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Classic Grounded Theory to Analyse Secondary Data:

Reality and Reflect ions

Lorraine Andrews, Agnes Higgins, Michael Waring Andrews, and Joan G. Lalor

Abstract

This paper draws on the experiences of two researchers and discusses how they conducted 
a secondary data analysis using classic grounded theory. The aim  of the pr im ary study was 
to explore first - t im e parents’ postnatal educat ional needs. A subset  of the data from  the 
pr im ary study (eight  t ranscripts from  int erviews with fathers)  was used for the secondary 
data analysis. The object ives of the secondary data analysis were to ident ify the challenges 
of using classic grounded theory with secondary data and to explore whether the re-analysis 
of pr im ary data using a different  m ethodology would yield a different  outcom e. Through the 
process of re-analysis a tentat ive theory em erged on ‘developing com petency as a father’. 
Challenges encountered during this re-analysis included the sm all dataset , the pre- fram ed 
data, and lim ited abilit y for t heoret ical sam pling. This re-analysis proved to be a very useful 
learning tool for author 1( LA) , who was a novice with classic grounded theory. 

I nt roduct ion

The concept  of secondary data analysis appears to have first  entered the lit erature nearly 
50 years ago, when Glaser discussed the potent ial of re-analysing data ‘which were 
or iginally collected for other purposes’ (1963, p. 11) . Despite the 50-year  gap, there st ill 
rem ains a paucity of literature which specifically addresses the processes and challenges of 
applying secondary data analysis to pr im ary qualitat ive data and explor ing the im plicat ions 
and outcom es of using a different  m ethodology. This paper draws on the experiences of two 
people who at tem pt ed to use a classic grounded theory approach to analyse previously 
collected pr im ary qualitat ive data. 

Prior to discussing the approach to secondary data analysis used for th is study, the 
differences between prim ary data, secondary data and prim ary and secondary data analysis 
and m etasynthesis are br iefly out lined. Prim ary data or iginates from  a study in which a 
researcher collects inform at ion him / herself to answer a part icular research quest ion. 
Secondary data, on the other hand, is data that  already exists (Glaser, 1963) .  
Consequent ly, the secondary data analyst  is not  involved in the recruitm ent  of part icipants 
or in the collect ion of the data. Heaton (2004)  defines secondary  data analysis as ‘a 
research st rategy which m akes use of pre-exist ing quant itat ive data or pre-exist ing 
qualitat ive data for the purposes of invest igat ing new quest ions or verifying previous 
studies’ (p. 16) . I n other words, secondary data analysis is the use of previously collected 
data, for som e other purpose. I t  is not  a m ethod of data analysis, therefore m ethods such 
as grounded theory or stat ist ical analysis, for exam ple, can be applied to the process of 
secondary data analysis. Metasynthesis, on the other hand, differs from  secondary data 
analysis in that  it  analyses qualitat ive findings from  a group of studies, and does not  re-use 
the pr im ary data set , e.g. interviews, diar ies, photographs, stor ies and field notes. Rather, it  
is ‘the aggregat ing of a group of studies for the purpose of discovering the essent ial 
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elem ents and t ranslat ing the results into the end product  that  t ransform s the or iginal results 
into a new conceptualisat ion’ (Schreiber, Crooks & Stern, 1997, p. 314) .

A review of the li terature highlight s a num ber of reasons for conduct ing a secondary 
data analysis including:  applying a new research quest ion (Heaton, 2004) ;  using old data to 
generate new ideas (Fielding, 2004) ; ‘ver ificat ion, refutat ion and refinem ent  of exist ing 
research’ (Heaton, 2004, p. 9) , and explor ing data from  a different  perspect ive (Hinds, 
Vogel & Clarke-St effen, 1997) . Despite the fact  that  secondary data analysis has been in 
use as a research tool for quite som e t im e it  has, in the m ain, been applied to pr im ary 
quant itat ive data (Brewer, 2006) , and its use with qualitat ive data is relat ively new (Heaton, 
1998) . Qualitat ive secondary data analysis has its supporters and its scept ics, and one 
reason why so few researchers use this approach is because they feel there m ay be 
som ething ethically, pract ically or epistem ologically problem at ic about  re-using qualitat ive 
data (Mason, 2007) . The m ost  com m on reason why researchers conduct  a secondary data 
analysis, according to Fielding (2004) , is in order to re-analyse the data from  a new 
perspect ive with a view to gaining new insight s. Most  instances of qualitat ive secondary 
data analysis tend to be those where the pr im ary researcher re-analyses his/ her or iginal 
work (Parry & Mauthner, 2005;  Gladstone, Volpe & Boydell,  2007) . 

