint” to what we perceive’ (Laudan, 1977: 15).
Empirical researchers (whether in the natural sciences or in the humanities)
would need such ‘lenses’ or conceptual networks otherwise they would not be
able to observe and describe meaningful events.

Certainly Glaser and Strauss did not overlook this problem, as one can easily
see if one reads The Discovery of Grounded Theory with care. On page 3 they
emphasize: ‘Of course, the researcher does not approach reality as a tabula rasa.
He must have a perspective that will help him see relevant data and abstract
significant categories from his scrutiny of the data’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 3).
Later they give a more detailed account of what they mean by the researcher’s
ability to ‘see relevant data.” To discover grounded theories one needs ‘theoretical
sensitivity,” an ‘ability to have theoretical insight into [one’s] area of research,
combined with an ability to make something of [one’s] insights’ (p. 46). But how
can this ability be achieved? The Discovery of Grounded Theory contains only a
few pages that address this question, comprising two advisory statements about
how theoretical sensitivity can be enhanced:

1. The sociologist should harbor ‘an armamentarium of categories and hypotheses on substantive
and formal levels. This theory that exists within a sociologist can be used in generating his spe-
cific theory' (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 46). Obviously existing theories can be clearly helpful in cat-
egory building, and fruitful insights shall be drawn from them. Glaser and Strauss maintain that
an empirically grounded theory usually combines categories and hypotheses which have emerged
from the data with concepts arising from the researcher’s previous theoretical knowledge.

2. A strong commitment to ‘one specific preconceived theory' (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 46), espe-
cially to ‘grand theory,” must be avoided to get around the danger that categories of a ‘pet
theory’ are forced on the data.

‘Indeed the trick is to line up what one takes as theoretically possible or prob-
able with what one is finding in the field’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 253).
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This trick, however, is difficult to learn for many researchers. Given the concept
of ‘emergence, so highly esteemed in The Discovery of Grounded Theory, and
given the advice to abstain from reading literature about the field under investi-
gation, some readers may be drawn towards the idea that theoretical concepts
emerge from the data only if the empirical field is approached with no precon-
ceived theories or hypotheses whatsoever. Others who wish to demonstrate ‘the-
oretical sensitivity’ may be worried that they will force inappropriate categories
on the data when applying a specific sociological theory. It is obviously a chal-
lenging task to approach the empirical field without a predefined set of cate-
gories (which are applied on each empirical observation), and to hold various
different theories in abeyance in order to use theoretical concepts only if they fit
the data. Unfortunately, The Discovery of Grounded Theory neither gives clear-
cut methodological rules nor practical examples about how previous theoretical
knowledge can be fruitfully introduced in the process of category building. Thus
the two basic rules presented previously, to abstain from forcing preconceived
concepts, and to utilize theoretical sensibility in this process, are obviously
difficult to reconcile.

THE GLASERIAN VS. THE STRAUSSIAN APPROACH: TWO WAYS OF
THEORETICALLY INFORMED CATEGORY BUILDING

The Discovery of Grounded Theory invites empirical researchers to develop
their own ideas instead of applying ungrounded theories in their empirical field
and restricting the empirical work on the testing of hypotheses, which has a
liberating and stimulating effect, especially on junior researchers or doctoral
students. However, in the years following The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
the apparent antagonism between emergence and theoretical sensitivity remained
a major problem for teaching the methodology of grounded theory.

In their later writings, Glaser and Strauss undertook a variety of efforts to
clarify the idea of theoretical sensitivity and to account for the necessary
‘theory-ladenness’ of empirical observation. Regrettably, these efforts
led both authors in different directions and contributed to a major split between
them. In 1978 (more than one decade after the publication of The Discovery of
Grounded Theory), Barney Glaser tried to clarify the concept of theoretical
sensitivity in his own monograph of that title. In doing so, he coined the terms
‘theoretical codes,” ‘theoretical coding,” and ‘coding families’ to describe a
process whereby analysts have a great variety of theoretical concepts at their
disposal to structure the developing categories and the emerging theory.
Strauss developed a different conception: the most important categories shall be
developed and related to each other by a so-called ‘paradigm model, a straight-
forward model of human action and interaction rooted in pragmatist social
theory. (In his later writings Strauss gave up this strong inclination towards
action.) These two models for grounding categories and their differences will be
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described and their advantages and disadvantages will be discussed in the
following section.

Barney Glaser’s model of theoretical coding

According to Glaser, one of the main reasons to write Theoretical Sensitivity was
that the discussion of theoretical sensitivity turned out to be ‘a major gap in
The Discovery of Grounded Theory’ (Glaser, 1978: 1). Glaser here attempts to
unfold the technical aspects of theoretical sensitivity by inventing a new dif-
ferentiation in the coding process. He distinguishes between ‘theoretical coding’
and ‘substantive coding’ while linking two different types of codes to these
forms of coding: substantive codes and theoretical codes. (Codes or conceptual
codes is thereby used as synonymous for ‘categories and their properties.”)

