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Com m entary on “Construct ing New  Theory for  I dent ifying Students 
w ith Em ot ional Disturbance”

Cheri Ann Hernandez, University of Windsor
Tom  Andrews,  Universit y College Cork

First  we would like to com m end and thank Dr. Dori Barnet t  for her willingness to subm it  her 
work for the purpose of act ing as a const ruct ivist  grounded theory research exem plar, with 
the understanding that  she was subject ing her work to the scrut iny of researchers from  
another grounded theory t radit ion. We have developed this com m entary on Dr. Barnet t ’s 
work in the spir it  of respect  and colleagueship that  was recom m ended in the guest  editor ial 
of this Grounded Theory Review issue. We acknowledge that  her study is very significant  
and will be very useful to pract it ioners.  Our purpose is to use the research exem plar to 
ident ify differences between this type of research and that  of classic grounded theory. 

Readers who have been schooled and grounded in classic grounded theory 
m ethodology will  have not iced at  least  five m ajor differences between the const ruct ivist  
grounded theory exem plar and classic grounded theory. This com m entary will delineate and 
describe these differences.

1 . Developm ent  Versus Discovery of  the Research Problem

I n the const ruct ivist  grounded theory exem plar, the research problem  was developed 
through a prelim inary review of the li terature. This review revealed a gap in the lit erature 
and the problem  of how pract it ioners dist inguish between em ot ional disturbance and social 
m aladjustm ent . I n classic grounded theory, the researcher decides to do a study in an area 
in which s/ he is int erested and begins to collect  data with no preconcept ions (personal, 
professional, lit erature-based) . The study problem  is discovered as data are collected in the 
substant ive area in which the researcher is interested.

I n addit ion, the quest ions asked are dist inct ly different  in const ruct ivist  grounded 
theory, which begins with very specific quest ions such as the way pract it ioners define and 
dist inguish between em ot ional disturbance and social m aladjustm ent . I n cont rast , the 
classic grounded theory research begins the study with a desire to find out  what  is going on 
in a part icular substant ive area. The research problem  is not  preconceived prior to t he study  
beginning, and even when the research problem  has been discovered,  the quest ions asked 
of the data are very different  that  in const ruct ivist  grounded theory. I n classic grounded 
theory, there are three very open quest ions designed to help the researcher det erm ine what  
the data are indicat ing rather than in answering a set  of predeterm ined quest ions. I n classic 
grounded theory, these three quest ions are asked during data collect ion and analysis:  What  
is this data a study of? What  category does this incident  indicate? What  is actually 
happening in the data? (Glaser, 1978, p. 57) .
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2 . Tim ing and Approach to Review  of the Literature

Const ruct ivist  grounded theory begins with a review of the li terature which is necessary to 
find out  what  has been done and not  been done in an area so that  the study problem  can be 
ident ified/  art iculated. I n classic grounded theory, Glaser advises researchers to delay the 
review of the lit erature so as not  to be unduly influenced by it  (Glaser, 1992)  and so that  
s/ he can be open to finding what  is in the data, rather than forcing the data to fit  pre-
exist ing concepts (Glaser, 1978, p. 31) . The research problem  and the resolut ion of that  
problem  are found in the data, that  is, they are “grounded in the data” - hence the term  
grounded theory. The classic grounded theory research does not  turn to t he li terature unt il 
the core category, that  represents how the problem  is cont inuously being processed, has 
been found along with the theoret ical code of how all the codes/ categories relate to this 
core category. At  this t im e, the li terature is reviewed to ident ify if,  and how, other scholars 
have found sim ilar categories with potent ial relevance. The classic grounded theory often 
can act  as an overarching fram ework for a substant ive area, m aking sense of a seem ingly 
disparate body of facts/ theories. Glaser (1978)  affirm ed that  “a well done grounded theory 
will usually, i f not  invariably, t ranscend diverse previous works while integrat ing them  into a 
new theory of greater scope than extant  ones”  (p. 10) .

Although the ‘ideal’ approach in classic grounded theory is to delay review of the 
lit erature to avoid preconceptualizat ion of a substant ive area, this is frequent ly im possible 
due to requirem ents of inst itut ional review boards and/ or funding bodies. I n such instances, 
Glaser recom m ends that  the review of the lit erature be done to allow the research to 
cont inue but  the researcher needs to acknowledge that  there m ay be som e preconcept ions 
that  s/ he will need to be careful not  to overlay on the research data.  However, classic 
grounded theory is “ self-correct ing”  in that  through constant  com parison, if done according 
to the tenets of classic grounded theory will correct  preconcept ions and bias.