Secondary data ana lysis: benefit s

The last  num ber of years has witnessed an increase in the num ber of databases where 
or iginal qualitat ive data can be deposited and accessed for secondary analysis. Exam ples 
include the I r ish Qualitat ive Data Archive ( I QDA)  which was established in 2011, 
(ht tp: / / www.iqda.ie/ content / welcom e- iqda) , and in the UK, the Qualitat ive Data Archival 
Resource Cent re (ESDS Qualidata) , 
(ht tp: / / www.esds.ac.uk/ qualidata/ about / int roduct ion.asp) . I t  is also becom ing increasingly 
com m on for funders to request  researchers, as a condit ion of funding, to deposit  their  data 
in a relevant  database (Bishop, 2007) . The developm ent  of these databases will no doubt  
lead to an increase in the num ber of qualitat ive secondary data analysis studies in the 
future.

A review of the lit erature suggests that  there are a num ber of advantages to 
secondary data analysis. Heaton (2004)  point s out  that  secondary  data analysis is an 
effect ive m eans of analysing data when there is difficulty accessing a hard- to- reach sam ple, 
and when dealing with part icular ly sensit ive issues, sm all populat ions and rare phenom ena.  
Another benefit  includes enhancing quality cont rol by verifying or iginal research, thus 
adding to the t ransparency, t rustworthiness and credibilit y of the or iginal findings. Others 
take a m ore pragm at ic view and consider the re-use of exist ing data an efficient  way of 
conduct ing research as it  elim inates the need t o spend t im e recruit ing and gaining access to 
part icipants (Cort i,  2008;  Trochim , 2006) ;  it  is also considered in order  to m inim ise the t im e 
and financial expense associated with data collect ion (Cort i,  2008) , e.g. recording device, 
t ransport  and t ranscript ion costs. A final and im portant  benefit  of secondary data analysis is 
that  it  is recognised as a valuable teaching and learning tool for novice researchers (Glaser, 
1963) . Re-analysing exist ing data enables students to engage in exper ient ial learning about  
a substant ive issue and/ or a part icular m ethodology and, in so doing, protects potent ial 
research part icipants while students are learning how to carry out  research in a safe way 
(Brewer, 2006) . Despite all the posit ives, secondary data analysis has its cr it ics. A num ber 
of writers highlight  the drawbacks of re-analysing interview data including a loss of cont rol 
over data collect ion (Brewer, 2006, Szabo & St rang 1997) , lack of knowledge and 
inform at ion around the interview experience, and the inabilit y to raise quest ions and probe 
about  em erging them es in subsequent  interviews (Bishop, 2007;  Szabo & St rang 1997) .
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Object ives of  secondary data analysis in this st udy

The object ives of the secondary data analysis in this study were threefold. First ly, t o ident ify 
the challenges of using classic grounded theory with secondary data, as not  all pr im ary data 
m ay be am enable to secondary  data analysis (Heaton, 1998) ;  secondly, to explore the 
potent ial of secondary data analysis as a teaching and learning tool for the pr inciples and 
procedures of classic grounded theory;  and thirdly to explore whether the re-analysis of 
pr im ary data using a different  m ethodology would yield a different  result . 

Methodology for  this study

The m ethodology that  inform ed this secondary data analysis study drew on Glaser’s writ ing 
in the area of classic grounded theory (Glaser, 1978, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2005) . The 
grounded theory m ethod offers a r igorous, orderly guide for theory developm ent . Alt hough 
st ructured and system at ic, it  is designed to allow the researcher to be free of the st ructure 
of m ore forced m ethodologies. I ts real st rength lies in its open-ended approach to 
discovery. The four techniques that  lie at  the heart  of the classic grounded theory m ethod 
are:  coding (open and theoret ical) , constant  com parat ive analysis, theoret ical sam pling and 
theoret ical saturat ion. These techniques are used to guide the analyt ical process towards 
the developm ent  and refinem ent  of a theory that  is grounded in data. 

However, unlike qualitat ive research which focuses on producing ‘thick descript ions’ 
of data, the grounded theorist  focuses on organising ideas that  em erge from  data, and 
conceptually t ranscends the data and develops ideas on a level of generality higher in 
conceptual abst ract ion than the m aterial being analysed (Glaser, 2001) . Classic grounded 
theory was chosen to conduct  this secondary data analysis in order to facilitate the first  
author’s (LA) need to learn the pr inciples and procedures of classic grounded theory while 
actually conduct ing the secondary data analysis, as she was about  to  com m ence a larger,  
classic grounded theory  study. 

Brief descript ion of pr im ary dataset

The aim  of the pr im ary study was to explore first - t im e parents’ percept ions of their  
educat ional needs in the postnatal period (Andrews, 2000) . Ten wom en and eight  m en were 
recruited during the wom en’s postnatal stay in hospital. All part icipants were int erviewed 
separately three weeks after the bir th of their  baby. Data was collected using a sem i-
st ructured int erview schedule based on a review of the li terature. I nterviews were audio-
recorded and t ranscribed for analysis. The study was inform ed by the writ ings of St rauss 
and Corbin (1998) and their  approach to grounded theory. Data was analysed using the 
constant  com parat ive m ethod, where eight  categories were developed:  four for the m others’ 
data and four for the fathers’ data. For the secondary data analysis which is the focus of this 
paper, a subset  of the data from  the pr im ary study, which included eight  detailed interviews 
with fathers, was analysed.  