Substantive codes, which shall relate to the empirical substance of the
research domain are developed during open coding, the first stage of the coding
process. It could be either words informed by the language use of actors in the
field (so called ‘in vivo codes’) or notions drawn from sociological terminology
(which Glaser calls ‘sociological constructs’). In order to establish relations
between such substantive codes, the analyst needs theoretical codes which
‘conceptualize how the substantive codes may relate to each other as hypotheses
to be integrated into a theory’ (Glaser, 1978: 72). Theoretical codes are terms
which describe possible relations between substantive codes and thereby help
to form theoretical models. The examples Glaser uses for such theoretical
codes are formal and highly abstract concepts from epistemology and socio-
logical ‘grand theory’ which make basic claims about the ordering of the
(social) world. Terms like causes, contexts, consequences, and conditions, for
instance may help to develop links between codes: by calling certain events
(which were coded with the help of substantive codes) ‘causes’ and others
‘effects,” the previously developed substantive codes can be integrated into a
causal model.

Glaser then presents a list of so-called theoretical ‘coding families,” merging
concepts which come from various (sociological, philosophical, or everyday)
contexts, for example:

e terms, which relate to the degree of an attribute or property (‘degree family’), like ‘limit," ‘range,’
‘extent,’ ‘amount,” etc.

o terms, which refer to the relation between a whole and its elements (‘dimension family’), like
‘element,’ ‘part,’ ‘facet,’ ‘slice," ‘sector,’ ‘aspect,’ ‘segment,” etc.

o terms, which refer to cultural phenomena (‘cultural family’) like ‘social norms," ‘social values,’
‘social beliefs,” etc.

and fourteen further coding families containing notions from diverse theoretical
backgrounds, debates, and schools of philosophy or the social sciences. Thereby,
many of these terms can be subsumed under different coding families: the term
goal, for instance, belongs to a coding family referring to action strategies
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(strategies family) as well as to a coding family referring to the relation between
means and ends (means-goal family).

The diverse coding families can obviously serve as a fund of concepts which
may guide researchers in developing their ability to think about empirical
observations in theoretical terms. However, their utility for the development of
theoretical relations between the ‘substantive codes’ is limited. The reason for
that is that one can make sense of coding families (which Glaser presents as
an unsorted list of terms) only if one is clear about their inner relations and
their embeddedness into greater conceptual networks. This can be easily demon-
strated with regard to Glaser’s first coding family (the six C’s, which he
obviously considers as the most important) referring (among other things) to
causal relations. Terms denoting causal relations (like cause, condition, conse-
quence, etc.), however, are in themselves not sufficient for the development of
causal models. To construct a causal model about the relation between specific
events it would be necessary to use substantial (i.e. sociological, psychological)
categories which define those types of events which can be generally considered
as causes and those which are usually to be seen as effects. By using merely a
formal coding family denoting causal relations without reference to substantial
categories, one could treat arbitrarily all kinds of events which can be found in
the research field as causes and effects. To simply use the notion of causality
while investigating youth delinquency could mean that one regards deviant
behavior either as a cause or as an effect of negative sanctions. To choose
between these two possibilities one would not primarily need formal terms
(like cause and effect) but a theoretical code based on a sociological perspective.
This could either (like classical learning theory or role theory) explain sanctions
as a result of behavior or it could describe deviant behavior as a result of stigma-
tizing sanctions (like labeling theory). A crucial problem with Glaser’s list of
coding families is that it lacks a differentiation between formal or logical cate-
gories (like causality) and substantial sociological concepts (like social roles,
identity, culture); both types of categories would have to be linked to each other
in order to develop empirically grounded categories. Although Glaser’s list of
coding families certainly does not exclude such a sophisticated use of theoreti-
cal codes, the whole problem is not even mentioned in Theoretical Sensitivity.
This causes problems particularly for novice researchers trying to make
adequate use of the whole concept of theoretical coding: in a similar fashion to
the notion of theoretical sensitivity, the concept does not entail a set of method-
ological rules applicable in research practice concerning how to structure the
emerging categories with the help of theoretical knowledge. The problem is
not so much that Glaser’s list of coding families would not be sufficient to
stimulate the discovery of possible theoretical relations between incidents in the
data or between newly developed categories. It is rather that the employment of
such an unordered list for the construction of grounded theories is very difficult
if the researcher does not have a very broad theoretical background knowledge
at hand concerning the different theoretical perspectives entailed in the list.
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Anselm Strauss’s concept of a ‘coding paradigm’

