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The Background
•

Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, The Discovery of
Grounded Theory, 1967

•

Analysed the process of the management and experience
of dying in hospitals

•

Analysis was overt, systematic, methodical

•

Discovering theories from the data

Induction and Deduction
•

A deductive approach to research is one where a
hypothesis is derived from existing theory and the
empirical world is explored, and data collected, in
order to test the truth or falsity of the hypothesis

•

A simplistically inductive approach to research is one
where the researcher begins with as open a mind and
as few preconceptions as possible, allowing theory to
emerge from the data

•

Abductive Reasoning follows hunches, reads signs, and
plays with explanations iteratively (Shank 2006)

Context
•

Downturn in popularity of qualitative research
•

•

•

(the hegemony of the positivist paradigm)

Criticisms of qualitative research
•

Unreliable

•

Unsystematic

•

Impressionistic, anecdotal

•

Biased

•

Subjective

Quantitative Research had clear rules and procedures

Glaser and Strauss
Glaser
• Quantitative background
• Influence of Positivism
• Empiricist (emphasis on evidence, through experiment)
• Rigorous
• Middle-range theories
Strauss
• Chicago School
• Actor-oriented
• Ethnography
• Studied meanings and processes
•

Grounded theories attempt to explain observed processes

Discovery of Grounded
Theory
Ground-breaking ideas in the Discovery of Grounded Theory

•

•

Data collection and analysis go hand in hand

•

Codes, concepts and categories to sort the data come from the
data

•

Analysis proceeds in stages with constant comparisons

•

Theory is developed in stages

•

Memos are used to elaborate codes

•

Sampling is for theory construction not representativeness

•

The literature review comes later

Grounded Theory approaches now vary in the ways they apply these

Grounded theories
•

Grounded theories tend to be substantive

•

They address given problems in specific situations

•

Can be generalised to broader situations

•

Commonly used in medical and criminological settings

•

Examples:
•

Grappling with the suicidal monster - a substantive theory
about how parents experience living with young adults
who are in suicidal distress (Delaney and Gordon 2017)

•

Life course remodelling process - learning to live with MS
(Satinovic 2017).

•

Developing resilience and becoming ‘hardy’ - adapting
to life in harsh conditions (Leipert and Reutter 2005)

Glaser and Strauss and
later developments


Glaser and Strauss diverged



Glaser defends ‘classic’ grounded theory



This has been called a type of “Inductive
Positivism” (Olesen, 2007)



Strauss worked with Juliet Corbin



They trained Kathy Charmaz (and others)



These are influenced by Symbolic Interactionism,
Interpretivism, and pragmatism



Grounded theory is thus affected, or shaped, but
not determined by its roots

Charmaz’s approach
•

Kathy Charmaz calls herself constructivist

•

Theories are not discovered but constructed through our
engagement with the world

•

Theory offers an interpretation of the world not a picture

•

Grounded theory construction is not linear, it proceeds
through interaction with the researcher

•

Nor is it unitary – different researchers do it in different ways

•

But there are commonalities

•

Constructivist grounded theory works with the data,
Objectivist works for it to emerge (naïve realist)

Overlapping stages common
to most approaches
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Research problems, opening questions
Data collection, initial coding
Memos and raising codes to categories
Data collection, focussed coding
Advanced memos, refining categories
Theoretical sampling and directed data
collection
Adopting categories as theoretical
concepts, further memos
Sorting memos
Integrating memos, diagram of
concepts
Writing

Grounded Theory: a practical
guide to Qualitative Analysis
Gathering data

Rich Data
Gathering of rich data (discovered or constructed) can
use a combination of methods including:
• Ethnography and participant observation
• In-depth interviews
• Textual and visual data (collected or elicited)
• Goals include:
• Gaining an insider perspective
• Challenging outsider views
• Fresh insights
• You will need:
• To adapt questions and focus (harsh light/soft
focus)
• To be flexible
• To focus and re-focus

Methods of data
collection
•

•
•

Research is the outcome of the interaction between an
inquisitive mind and a world engaged in over time and
with diligence (Paul Rock)
It will be affected by what you look for, who you are, how
you look, using what tools
Reflexivity demands you consider
• Substantive field
• Theoretical perspective
• Disciplinary background
• Epistemology
• Ontology
• Prejudices/ preconceptions, positionality
• External demands and constraints (see Benson and
O’Reilly 2021)