Status of the authors in relat ion to t he prim ary dataset
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The first  author (LA)  collected and analysed the original data as part  requirem ent  for an 
academ ic award. The second author (AH)  is an experienced researcher who has used and 
taught  classic grounded theory m ethods. 

Ethical issues

Sim ilar to all research studies, secondary  data analysis requires at tent ion to ethical 
concerns. Writers in the area of secondary  data analysis highlight  issues such as copyright , 
inform ed consent , confident iality and ownership of data (Parry & Mauthner, 2005;  Heaton,  
2004;  Cobban, Edgington, & Pim lot t , 2008) . Parry and Mauthner (2005) view qualitat ive 
data as a joint  venture between part icipants and researcher and, as a consequence, both 
part ies should retain ownership r ight s over the data. I n the context  of th is study, it  was not  
possible to return to the part icipants of the pr im ary study for further consent  as the data 
had been collected 10 years earlier, and in keeping with the Data Protect ion Act  (1988;  
Data Protect ion (Am endm ent )  Act  2003)  of that  t im e and the or iginal inform ed consent , the 
part icipants’ contact  details and tape recordings had been dest royed. I n keeping with the 
condit ions of the Data Protect ion Act  all  ident ifiable m aterial was dest royed 5 years aft er the 
study com m enced. Ethical approval for the secondary data analysis was received from  the 
University Faculty of Health Sciences’ ethics com m it tee and it  was given on the basis that  
the or iginal t ranscripts were anonym ised and there was no possibilit y of t racing the 
part icipants. 

I n order t o ensure confident iality, LA who com pleted the or iginal study revisited each 
t ranscript  to check that  they were all anonym ous. I n addit ion, a new pseudonym  was 
allocated to each part icipant  before the other researcher was given access. 

Giving perm ission to other researchers to view one’s own data can be a daunt ing and 
challenging experience, as it  has the potent ial to expose the or iginal researcher to cr it icism  
or academ ic inquiry. As part  of the ethical process, the second researcher (AH)  agreed to 
work in a respect ful and support ive m anner with the pr im ary data collector and to use the 
opportunity as a learning process for both. 

Benefits of having original researcher on secondary data analysis team

I t  is widely acknowledged that  the re-use of qualitat ive data is m axim ised when extensive 
context  is provided about  the pr im ary study (Berg, 2006;  Fielding, 2004;  Heaton, 2004;  
Van den Berg, 2005) . Fielding (2004) notes that  context  and its relat ionship to t he data is a 
pract ical rather than an epistem ological or a theoret ical issue. Therefore, secondary data 
analysts need to be given as m uch inform at ion as possible about  the pr im ary study so that  
they are fam iliar with the research and social context  of the or iginal study (Fielding, 2004;  
Heaton, 2004) . Silva (2007) also em phasises the im portance of knowing the context  of the 
fieldwork pract ices. Without  this knowledge, there is the potent ial to de-contextualise the 
data (Moore, 2007;  Van den Berg, 2005) . 

One of the advantages of having the pr im ary researcher involved in the secondary 
data analysis was that , within this study, she was in a posit ion to provide inform at ion on 
research context  including:  the aim  of the pr im ary study, the m ethodology used, how and 
where part icipants were recruited, data collect ion m ethods and how these were recorded, 
why certain decisions were m ade,  why certain quest ioning pathways were followed or not  
followed, as the case m ay be, what  m ethod of data analysis was used, and problem s 
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encountered. I n addit ion, inform at ion on the social context  of the study was provided, for 
exam ple, where the study took place, when and where data was collected and the 
researcher’s and the part icipants’ backgrounds (Van den Berg, 2005) .  While this inform at ion 
was int erest ing, is was not  essent ial in the context  of a secondary analysis using classical 
grounded theory. 

Object ive 1 : I dent ifying the challenges of using Classic Grounded Theory w ith 
secondary data

Using classic grounded theory on secondary  data raised a num ber of issues for both 
researchers in relat ion to grounded theory, including issues around coding for the m ain 
concern, theoret ical sam pling, theoret ical saturat ion and theoret ical coding.