In his book Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists, published in 1987, Anselm
Strauss goes one step further in explicating the concrete steps a researcher can
take to develop categories from empirical data with a theoretical perspective in
mind. The book had evolved from a research seminar set up to train students in
grounded theory procedures (Legewie & Schervier-Legewie, 2004). Like Glaser
before him (who used experiences from the seminar which he had run between
1968 and 1979 to author Theoretical Sensitivity), Strauss was aware of the
difficulties novices ‘have in generating genuine categories. The common ten-
dency is simply to take a bit of the data (a phrase or sentence or paragraph) and
translate that into a précis of it’ (Strauss, 1987: 29). Many users of grounded
theory procedures, novices in particular, often did not come to terms with devel-
oping true theoretical categories. Frequently, categories plucked from the data
were only summaries or descriptions.

When Strauss wrote his own new methodological monograph, he and Barney
Glaser had not worked together on joint research projects for some time.
Although pages of the introduction are filled with extensive quotes from
Theoretical Sensitivity, and some of the terms Glaser had invented were men-
tioned (for instance, open coding, in vivo codes, or sociological constructs),
Strauss paid absolutely no heed to two concepts pivotal to Glaser’s view on
theoretical sensitivity: theoretical coding and coding families. Furthermore,
Strauss invented the new term (coding paradigm) which he used to structure data
and to clarify relations between categories:

It is central to the coding procedures. Although especially helpful to beginning analysts, in
a short time this paradigm quite literally becomes part and parcel of the analyst’s thought
processes. Whether explicit or implicit, it functions as a reminder to code data for relevance
to whatever phenomena are referenced by a given category (Strauss, 1987: 27).

The coding paradigm comes into play during ‘axial coding,” an advanced stage
of open coding. Whereas open coding starts by ‘scrutinizing the fieldnote, inter-
view, or other document very closely; line by line, or even word by word. The
aim is to produce concepts that seem to fit the data’ (Strauss, 1987: 28), axial
coding ‘consists of intense analysis done around one category at a time in terms
of the paradigm items’ (Strauss, 1987: 32). This category forms the ‘axis’ around
which further coding and category building is done and may eventually become
the core category of the emerging theory.

Strauss elaborates further on the concepts ‘coding paradigm’ and ‘axial
coding’ in Basics of Qualitative Research published together with a new
co-author, Juliet Corbin (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This book attempted to
describe grounded theory procedures in a didactic step-by-step mode. The
coding paradigm fulfils the same function as a Glaserian coding family; it
represents a group of abstract theoretical terms which are used to develop cate-
gories from the data and to find relations between them. Similar to Glaser’s
coding families, the coding paradigm takes into account that the development
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of categories requires either a previously defined theoretical framework or at
least the possibility to draw on a selection of such frameworks if one wants to
avoid being flooded by the data

However, the coding paradigm turned out much more instructive for many
grounded theory users than the coding family conception. While Glaser had
proposed a long and only loosely ordered list of more or less related groups of
sociological and formal terms, Strauss and Corbin advise the researcher to
use one general model of action rooted in pragmatist and interactionist social
theory (cf. Corbin, 1991: 36; Strauss, 1990: 7) to build a skeleton or ‘axis’ for the
developing categories and their relations. Thereby, a general ‘paradigm model’
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990: 99) is established which determines the analysis of
action and interaction strategies of the actors as the main purpose of grounded
theory. Special emphasis is laid on the intentions and goals of the actors in this
process. Categories developed during open coding shall be investigated whether
they relate to: (1) phenomena at which the actions and interactions in the domain
under study are directed; (2) causal conditions which lead to the occurrence
of these phenomena; (3) attributes of the context of the investigated phenomena;
(4) additional intervening conditions by which the investigated phenomena are
influenced; (5) action and interactional strategies the actors use to handle the
phenomena; and (6) the consequences of their actions and interactions. Thus the
analyst is advised to identify types of phenomena, contexts, causal, intervening
conditions, and consequences which are relevant for the most important category
or categories in order to develop an ‘axis’ for the grounded theory. If, for instance,
social aspects of chronic pain are investigated, the researcher shall try to deter-
mine action contexts in the data which are typical for patients with chronic pain
as well as characteristic patterns of pain management strategies. Thereafter, it can
be examined which pain management strategies are used by persons with chronic
pain under certain conditions and in varying action contexts. This may then lead
to the construction of models of action which provide the basis for a theory about
action strategies generally pursued under conditions of chronic pain.