Methods
•

Do not be methods driven

•

Aim for rich data

•

Consider combining
methods

•

Consider longitudinal
studies, to explore processes
and change

•

Let participants guide you
(ask them)

•

Be adaptable

Hypotheses
•

No rigid hypotheses deduced from theory

•

But sensitising concepts

•

These come from your disciplinary background
•

Prior assumptions

•

Taken-for-granted knowledge

•

Background reading

•

The field

•

They should not foreclose or impede

•

Examples of Sensitising concepts:
•

Freedom

•

Escape

•

Ethnicity

•

Emotional Labour

Workshop
I want to know how the SRA can better serve participants on
these courses
•

Spend 15 minutes writing down how you experienced being
a ‘student’ again
•

How did you prepare?

•

How did you feel?

•

How have you had to change your usual routine?

•

What did it feel like walking into the room?

•

Anything else you would like to share with us?

•

What you write will be shared with others in the room today

•

Try to save room for coding on the sheet of paper

Grounded Theory: a practical
guide to Qualitative Analysis
Coding

Initial Coding
•

•

Step One in analysis in GT is
Initial Coding
Generates the bones of the
analysis

•

Is first attempt to capture
meanings and intentions

•

Defines basic processes as
revealed in the data

• Is open, careful
•

Enables surprise

•

Is used to delve into not
apparent

•

Is provisional

•

Works very well in teams

• Leads to more data
collection and analysis

Initial Open Coding
•

Labelling segments of text with short phrases

•

Code actions and processes

•

Use gerunds

•

Make constant comparisons

•

Stay close to the data

•

Seek insider perspectives

•

Keep codes simple and precise

•

Move quickly

•

Construct codes

Initial Open Coding
•

Line by line; word by word; incident by incident

•

Close and open analysis

•

Depends on quality of data

•

Field notes are already quite selective

•

Explore implicit and explicit

•

Constant comparisons

•

In-vivo codes are participants’ own terms

Summary slide
•

Summary (and technical terms) so far

•

Data collection of rich and complex data through
close and sustained contact with participants using
whatever qualitative methods are appropriate.

•

Initial open coding: line by line, using other information
as well, labelling lines with phrases, being quick and
open-minded

•

Constant comparisons – looking back to other data, to
what else you know, thinking beyond the given data all
the time, involves thinking big and small at the same
time.

•

Question taken for granted and making familiar
unfamiliar

•

Insider perspectives and using in-vivo codes
(participants’ own shorthand or concepts)

Workshop
•

Look at the Initial Open coding example

•

Swap your self-reflection with another person

•

Do some initial coding of the person’s ‘story’

•

Ask: what is going on here? What are the key
social processes?

•

Work quickly

•

Enjoy

Focused coding
•

Second ‘stage’ in coding is focused coding

•

This is directive, selective, conceptual

•

It involves identifying the strong analytic directions

•

And determining their adequacy for large
segments of data

•

Focused coding is iterative, not linear

•

It is comparative

•

It also involves refining codes, defining them, and
unpacking them

•

And developing categories (or clusters of codes)

Axial Coding
•

Axial coding is used by
Strauss and Corbin to
formalise the linking of
categories into a
framework

•

‘Axial coding specifies the
properties and dimensions
of a category’

•

It also relates categories to
sub-categories

•

Axial coding is a tool

Feeling free

Escaping Britain
Crime
weather

Enjoying Spain
Playing outdoors
Warmth
drinking

Sharing pleasures

Theoretical coding
•

Theoretical codes are one more step in the
analytical story

•

They are labels/names that draw on theoretical
concepts

•

They link/associate/relate focused codes

•

They relate categories to theoretical ideas

•

Theoretical codes are tools and should be used
consciously, explicitly and reflexively.

•

Avoid forcing data into preconceived categories

Dealing with
preconceptions
•

Achieving intimate familiarity

•

Thorough data gathering

•

Initial open coding

•

Make sure all concepts earn their place in the
data

•

Treat all ideas as problematic

•

Collect copious notes and transcripts

•

Collect observations and thoughts as well as
interviews

•

Remain reflexive

•

Finally: coding should be fun, and creative

Workshop
•

Look at the example of
Focused coding

•

•

Working in small groups
share what open codes you
have already

Discuss once more as a
small group (30 mins in
total)

•

Goal: to construct a few
Focused codes (perhaps
that fit together) to tell us
about