Coding for the m ain concern

The focus of classic grounded theory is on ident ifying the part icipants’ m ain concern and 
how they resolve that  concern. I n this way, the research problem  em erges from  the 
part icipants, as opposed to i t  being predefined by the researcher (Glaser, 1992) . I n order t o 
ident ify the part icipants’ m ain concern and the process by which they resolve their  concern,  
the researchers independent ly used the constant  com parat ive m ethod to code and analyse 
the t ranscripts and were guided by the following quest ions:  What  is this a study of? What  
categories does this incident  indicate? What  property of what  category does this incident  
indicate? (Glaser, 1998, p. 123) . This m odel of asking quest ions, com paring incident  with 
incident , code with code and later category with category, result ed in the em ergence of a 
m ain concern and the developm ent  of prelim inary concepts and categories. 

I n cont rast  with the classic grounded theory approach to int erviewing, which is 
character ised by ‘inst il ling a spill’ (Glaser, 1998, p. 111) , the or iginal pr im ary data was 
collected using a sem i-st ructured int erview schedule. This posed a challenge in the re-
analysis, as the part icipants’ responses were pre- fram ed within the or iginal research 
quest ion which was:  What  are first - t im e parents’ percept ions of their  postnatal educat ional 
needs? I n addit ion, the range and depth of part icipants’ responses was also lim ited by the 
use of an int erview schedule and the researchers did not  have access to the or iginal field 
notes and m em os. Consequent ly, it  took a lot  of reading, coding and recoding before the 
part icipants’ m ain concern becam e apparent . I ndeed, t he authors would st rongly agree that , 
in the context  of secondary data analysis and grounded theory m ethodology, ‘a large 
collect ion of recorded and t ranscribed in- depth int erviews with detailed field notes m ay 
[ have]  offer[ ed]  greater potent ial for re-analysis than a m ore focused self lim ited set  of 
sem i-st ructured interviews’ (Cort i,  2008, para. 3) . 

Theoret ical sam pling

Theoret ical sam pling is a form  of non-probabilit y sam pling and is considered to be a defining 
property of grounded theory. Glaser (1998, p.157) suggested that  theoret ical sam pling is 
both directed by the em erging theory and further directs its em ergence, and ‘is the 
conscious, grounded deduct ive aspect  of the induct ive coding, collect ing and analysing’. The 
basic quest ion in theoret ical sam pling is where to go next  in data collect ion in order to 
develop the theory. Glaser (1998) believed that  part icipants, events, sites or other sources 
of data ( for exam ple, docum entat ion)  are selected on the basis of theoret ical purpose and 
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relevance as opposed to st ructural circum stances. Within the secondary data analysis 
experience, although it  was possible to m ove back and forth between the t ranscripts and to 
theoret ically sam ple for em erging ideas and concepts, it  was not  possible to sam ple new 
part icipants, events or other sources of data to inform  the em erging categories and their  
propert ies. Therefore, in secondary data analysis, theory developm ent  is lim ited to the data 
at  hand, as concepts and quest ions that  ar ise cannot  be pursued in subsequent  int erviews 
(Bishop, 2007) . However, researchers do have the opt ion to saturate their  theory by 
collect ing new prim ary data, if they so wish.

Theoret ical saturat ion

Within classic grounded theory there is no set  sam ple size, nor are lim its set  on the num ber 
of part icipants or data sources, just  sam pling for saturat ion and com pleteness, which results 
in an ideat ional sam ple as opposed to a representat ive sam ple (Glaser,  1998) . The cr it er ion 
used, therefore, to guide the researcher on when to stop sam pling is theoret ical saturat ion. 
I n the context  of this secondary data analysis study, the lim itat ions around theoret ical 
sam pling also rest r icted the researchers’ abilit y to achieve theoret ical saturat ion. Although 
the m ain concern was conceptualised and som e em erging categories and propert ies were 
ident ified, it  was not  possible to arr ive at  the stage where one could be confident  that  no 
addit ional data could be found to develop propert ies of a category (Glaser & St rauss, 1967) . 
There is no doubt , however, that  had the dataset  been larger or had the researchers had 
the opportunity to return to the field, theoret ical saturat ion would have been reached.

Theoret ical coding

Theoret ical codes are abst ract  m odels for the synthesis and integrat ion of em erging 
categories (Glaser, 2005) . Like everything else in grounded theory, a theoret ical code m ust  
em erge from  the data as opposed to being forced onto the data. Alt hough som e theoret ical 
codes were beginning to em erge as possibilit ies for int egrat ing the theory, theoret ical codes 
which would create links between all the categories were not  ident ified, due to the 
lim itat ions of the size of the dataset  and the inabilit y to return t o the field.

Object ive 2 : To explore t he potent ia l of secondary data analysis as an  effect ive 
teaching and learning tool for  classic grounded theory

As highlighted earlier, as far back as 1963 Glaser recognised secondary data analysis as a 
valuable teaching and learning tool (Glaser, 1963) . Although it  om its som e im portant  steps 
in the research process such as negot iat ing access, sam pling and data collect ion (Szabo & 
St rang, 1997) , the valuable aspect  of secondary data analysis as an experient ial learning 
exercise held t rue within this project . The applicat ion of a different  m ethodology and the 
process of secondary data analysis also created a greater understanding of the differences 
and sim ilar it ies between the St rauss and Corbin (1990, 1998)  and the classic grounded 
theory (Glaser, 1978, 1992, 1998)  approaches to grounded theory. This was im portant , as 
LA was about  to em bark on a study using classic grounded theory for the first  t im e and 
wanted to avoid the potent ial pit fall of ‘blurr ing the m ethods’ (Cutcliffe & McKenna, 1999) . 