Pros and cons of the two approaches

Regarding the role of previous theoretical knowledge in the research process,
one can now draw on two different versions of grounded theory which vary to
a considerable extent. In 1992, Glaser attacked Strauss and Corbin in a
monograph published in his private publication venture titled Emergence vs.
Forcing. In this, Glaser accuses Strauss of having betrayed the common cause of
grounded theory. By applying the concepts of axial coding and coding para-
digms, researchers would force categories on the data instead of allowing the
categories to emerge. Glaser’s charges, which were written in an exceptionally
polemical and even personally hostile manner, were never answered publicly
by Strauss and Corbin. Nevertheless, several questions remain: which of the two
approaches would better reflect the original intentions of grounded theory?
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Which one would be better suited for developing categories from the data and
which is more easily applicable in research practice?

All of the differing concepts ‘theoretical sensitivity,” ‘theoretical coding,’
‘axial coding,’ ‘coding paradigm,” and ‘coding families’ represent attempts to
solve a fundamental methodological problem which arises with the claim to let
categories ‘emerge’ from the data: a strategy of investigation which approaches
an empirical domain without any theoretical preconceptions is simply not
feasible—such a method would yield a plethora of incoherent observations and
descriptions rather than empirically grounded categories or hypotheses. The
emergence of theoretical categories which can adequately describe phenomena
in the empirical field is always dependent on the researcher’s theoretical
sensitivity, their ability to grasp empirical phenomena in theoretical terms. This
competence demands an extended training and a broad background in sociolog-
ical theory (cf. Glaser, 1992: 28). This is especially the case if the Glaserian
approach is used: one would need an advanced understanding of different
thoughts of school, their terminology, and their possible relations to make use
of Glaser’s list of coding families, to choose the coding families most adequate
for the data and to combine different coding families in a meaningful way.
Nevertheless, the methodological usefulness of this list is limited in more than
one respect: novices in empirical research will have difficulties in handling
the more or less unsystematic compilation of theoretical terms from various
sociological and epistemological backgrounds. Researchers with broad theoret-
ical background knowledge, and longstanding experience in the application of
theoretical terms, will certainly not need such a list.

At first glance, Strauss and Corbin’s ‘coding paradigm’ represents a more
user-friendly concept, since it describes the construction of a theoretical frame-
work for the development of empirically grounded categories in an explicit
manner. By drawing on this concept, researchers with limited experience in the
application of theoretical knowledge can use grounded theory methodology
without taking the risk of being flooded by the data. Researchers may feel too
constrained by the specific theoretical perspective embedded in the coding
paradigm which stems from a certain theoretical tradition: philosophical and
sociological pragmatism originating from the works of Peirce, Dewey, and
Mead. Glaser’s critique that the coding paradigm may lead to the forcing of
categories on the data thus cannot be dismissed.

However, the conceptual design of the coding paradigm carries a broad and
general understanding of action which is compatible with a wide variety of socio-
logical theories (ranging from sociological phenomenology to Rational Choice
Theory and even to functionalist role theory), and which is also entailed in several
of Glaser’s coding families: viewed from a Glaserian perspective, the coding
paradigm can be regarded as a combination of aspects which Glaser disperses
among different coding families, since it blends parts of the first coding family
(the six C’s, causes, contexts, contingencies, consequences, covariances, and
conditions) with the ‘strategy family’ and the ‘means-goal family.’



204 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

The coding paradigm presented by Strauss and Corbin in 1990 is specifically
linked to a micro-sociological perspective on social phenomena emphasizing
the role of human action and agency in social life. Interestingly, this perspective
is also shared by Glaser who rarely includes terms from macro-sociological
approaches into his coding families. Furthermore, in Theoretical Sensitivity,
he himself asserts that coding and coded incidents have to be related to actions
of the actors in the empirical domain. Finally, the concept of ‘Basic Social
Processes’ which was crucial for Glaserian grounded theory particularly at that
time shows strong associations to sociological pragmatism. Thus it is at least
doubtful whether theoretical coding sensu Glaser was originally developed to
foster a highly pluralistic use of theoretical codes, including the use of concepts
from macro-sociological approaches (although theoretical coding can be
definitely expanded in that direction). All of the substantive (as compared to the
formal) coding families presented by Glaser in Theoretical Sensitivity show a
strong relation to a micro-sociological perspective which places actors and
their actions in the focus of analysis (with categories like strategies, tactics,
maneuverings, identity, goals, anticipated consequences, and others). There is
no coding family referring to system theory (with terms like integration, differ-
entiation, or emergent properties). However, an analyst familiar with such a
theoretical perspective may easily develop such a coding family and apply it,
for instance, in a grounded theory about a certain organization. However,
researchers with a strong background in macro-sociology and system theory
may feel uncomfortable with Strauss and Corbin’s coding paradigm, since
such a micro-sociological and action-oriented approach goes contrary to their
requirements.