•

Bring it together to discuss
as whole group

•

Discuss

•

Exchange self-reflections
(notes) and open code
again

•

Share again and add some
focused (or selective) codes

•

Open code again, together,
and try to check for in-vivo
and implicit codes

Grounded Theory
Memos

KAREN O’REILLY

Memo Writing
•

Memos can be jottings, rambling thoughts,
diagrams, and more systematically worked
through arguments and schema

•

They are the pivotal intermediate step
between coding and writing

•

They mark the beginning of theorising as
opposed to description

•

They help you develop ideas

•

They also direct data gathering

How to create memos
•

Begin early, but do not let this narrow your focus
too soon

•

Have a title to help you focus

•

Use your codes and follow them through,
compare with others and with other data

•

Follow leads, dig beneath the surface, but also
consider context and structure

•

Work quickly so that you do not have time to
panic, and so that you are more creative

•

Just write, sketch, record in whatever way suits
you best

•

Ask what is going on here, what is being assumed

How to create memos
•

Do not try to structure too much at first

•

Move between ideas, data gathering, coding, to
and fro

•

Include data as examples so that you avoid
abstracting away from the data

•

Memos should be informal

•

They are for personal use and can be firm or
conjectural

•

Can be short and stilted or long and free-flowing

•

Enjoy

•

They are tools to use

Advanced memos
•

Memos are work in progress

•

As time goes along your memos will become
more elaborate

•

Memo writing is your space to stand back, think,
explore,

•

Memos may
•

Define a code or category, or question it

•

Detail processes

•

Make comparisons

•

Use concrete examples

•

Offer conjectures

•

Identify gaps in analysis

Categories
•

Category: ‘a conceptual
element in a theory’

•

Focused codes may
become categories
• Or focused codes fit
together into a
category
Memos test this out in
practice
Codes describe and
synthesize
Categories explicate

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

Categories are both abstract
and grounded (always close
to the data)
Categories describe generic
or broader processes
Example:
Strategizing (to make the most
of university experiences) ,
involves prioritising,
negotiating, distancing, etc.
(Keane in Charmaz, 2014, p.
249-250)

Memos and categories
•

•

Memos write statements about codes that
•

Define categories

•

Explicate their properties

•

Specify their conditions

•

Describe the consequences

•

Show how they relate to other categories

Categories may employ in-vivo, theoretical or
substantive codes

Workshop
•

In your group decide on one topic (or category)
to elaborate as a memo

•

Write it down (20 mins)

•

Choose one person from your group to share it
with the rest of us

•

Queries and concerns

Grounded Theory

THEORETICAL SAMPLING AND SATURATION
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Sampling in Grounded
Theory
•

Not only undertaken in initial stages

•

You will need to start somewhere, to select a
site, a group, individuals, organisations

•

Theoretical sampling occurs later, once you
have begun collecting and analysing data

•

‘seeking and collecting pertinent data to
elaborate and refine categories in the
merging theory’ (Charmaz)

•

Saturation is when the category is saturated
with data: you are clear what it consists of

What theoretical sampling
is not
•

In Grounded Theory analysis develops as part
of the entire process

•

Theoretical sampling aids this process

•

It is not the same as:
•

Initial sampling

•

Sampling population distributions

•

A search for negative cases

•

Sampling till no new data emerge

Iteration
•

Theoretical sampling is iterative, moving
between data collection and analysis

•

First, start to develop categories, define
them, write memos, identify gaps

•

Then collect more data, to ensure full and
robust categories

•

Start to tell a theoretical story

•

This involves writing

•

It is always theoretical

Generalising and Theory
•

Theoretical sampling involves abstracting
out

•

Can generate substantive theories

•

And more formal theories – eg about
coping with loss at a more general level

What it involves
•

Collecting new data by going back to the
field

•

Asking new questions

•

Finding new people

•

Asking same questions of same people in a
different way

•

Observing new settings

•

Re-reading texts, or looking at different ones

•

Re-examining transcripts and field notes

Practical issues
•

Leave door open for return

•

Retain trust and rapport

•

Involve your participants

•

Consider participant – validation (Charmaz)

•

Consider being provocative, or naive

Saturation
•

Theoretical sampling is complete when
categories are saturated

•

When no new theoretical insights or
properties are revealed

•

When you feel able to talk abstractly and
generally about your data in a way that is
inclusive, subtle and complete

•

Given the points you want to make and for
whom under what conditions

Sorting, diagramming and
Integration
•

Developing grounded theory is always both
theoretical and practical

•

It involves thinking, doing and writing all the time

•

Sorting of memos (and categories) means
comparing and bringing ideas, concepts,
categories, and properties together into a coherent
story: integrating

•

It is messy

•

Involves trial and error

•

Can use diagrams

•

Integration makes relationships intelligible

Discussion
ANY THOUGHTS OR QUESTIONS?