While conduct ing the secondary  data analysis, LA learned a great  deal about  the 
procedures and principles of classic grounded theory and how this approach differed from  
the St rauss and Corbin approach to grounded theory which was used in the pr im ary study. 



The Grounded Theory Review (2012) , Volum e 11, I ssue 1 18

I t  is not  the purpose of this paper to expand on the debate regarding the differences 
between the classic grounded theory and the St rauss and Corbin approach, what  Glaser 
(1998, p. 35)  calls ‘rhetor ical wrest le’, as these have been well docum ented elsewhere 
(Cooney, 2010;  Kelle, 2007;  Walker & Myrick,  2006;  McCallin, 2003;  Annells, 1997a;  
Annells, 1997b;  Glaser, 1992) but  rather to discuss what  has been learned from  the 
experience of applying a different  m ethodology to a pr im ary dataset . Heath and Cowley 
(2004)  state that  ‘it  is m ethodological rather than ontological and epistem ological aspects 
that  have been cited as t he m ain source of divergence’ (p. 142) . 

As Walker and Myrick (2006)  note, the crux of the differences lies in the 
‘intervent ions and act ivit ies in which the researcher engages with the data’ (p. 549) . I t  was 
intervent ions and act ivit ies such as the sem i-st ructured nature of data collect ion, coding in a 
condit ional m at r ix, and forcing versus em ergence of theory which were the m ain differences 
found between the two approaches during this secondary data analysis. The prim ary study 
applied St rauss and Corbin (1998)  approach and it  was found to be a suitable m ethod for 
the novice researcher at  that  t im e, as it  provided st ructure. However, in cont rast  with this, 
the classic grounded theory m ethod is less st ructured and requires m ore pat ience (Walker & 
Myrick, 2006) , and this held t rue when coding for the m ain concern and theoret ically 
sam pling for concepts in the secondary  data analysis. 

Although the secondary  data analysis did yield a tentat ive, albeit  unsaturated theory, m ost  
of the problem s arose when the classic grounded theory approach was applied to a subset  
of the pr im ary dataset , as it  was evident  that  the procedures of data collect ion and analysis 
differed great ly from  the St rauss and Corbin (1990, 1998)  approach that  had been applied 
init ially. One reason for the difficulty in searching for a new perspect ive was that  the 
pr im ary research began with a specific quest ion, nam ely, ‘What  are first - t im e parents’ 
postnatal educat ional needs?’ I n cont rast , classic grounded theory does not  begin with a 
hypothesis or a preconceived theoret ical fram ework, it  begins with an area of int erest  and 
data collect ion proceeds from  this (Glaser, 1998) . 

I n the secondary data analysis the general area of int erest  was:  What  is the m ain 
concern of m en when they becom e a father and how do they resolve that  concern. Glaser 
(1992)  states that  the logic of grounded theory  is to ask two quest ions when exam ining the 
data, and this was adhered to throughout  the secondary data analysis. The quest ions are:  
1)  ‘What  is the chief concern or problem  of the people in the substant ive area, and what  
accounts for m ost  of the variat ion in processing the problem ?’ 2)  ‘What  category or what  
property of what  category does this incident  indicate?’ (p. 4) .

This pat tern of quest ioning is not  used in the St rauss and Corbin (1990, 1998)  
approach, and as the pr im ary data analysis used a preconceived theoret ical fram ework to 
guide data collect ion and data analysis, it  was incongruent  with the classic grounded theory 
approach to grounded theory. Glaser (1992,  p. 4)  rem arks that , in grounded theory, t rue 
em ergence is int errupted by the asking of several pre-conceived quest ions, which takes the 
analyst  som ewhere different  from  what  m ight  be really going on, and in doing so, leads to 
the outcom e being a preconceived conceptual descript ion. The prim ary study although 
valuable in itself, did result  in a conceptual descript ion of m others’ and fathers’ postnatal 
educat ional needs. The secondary data analysis led, to a sm all extent , t o the discovery of an 
underdeveloped theory  but  as Glaser (1992)  point s out , the use of a preconceived set  of 
quest ions was not  flexible enough to facilitate t rue em ergence, and although ‘this can be 
significant  in its own r ight , it  is not  em ergent  grounded theory’ (Glaser,  1992, p. 4) .