Following the Straussian route by constructing one’s own coding paradigm
connected to the theoretical tradition one prefers would be one possibility to
stick with grounded theory methodology without adopting the (meta)theoretical
orientation of its founding parents. The methodology of grounded theory is
undoubtedly open enough to allow for such a stance. The other possibility to
avoid unwillingly introducing unwanted theoretical tenets is to draw on
Glaserian theoretical coding while choosing and developing suitable theoretical
codes and coding families using a theoretical approach one finds suitable for
the area under study. In a grounded theory study about the process of care giving
for elderly and frail relatives at home, for instance, one may use theoretical
codes derived from decision theory (focusing on the intentions of the actors, as
well as their perceived ‘costs’ and ‘benefits’ of care giving) or codes based on role
theory (focusing on the expectations of the social environment). Such a strategy
is clearly more flexible in regard to the variety of theoretical perspectives which
can be used. However, one has always to keep in mind that such theoretical
codes must not be ‘forced’ on the data (which means that they may only be used
if the data material itself suggests their use: one may only apply an approach
based on utility theory, for instance, if the research subjects did refer to what can
be considered ‘costs’ or ‘benefits’ of the care giving situation). This makes such
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a strategy much more challenging for novices than the use of a readymade
conceptual framework or coding paradigm.

As far as the role of previous theoretical knowledge is concerned, the crucial
difference between Glaserian and Straussian category building lies in the fact
that Strauss suggests the utilization of a specified theoretical framework based
on a certain understanding of human action, whereas Glaser emphasizes that
coding is a process of combining ‘the analyst’s scholarly knowledge and his
research knowledge of the substantive field’ (Glaser, 1978: 70) and has to be
realized in the ongoing coding process, which often means that it has to be
conducted on the basis of a broad theoretical background knowledge which
cannot be made fully explicit in the beginning of analysis

Unfortunately, Glaser tends to exaggerate these differences and resorts to
an inductivist rhetoric which produces a highly obscure image of empirical
research. Therefore, he does not only expect a researcher working with grounded
theory procedures to approach the research field without any precise research
questions or research problems (‘He moves in with the abstract wonderment
of what is going on that is an issue and how it is handled,” Glaser, 1992: 22); he
also burdens his method (and possible users) with unrealistic truth claims. Thus
Glaser maintains: ‘In grounded theory (...) when the analyst sorts by theoretical
codes everything fits, as the world is socially integrated and grounded theory
simply catches this integration through emergence’ (Glaser, 1992: 84).
‘Grounded theory looks for what is, not what might be, and therefore needs no
test” (Glaser, 1992: 67). Such assertions display at least a gleam of epistemolog-
ical fundamentalism (or ‘certism’; Lakatos, 1978) and perpetuate the outmoded
and positivistic idea that by using an inductive method empirical researchers
may gain the ability to conceive ‘facts as they are.” However, Glaser makes
clear elsewhere that theoretical concepts do not simply arise from the data alone
but require careful ‘theoretical coding’ (that means: the categorizing of empiri-
cal data on the basis of previous theoretical knowledge). Thus the suspicion
arises that his ‘emergence talk’ does not describe a methodological strategy
but simply offers a way to immunize theories from criticism with the help of
a methodological rhetoric (claiming that researchers following the ‘true path’
of grounded theory can never go wrong since the categories have emerged
from data).

Grounded theory was originally developed to provide an alternative to a
strict hypothetico-deductive model of social research which restricts the func-
tion of empirical research to the testing of ready-made hypotheses. This exper-
imental model of research represented a mainline approach towards
methodology in social research at least in the 1950s and 1960s, although field
studies conducted by famous ethnographers (like Malinowski or Margaret
Mead) or outstanding sociological researchers (namely the members of the
Chicago School) in the first decades of the twentieth century had demonstrated
that field research in the social sciences cannot be pursued with the help of
such a model. The concept of emergence which was meant to replace the
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deductive concept of hypothesis testing drawn from experimental research
can provoke misunderstandings (namely the idea that categories emerge from
the data if a researcher avoids the use of any theoretical preconception
whatsoever). Qualitative researchers applying grounded theory methodology
must therefore use the emergence concept in an epistemologically informed
way: they must take into account that although qualitative research does not
start with readymade and precise hypotheses, the development of categories
from empirical data is dependent on the availability of adequate theoretical con-
cepts. In the following it will be shown how the concept of empirical content
can assist researchers in using their previous theoretical knowledge without
forcing the data.