Grounded Theory
THEORY AND WRITING
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Writing
•

•

•

Writing is part of the process of analysis.
•

Always write drafts

•

Writing and re-writing bring out implicit
arguments

Writing
•

Provides context

•

Makes link with other literature

•

Critically examines developing theory

•

And provides data to support arguments

Trust in the processes of analysis and writing

Writing
•

Order memos

•

Place in integrated first draft

•

Demonstrating their relationships

•

Outline the key concepts

•

E.G. ‘Limiting Intrusion’, a theory helping us
understand women’s responses to coping with
separation from an abusive partner (Gibson, 2007)

What is Theory?
•

•

Positivist definitions: a statement of relations
between abstract concepts that cover a wide
range of empirical observations, they seek
explanation and prediction
•

In Classic GT theories are expected to emerge

•

‘a neutral point of reference can be assured for the
researcher’ (Bryant 2003)

Interpretivist definitions: a theorists’ interpretation of
a phenomenon, that shows patterns and
connections but allows for indeterminacy
•

In Constructivist GT theoretical accounts are
constructed that fit the situation, are intelligible to
those involved, work in practice, or are open to
amendment by participants (Turner in Bryant 2003).

What is a Grounded
Theory?
•

Constructivist (or Interpretive) grounded theory

•

‘Theories try to answer questions. Theories offer accounts for
what happens, how..” (Charmaz 2014, p.228)

•

Nevertheless, ‘Theory generation continues to be the unfilled
promise and potential of grounded theory’

•

Main goals (adapted from Charmaz, p.231)
•

Conceptualize the studied phenomenon in order to understand it

•

Articulate theoretical claims pertaining to scope, depth, power,
and relevance

•

Acknowledge subjectivity and roles (including your own)

•

Offer an imaginative theoretical interpretation that makes sense

Theorising
Do

Do
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Stop
Ponder
Think anew
Take apart
experience
Look from different
vantage points
Compare
Follow leads and
hunches
Ask questions

•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•

Establish connections
See possibilities
Play
Wonder
Be open
Build on ideas
Chart all this
Rein in good ideas
Use gerunds

Theorising
Do Not
•

Import preconceived ideas

•

Fit data into preconceived categories

•

Impose packaged images or theories

•

Apply automatic responses or answers

•

Close down too soon

Writing
•

Ask the ‘so what?’ question

•

Ideas will have changed

•

They will develop as you work through them

•

Consider your reader

•

Reflect

•

Bring out key points

•

Write for you

•

Keep it clear and simple

Literature review
•

Not just a list or summary but an argument

•

Literature reviews review what has been written and
perhaps use extant theories
•

Write it up front or thread it through

•

Always write ‘in relation to your grounded theory’

•

Literature review and theories form part of the constant
comparison and ongoing analysis, they are not
separate

•

And previously known theories cannot be simply
forgotten

•

Think of concepts and theoretical frameworks such as
•
•

social class,
stigma,

•

institutional learning,

•

ideologies and their influence

Purpose
•

Select, critique, evaluate

•

The purpose of the literature review and theories is
to use them to aid your argument

•

Also to show you know the field

•

Also, to explain theories and the field to your
audience

When to review
•

Avoid fitting data into preconceived categories

•

Adopt theoretical agnosticism, make concepts
earn their way into the theory

•

Theory and literature have probably been
reviewed

•

But will need putting aside and revisiting at end
(and as you go along)

•

Be thorough and focused

Final Workshop

•

Let’s have a reminder of the key terms and steps
we have covered today

•

Discuss

Finally
•

Enjoy using Grounded Theory
•

Think about what your GT approach is

•

Think about issues around epistemology and
ontology (explore your paradigmatic leanings)

•

Read and get lots of examples

•

Find some support amongst colleagues

•

Be prepared to defend (or explain) your
approach to others

•

Useful Ref: Nagel, D.A. et.al. (2015) When Novice
Researchers Adopt Constructivist Grounded
Theory, Int. Jnl. Doctoral Studies, 10, 365-383

•

Also see Gibbs on Youtube