The applicat ion of a m ore open perspect ive using the classic grounded theory 
approach was rest r icted by the sem i-st ructured int erviewing technique used for init ial data 
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collect ion, which focused on a pre- fram ed set  of quest ions based on a review of the 
lit erature. Problem s arose during the secondary data analysis when certain concepts were 
being theoret ically sam pled for to fill in the em erging theory. 

Although r ich descript ions were evident  in the data, and the quest ions asked were 
answered by the part icipants, there were som e theoret ical concepts em erging which were 
unrelated to the quest ioning fram ework and these were left  relat ively unexplored. That  is to 
say that  there were som e areas which could have been explored in greater depth, for 
exam ple, m en’s experiences of becom ing a father. One explanat ion for this is that  during 
the pr im ary data analysis LA was not  focused on this part icular them e at  the t im e and 
sim ply wanted answers to the quest ions about  fathers’ postnatal educat ional needs, which 
was the preconceived quest ion from  the outset . This m ay have rest r icted the flexibilit y and 
creat ivit y which Glaser (1998) talks about , and inhibited t rue em ergence of theory.  What  
has now been realised through conduct ing this secondary data analysis is that  a set  of pre-
fram ed quest ions is very rest r ict ive and does force the outcom e, as opposed to allowing the 
data to speak for itself which could have result ed in t rue em ergence and, possibly, a 
different  outcom e. 

I n addit ion, by engaging in the process of secondary data analysis, LA was enabled 
to im prove on int erview technique, and to ident ify st rategies for engaging in m ore open-
style int erviews. She also learned m ore about  st rategies to be em ployed when conduct ing 
classic grounded theory int erviews. One of these was the tact ic of start ing the int erview 
with a very open quest ion, for exam ple, ‘Tell m e about  your experiences of becom ing a 
father’. Another was the ‘inst illing a spill’ technique (Glaser, 1998, p. 111)  which is useful if 
interviews becom e stagnant  or wander off the beaten t rack, for exam ple, ‘I t ’s not  easy 
caring for a new baby’. Execut ing grounded theory is undoubtedly a skill that  needs to be 
learned, and although certain elem ents of this were acquired during the pr im ary study they 
required further developm ent , in part icular, the pract ice of rem aining open and m oving from  
the concrete to the abst ract  to allow for creat ivity (Glaser, 1998) . 

Conceptualisat ion of the data through coding is the foundat ion of grounded theory. 
Open coding was not  problem at ic, as open coding had been applied in the pr im ary study, 
however, this secondary data analysis led to a deeper understanding of the differences 
between using a predefined theoret ical code and allowing the theoret ical code to em erge. 
The St rauss and Corbin (1990, 1998)  approach facilitated data analysis by fit t ing the 
em ergent  codes neat ly int o a coding m at r ix or paradigm  and this facili tated a m ore 
st ructured approach to the pr im ary data analysis. ‘Axial coding is a set  of procedures where 
data are put  back together in new ways after open coding, which includes a coding 
paradigm  that  involves condit ions, act ion/ interact ional st rategies and consequences’ 
(St rauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 96) . I n cont rast  the classic grounded theory m ethod allowed 
t rue em ergence of the theory and the theoret ical code. To achieve this LA was required to 
resist  im posing order on the data and instead look for pat terns of behaviour in the data and 
wait  for the theoret ical code to em erge. 

Glaser (1992, p. 22)  argues that  St rauss’s approach facilitates ‘forcing data’, and this 
held t rue in the pr im ary study where data was neat ly com partm entalized int o categories 
which em erged f rom  a preconceived fram ework. Glaser (1992)  stat es that  ‘once this form  of 
forced coding starts, the grounded theory is usually lost , because the analyst  is led far away 
from  relevance’ (p. 47) . Although the classic grounded theory approach is less st ructured, it  
is a m ore flexible and far less prescript ive approach and is very useful when there is lit t le 
known on an area, and where the goal is to discover the theory im plicit  in the data. 

Another learning outcom e was the difference between theoret ical conceptualisat ion 
and conceptual descript ion. As Glaser (1998)  points out , abst ract  conceptualisat ions are t ied 
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to the substant ive area of enquiry and not  to people or t im e, whereas the St rauss and 
Corbin (1990, 1998)  approach focuses on context , causal condit ions, act ion/ interact ional 
st rategies and consequences. Conduct ing a secondary data analysis also highlight ed the 
value of m em oing. Mem os were em ployed in the pr im ary data analysis;  however, they were 
not  availed of during the secondary data analysis, leading to som e om issions as to the t rain 
of thought , and why som e avenues were left  relat ively unexplored. This reinforced the 
im portance of m em oing when conduct ing a grounded theory study. However, new m em os 
were writ ten during the process of secondary  data analysis and these proved essent ial in 
the developm ent  and write up of the tentat ive theory out lined below. 