THE USE OF PREVIOUS THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE
IN CATEGORY BUILDING

If one sets aside Glaser’s inductivist rhetoric, his concepts of theoretical codes
and coding families represent a way systematically to introduce theoretical
knowledge into the coding process without ‘forcing’ preconceived categories on
the data. The conception of coding families make clear that certain types of
theoretical knowledge are clearly helpful in deriving grounded categories from
the data. Furthermore it allows for more theoretical pluralism than Strauss
and Corbin’s coding paradigm. However, as has been said before, the conception
of coding families will be more difficult to employ for non-experienced
researchers who may have problems in realizing the differences between theo-
retical knowledge, which forces the data, and theoretical concepts, which help
with the emergence of suitable theoretical categories from the data. This situa-
tion may lead to the impression that theoretical sensitivity is merely an individ-
ual quality of researchers. However, if the use of previous theoretical knowledge
is based on a sound methodological and epistemological basis novice
researchers may easily learn to distinguish between theoretical notions that force
the data and concepts that support the emergence of new categories. If that
distinction can be made in a proper way the use of a predefined coding paradigm
will also become possible: the researcher will then be able to select theoretical
codes before the data are coded and to use predefined category schemes without
abandoning basic principles of grounded theory (specifically the principle of
discovering new patterns and relations in the data). But how can this task be
achieved?

In the following text, it will be demonstrated that an understanding of classi-
cal methodological concepts like ‘falsifiability’ or ‘empirical content” will be
helpful for that purpose. A distinction between theoretical notions with high
empirical content on the one hand and notions with low empirical content on
the other hand can be an important tool for understanding the role of previous
theoretical knowledge in developing grounded categories. Theoretical categories
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with high empirical content or high falsifiability are an essential part of a
hypothetico-deductive research strategy, but can easily lead to forcing of the data
if a grounded theory approach is used. Take the following hypothesis as an
example: “Young adults with a middle class background (defined in terms of
income and educational status of their parents) have a better chance of attending
university than young people with a working class background.” This hypothesis
can be empirically tested (and thus be falsified if counter evidence is discovered
during such a test), since each category in this statement can in principle
be operationalized and measured (e.g. by defining young adults as ‘men and
women aged between 18 years and 25 years’ or defining educational status as
‘level of school leaving exam’). Categories and hypotheses of that type guide
good quantitative social research, but the attempt to design a grounded theory
project on such a basis would lead to methodological misuse: one would collect
lots of material not suited to test the specific hypotheses and definitely disregard
the richness of the data one can collect with the help of qualitative methods.
The process of theory building in a grounded theory project can benefit from
theoretical concepts with low empirical content which do not force the data but
may serve as heuristic devices which will be discussed in the following two
sections. In these sections I will present examples for two different types of
heuristic concepts with limited empirical content which can be either utilized in
open coding or as a means to define category schemes before data are collected:
first, theoretical notions, definitions and categories drawn from ‘grand theories’
and second, common sense categories which relate to general topics of interest
covered in the data.

Theoretical categories with limited empirical content
as heuristic devices

A great number of theoretical notions, definitions, and categories drawn from
grand theories (categories like identity, status, roles, systems, structure, values,
and deviance), lack empirical content; they are so broad and abstract that it is
difficult to directly deduce empirically contentful or falsifiable propositions
from them which can be tested in a hypothetico-deductive framework. A propo-
sition like ‘A social role defines the expected behavior connected to a given
social position’ may serve as a good example of that. This statement has no (or
very limited) empirical content which means that it is hard to imagine a direct
empirical test which could disprove or falsify it: someone who tries to present a
counter example (that would mean a social role not defining expected behavior
connected to a social position) would even demonstrate thereby that he did not
understand the meaning of such a statement: it is obviously not suited for being
tested through empirical data. However, such theoretical categories can sensitize
the researcher to identify theoretically relevant phenomena in their field. Herbert
Blumer had proposed the term ‘sensitizing concepts’ to denote abstract notions
which ‘lack precise reference and have no bench marks which allow a clean cut
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identification of a specific instance’ (Blumer, 1954: 7) and distinguished them
from ‘definitive concepts’:

Whereas definitive concepts provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing concepts
merely suggest directions along which to look. The hundreds of our concepts—like culture,
institutions, social structure, mores and personality—are not definitive concepts but are
sensitizing in nature (Blumer, 1954).