A great  deal of knowledge has been gleaned from  this experient ial learning exercise,  
as LA was in the pr ivileged posit ion of being able to learn the pr inciples and procedures of 
classic grounded theory while having access to advice and support  from  experienced 
grounded theorists. Conduct ing a secondary data analysis has been a very useful exercise in 
learning the m ethod to take forward int o a new, classic grounded theory study so that  it  is 
clear from  the outset  how this m ethod should proceed without  any confusion regarding the 
procedures and principles involved. 

Object ive 3 : To explore w hether the re- analysis of pr im ary dat a using a different  
approach w ould yield a different  result

The personal experience of revisit ing a pr im ary dataset  that  had been gathered years 
earlier, when LA was a com plete research novice, was challenging on several fronts. First ly, 
the idea of exam ining one’s pr im ary data with an open perspect ive to see if new ideas would 
em erge was excit ing, however, when one went  about  scrut inising this data it  soon becam e 
evident  that  the dataset  had certain lim itat ions. Challenges were encountered in several 
areas when the classic grounded theory m ethod was applied, for exam ple, coding for a m ain 
concern, theoret ical sam pling, theoret ical coding and theoret ical saturat ion, which have 
been explained previously. Despite these challenges and the lim itat ions im posed by the 
pr im ary dataset , this secondary data analysis went  som e way towards developing a 
tentat ive prelim inary theory. This is in line with Heaton’s (2004)  com m ent  that  not  all data 
are am enable to secondary data analysis.

Findings from  prim ary data analysis

I n order to facili tate a com parison between the pr im ary and secondary data analysis 
outcom es, a br ief overview of the pr im ary study is provided. The aim  of the pr im ary study 
was to explore the postnatal educat ional needs of first - t im e parents. The prim ary study 
involved analysis of sem i-st ructured int erviews which were conducted with m others (n= 10)  
and fathers (n= 8) , three weeks after the bir th of their  baby. One overarching core category  
was generated which was conceptualised as ‘learning to be a parent  - it ’s not  unt il  it  
happens’. Data from  m others and fathers were analysed separately and eight  sub-
categories em erged.  The four categories that  em erged from  the father’s dataset  include:   
it ’s a com plete change ( t ransit ion to fatherhood) , or ientated towards the m other (antenatal 
educat ion classes) , the system  isn’t  there to be involved ( lack of involvem ent  in postnatal 
care)  and just  to be there ( taking t im e off after  the bir th of their  baby) . The four categories 
that  em erged from  the m other’s dataset  were:  it ’s a shock ( t ransit ion to m otherhood) , I  
couldn’t  visualise that  at  all ( learning about  postnatal issues during pregnancy) , you have to 
experience it  for yourself (postnatal educat ional needs)  and you need support  ( the early 
postnatal period)  (Figure 1) .
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Figure 1 :  Prim ary data analysis: Tentat ive theory and categories developed on 
‘Learning to be a parent ’.

Although becom ing a father was a ‘com plete change’, m en described it  as a sm ooth and 
gradual t ransit ion.  However, m en found that  the content  and focus of antenatal educat ion 
classes was predom inately ‘or ientated towards the m other’. During their  partner’s postnatal 
hospital, they were of the view that  m idwives did not  involve them  in the sharing of 
knowledge and skills in preparat ion for li fe with a new baby. Thus they considered that  ‘the 
system  isn’t  there to be involved’. ‘Just  to be there’ refers to the t im e that  m en took off 
work after their  partner  and baby cam e hom e from  hospital to support  their  partner and to 
get  to know their baby. Alt hough it  was not  the focus at  the t im e during pr im ary data 
analysis, there were concepts em erging on m en’s experiences of becom ing a father, 
however, due to the pre- fram ed int erview schedule and academ ic t im efram e const raints at  
that  t im e, data saturat ion was not  achieved in this category.

Findings from  secondary data analysis

I n cont rast  to St rauss and Corbin (1990,1998) , when using classic grounded theory one 
does not  start  with a preconceived quest ion or agenda, rather one has a substant ive area of 
interest  or a hunch in m ind. The substant ive area of int erest  used to re-analyse this data 
was m en’s experiences of becom ing a father. 

Using Glaser’s pr inciples, the fathers’ m ain concern was conceptualised as 
‘developing com petency as a father’ (see figure 2) . The processes that  m en engaged in to 
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develop com petence or resolve their  concern were coded as select ing inform at ion for act ion, 
sourcing inform at ion to fill in the gaps, experiencing hands-on care, balancing com pet ing 
dem ands and working it  out  by doing. These processes result ed in an outcom e of gradual 
adjustm ent  to fatherhood and developing com petency.  This group of fathers displayed 
readiness in becom ing a father in that  they were ready em ot ionally, econom ically, socially 
and pragm at ically for their  new role as a father. However, they felt  they lack the necessary 
knowledge and skills to care for a new baby. When it  cam e to m en’s involvem ent  in 
m aternity care, this group of m en felt  they were on the periphery as their  postnatal 
educat ional needs were not  m et  by m aternity care staff at  that  t im e.