Sensitizing concepts can fulfill an important role in empirical research, since
their lack of empirical content permits researchers to apply them to a wide
array of phenomena. Regardless how empirically contentless and vague they are,
they may serve as heuristic devices for the construction of empirically grounded
categories. A category like ‘identity’ may serve as an example for that. To oper-
ationalize such a category is much more difficult than to operationalize terms
like ‘university attendance’ or ‘educational status of parents.” And to directly
derive falsifiable and testable propositions from that concept alone (that means
without using any further concepts or empirical information) could be a trouble-
some task; the assertion, for instance, that individuals develop a certain identity
in a given social domain does not imply a lot of information or empirical con-
tent by itself. Such a concept could be, however, extremely useful if one wants
to formulate empirical research questions for a given substantive field: Does
identity formation play an important role in the empirical domain under study?
What processes of identity formation take place? By which means do empirical
actors develop and defend their identity? Is the identity or self-definition of
certain actors challenged by others? Which strategies do actors employ to defend
and to maintain their identity if challenged? How do others counteract such
strategies? Therefore, a sensible way to use a heuristic concept like identity in
grounded theory research is not to derive a ‘hypothesis,” which can be ‘empiri-
cally tested’ (like the hypothesis about the relation between social background
and university attendance presented above), but to employ it as a conceptual
frame which helps to understand empirical phenomena found in the research
field. By employing a term like identity in a study about juveniles living in
institutional care one may identify strategies how young people preserve and
develop their identity under difficult circumstances. Identifying such strategies
may lead to the development of empirically contentful statements (maintaining,
for instance, that young people in care homes develop different strategies of
identity formation compared to children in foster families) which can be further
examined in subsequent research. Thus one can apply abstract theoretical cate-
gories with a general scope (which refer to various kinds of phenomena) but with
limited empirical content (like identity or social role) as heuristic devices to
develop empirically grounded categories with a limited scope and high empiri-
cal content (like ‘identity formation of juveniles taken away from their parents
and living in care homes in the UK”).

A variety of concepts coming from differing theoretical approaches in sociol-
ogy and social psychology can be used in such a way. It is also possible to use
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categories from schools of thought which are normally remote from qualitative
research, like rational choice theory, as heuristic devices. A core assumption of
rational choice theory is that human actors will choose the action which seems
the most adequate for the achievement of a desired goal from a set of given
action alternatives. However, without specifying which goals the actors pursue
and which actions they consider to be adequate, the theory is like an ‘empty
sack’ (cf. Simon, 1985). Thus, the core assumptions of utility theory contain
almost no empirical content if they are not supplemented by auxiliary assump-
tions or ‘bridge hypotheses.” Accordingly, rational choice theory may provide
qualitative researchers with useful research questions, sensitizing concepts,
and heuristic categories: one may, for instance, code incidents in the data which
refer to the potential costs and benefits certain actions have for the actors, or
one may code incidents which relate to the intentions and goals of the research
subjects or to the means they use to reach their goals.

In this manner, a wide array of sensitizing categories from different theo-
retical traditions can be used to develop empirically grounded categories. Many
researchers find it easier to let categories emerge if one stays with one particu-
lar theoretical tradition, however Glaser is certainly right with his frequent
warnings that the utilization of a single pet theory will almost necessarily lead
to the neglect of heuristic concepts better suited to the specific domain under
scrutiny. There are heuristic concepts which capture a broad variety of different
processes and events and nevertheless may exclude certain phenomena from
being analyzed: thus the extended use of concepts from micro-sociological
action theory (e.g. actors, goals, strategies) can preclude a system theory and
macro-perspective on the research domain. A strategy of coding which uses
different and even competing theoretical perspectives may often be superior to
a strategy which remains restricted to a limited number of pet concepts.
Furthermore, analysts should always ask themselves whether the chosen heuris-
tic categories lead to the exclusion of certain processes and events from being
analyzed and coded, since this would be an attribute of a category with high
empirical content which refers to a circumscribed set of phenomena (akin to
the definitive category ‘young adults’ excluding older persons).

Common sense categories

Another kind of heuristic categories which do not force data but allow for the
discovery of empirically contentful categories are categories which refer to
topics of interest contained in the data. Drawing on general commonsense
knowledge can easily identify such ‘topic oriented categories.” Categories like
school, work, or family are simple examples of that, but topic oriented categories
may be far more complex. They can also be related to specific local knowledge of
the investigated field the researcher knows beforehand and thus mimic in vivo codes
(although they are not discovered during open coding). However, as with heuris-
tic theoretical concepts, one question remains of utmost importance: Does a certain



210 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF GROUNDED THEORY

code serve for heuristic purposes and can it thereby be related to important phe-
nomena in the field or does it exclude relevant processes or events from analysis?

Suitable heuristic categories, whether developed from grand theory or taken
from commonsense knowledge, do not force the data since they lack empirical
content. This makes them useless for a hypothetico-deductive strategy; their
strength is in the context of exploratory, interpretive research. Such categories
fit various kinds of social reality and it will not be necessary to know concrete
facts about the investigated domain before data collection takes place. Heuristic
categories play the role of a theoretical axis or a skeleton to which the flesh
of empirically contentful information from the research domain is added. The
goal is to develop empirically grounded categories and propositions about
relations between these categories. Category building of that kind starts by
using heuristic concepts and proceeds to the construction of categories and
propositions with growing empirical content.

The use of categories with high empirical content in grounded theory

It may be also possible to fruitfully employ categories and assertions with high
empirical content in category building under certain circumstances. A researcher
investigating the process of caregiving to frail and elderly people, for instance,
may discover that Arlie Hochschild’s category ‘emotional labor’ (Hochschild,
1983) helps the researcher to understand social interactions in the research
field. This category, initially developed to describe typical patterns of action and
interaction between flight attendants and air passengers, can thus adopt a heuris-
tic function in the sociological investigation of another research domain,
although it comprises more empirical content than terms like ‘identity’ or ‘inten-
tions’: not all kinds of social interactions demand emotional labor and, compared
to other sensitizing categories or propositions, the assumption that certain
professionals are providing emotional labor can be falsified more readily.

The concept can be helpful for the analysis of social phenomena in certain
areas. Consequently, it can be prudent in grounded theory research to use distinct
and well-defined categories and propositions which contain enough empirical
content to be empirically tested. The use of such concepts and the examination
of hypotheses represent an older, well-established tradition in qualitative
research. In the 1930s, researchers and methodologists coming from the Chicago
School had proposed a research strategy named ‘analytic induction,” which was
used thereafter in numerous well-known qualitative studies: initial hypotheses
are examined and modified with the help of empirical evidence provided by
so-called ‘crucial cases’ (cf. Cressey, 1953: 104f; Lindesmith, 1946). By applying
such a research strategy, one always carries the risk that theoretical categories
are introduced which are not suited for the specific research domain and which
are forced on the empirical data. The danger that heuristic concepts may contain
too much empirical content is even prevalent with Strauss and Corbin’s coding
paradigm. Although it represents an understanding of purposeful and intentional
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human action useful for the description of a wide array of social phenomena, it
may draw qualitative researchers towards a micro-sociological orientation which
they do not necessarily share. The advice to use only categories with particular
low empirical content may constrict inexperienced researchers, since not each
heuristic concept can draw the researcher’s attention to sociologically relevant
phenomena. This danger relates to Glaser’s coding families; novices in particu-
lar may be overstrained by the task to select the heuristic category most suited
for their research field among a vast selection of theoretical schools of thought.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The development of categories which are sufficiently grounded in the empirical
data requires that researchers abstain from forcing theoretical concepts on the
data. The process of category building is frequently described with the term
‘emergence,’ particularly in the earliest versions of grounded theory. This con-
cept is obviously burdened with methodological problems while evoking
empiricist ideas about researchers freeing themselves from any theoretical
knowledge before approaching their empirical field. Glaser and Strauss did not
overlook the fact, however, that researchers always have to draw on existing
stocks of theoretical knowledge in order to understand, describe, and explain
empirically observed phenomena. In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, they
use the term ‘theoretical sensitivity’ to denote the ability to identify theoretical
relevant phenomena in the data. In their further methodological writings,
Glaser and Strauss elaborated this concept in quite differing directions. Previous
theoretical knowledge may thus be used in different ways in the process of
developing empirically grounded categories:

1. The strategy of 'theoretical coding’ proposed by Glaser is especially interesting for experienced
researchers with a broad background in sociological theory: if the researcher has a large stock
of theoretical categories at hand and a deep reaching knowledge about their interrelations, they
can easily start coding without any predefined category scheme in mind and may develop the
relations between substantive codes by drawing on theoretical codes which in their opinion are
suited best for the data. For that purpose, researchers can either resort to the coding families
suggested by Glaser and combine them in meaningful ways or they may define their own coding
families by using theoretical approaches not mentioned by Glaser.

2. Novice researchers may experience greater difficulties in selecting and combining the most
appropriate coding families for their research domain. Therefore, they may benefit from using a
predefined coding paradigm and thus avoid drowning in the data. This may include, but is not
restricted to, the specific coding paradigm rooted in pragmatist theory of action recommended
by Strauss and Corbin. As with Glaser's coding families, researchers may also construct their own
coding paradigms. In doing so, one must be careful to draw on concepts which do not force
the data but enhance theoretical sensitivity and can serve as heuristic devices.

A theoretically sensitive researcher employing an epistemologically informed
concept of emergence would be able to differentiate between different types
of theoretical categories (namely between definite and precise categories, and
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broad and general heuristic concepts) and to reflect on their differing functions
in the process of empirically grounded category building. Whereas definite and
precise categories are suitable to form empirically contentful and falsifiable
hypotheses (which in grounded theory should only be formulated at fairly
advanced stages of the theory building process), broad and abstract theoretical
notions are especially helpful for the empirically grounded generation of cate-
gories, since their lack of empirical content gives them flexibility to describe a
great variety of empirical phenomena. Heuristic categories of that kind represent
lenses through which researchers perceive facts and phenomena in their research
field. If the difference between empirically contentful categories and categories
as heuristic devices is observed, one need not refrain from inventing theoretical
categories during open coding but may also develop a theoretical axis or coding
scheme before data are coded. The decisive question which helps to make the
distinction between empirically contentful and heuristic theoretical categories is:
does the category exclude interesting phenomena in the empirical field from
being analyzed?
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