Figure 2 : Tent at ive theory from  secondary data analysis: Developing com petency 
as a father
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Com parison of pr im ary and secondary data analysis outcom es

When the pr im ary and secondary data analysis findings are com pared, there are som e 
sim ilar it ies and also som e notable differences. The sim ilar it ies include the fathers’ sense of 
not  being involved by m idwives, their  lack of access to knowledge and skills and their  
adaptat ion to fatherhood although a change, it  was a gradual one. Som e of the notable 
differences in the classical grounded theory approach include:  the m ove away from  m ere 
descript ion of the data, the clear ident ificat ion of a m ain concern and the conceptualisat ion 
of five processes used by fathers to resolve their  concern.  One explanat ion for the 
differences in the findings is the two different  ways in which this data was exam ined. I n the 
pr im ary study, a specific pre- fram ed research quest ion was applied whereas, in the 
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secondary data analysis, a m ore open analyt ical approach was used allowing ideas to 
em erge from  the data. I n addit ion, the focus of the pr im ary study was on postnatal 
educat ional needs, whereas t he secondary data analysis had no preconceived fram ework. I n 
the classical approach there was also a greater em phasis, during data analysis, on 
t ranscending and conceptualising as opposed to describing. There are two reasons for these 
differences, first ly, the applicat ion of the classic grounded theory approach which ut ilises a 
m ore open perspect ive and secondly, the passage of t im e facili tated a m ore object ive 
approach to analysing the data. 

St rauss (1987)  recom m ends the use of int egrat ive diagram s, as a way of int egrat ing 
threads of the em ergent  theory and as a m eans of explaining ideas to others. However 
Glaser (1998)  is of the view t hat  diagram s oversim plify the theory, and m ay result  in people 
not  reading t he int r icacies of the theory developed. As a diagram  had proved, in the first  set  
of analysis, to be a useful tool in helping to visualise relat ionships between categories (see 
figure 1) , it  was decided to produce a diagram  for the secondary analysis ( figure 2) . What  is 
clear from  both diagram s is that  neither is sufficient  to explain the outcom e;  however,  
interest ingly the diagram  produced from  the secondary data analysis does give a greater 
feel for a core concern and how the various categories ident ified connected with that  core 
concern.   

Conclusion

Secondary data analysis is a research approach used to exam ine previously collected 
data. Several challenges were encountered when the classic grounded theory m ethod was 
used for this secondary data analysis. One drawback to coding for the m ain concern, 
theoret ical saturat ion and theoret ical coding was the sm all num ber of datasets available for 
this re-analysis. During the secondary data analysis only the fathers data was re-analysed 
from  the pr im ary study.  

I n hindsight , using Glaser’s (2001, p. 145)  idea that  ‘all is data’;  it  m ay have been 
valuable to have re-analysed the pr im ary data from  m others also, as this data m ay have 
added to and com pleted the em erging theory. The use of a pre- fram ed int erview schedule 
which was used from  the outset  to guide data collect ion in the pr im ary study also lim ited 
the secondary analysis. One principle of classic grounded theory is theoret ical sam pling for 
ideas and concepts, and one of the m ajor drawbacks of secondary data analysis is that  one 
cannot  go back to the part icipants and probe for further responses to assist  with filling in 
gaps in the em erging theory. However, researchers can recruit , if they wish, m ore 
part icipants and theoret ical sam ple em erging concepts so that  theoret ical saturat ion could 
be achieved. 

The second object ive for conduct ing the secondary data analysis was for LA to learn 
m ore about  the classic grounded theory m ethod and to find out  how it  differed from  the 
St rauss and Corbin (1990, 1998)  approach, so that  there would not  be any blurr ing of 
m ethods when em barking on a new classic grounded theory study. This aim  was achieved 
by working closely with AH and by pract icing how to think and code conceptually, how to 
focus on the latent  behaviours of the part icipants, and learning how to theoret ically sam ple 
for ideas within t ranscripts. I n addit ion, she learned how to im prove on int erview technique 
and ident ified st rategies that  m ay be applied to a m ore open style of interviewing. 

The third object ive of this study was to see whether the applicat ion of a different  
m ethodology would yield a different  result . The secondary data analysis did result  in a 
slight ly different  outcom e. The two reasons for this are first ly, that  classic grounded theory  
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facilitated a broader, m ore open perspect ive to be applied to this data and this facilitated 
t rue em ergence of a tentat ive theory. Secondly, there was greater em phasis on ident ifying 
the part icipants’ m ain concern and conceptualising the data as opposed to describing.  The 
greatest  benefit  of this exercise was to learn by doing. As Glaser out lined alm ost  50 years 
ago, secondary data analysis is an effect ive teaching tool to learn the m ethod and this was 
achieved by conduct ing this secondary data analysis.
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