3 . Methodological Versus Philosophica l Posit ioning

Dr. Barnet t  point s out  that  her philosophical posit ion is grounded in a const ruct ivist  
grounded theory or ientat ion which involves an epistem ologically subject ive and an 
ontologically relat ivist ic stance.  A relat ivist  stance assum es that  theoret ical analyses 
derived from  the grounded theory process “are int erpret ive renderings of a realit y, not  
object ive report ings of it ” (Charm az, 2008, p. 206) . Meaning is const ructed through the 
qualitat ive researcher’s int erpret ive understandings, an em ic perspect ive that  assum es a 
relat ivist  and reflexive stance toward the data (Charm az, 2009) .  This takes account  of 
m ult iple realit ies.  The lim itat ions of such a perspect ive are out lined in the paper by Dr. 
Andrews.  This philosophical posit ion guides the research m ethod, the decisions that  are 
m ade, and the research product . I n cont rast , Glaser has repeatedly asserted that  classic
grounded theory is a m ethodology that  is not  cont ingent  upon any part icular philosophy, 
and that  the classic grounded theory researcher can ascribe to any philosophical or ientat ion 
as long as all such views are suspended so as not  to preconceive t he study, and to allow the 
grounded theory to em erge.

I n addit ion, const ruct ivist  grounded theory researchers view their  work as a const ruct ion 
or co-const ruct ion (wit h research part icipants)  through the researcher’s interpretat ion of the 
part icipants m eaning.  I f data are co-const ructed, what  is the relat ive cont r ibut ion of 
part icipants and the researcher to that  co-const ruct ion?  This is problem at ic since such an 
interpretat ion is dependent  on the researcher’s view (Charm az, 2006)  suggest ing that  the 
views of the researcher are pr ivileged above those of part icipants. I n cont rast , classic 
grounded theory t r ies to understand the act ion in a substant ive area from  the perspect ive of 
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part icipants or in the words of const ruct ivist  grounded theory m ult iple perspect ives, while 
the role of the researcher is one of discovery. However those m ult iple perspect ives are 
conceptualised in classic grounded theory but  rem ain at  the descript ive level in 
const ruct ivist  grounded theory. I t  is not  surprising that  the end product  is very descript ive 
concepts or them es. Theories generated using const ruct ivist  grounded theory tend to be 
plausible accounts rather than theories that  can claim  any object ive status ( Cham az, 2006) ;  
so why use the t erm  “ theory”  in describing this m ethodology?

Classic grounded theory does not  in fact  m ake the claim  of “object ive theory”  in relat ion 
to theories generated since they are a theoret ical abst ract ion of the doings of people and is 
readily m odifiable. I t  is not  representat ive of an object ive reality as const ruct ionist  
grounded theorist s m aintain. Again the dichotom y between reality as relat ive or object ive is 
evident .  As argued by Dr. Andrews, when adopt ing a posit ion of subt le realism  then this 
dichotom y is resolvable. The role the researcher has in co-const ruct ion is not  m ade explicit  
in const ruct ivist  grounded theory, therefore, it  is difficult  to determ ine the relat ive 
cont r ibut ion of the researcher to the analysis and how the findings have been influenced. 
There is the danger that  the perspect ives of part icipants are overshadowed by those of the 
researcher. Classic grounded theory takes the view that  the perspect ive of the researcher is 
a source of bias. The classic grounded theory researcher is not  m eaning m aking but  rather 
discovering t he substant ive problem  and finding t he ongoing resolut ion or processing of t hat  
problem .

Charm az paradoxically concludes that  grounded theory need not  be t ied to a single 
epistem ology or to a specific theoret ical perspect ive, yet  t r ies to do just  that  by discussing 
grounded theory exclusively in term s of const ruct ionism  to overcom e what  she perceives to 
be the object ivist  nature of grounded theory as or iginated. Glaserian grounded theory has 
been linked to int erpretat ivism  (Norton, 1999)  yet  is cr it icised for being posit iv ist  in nature 
(Charm az, 2006) . Clearly it  cannot  be both and this highlight s the confusion that  is evident  
in the literature discussing this m ethodology.  I t  suffers from  what  Johnson (1999)  term s 
varied understandings of its nature and purpose.

4 . Other Methodological Dif ferences

Dr. Barnet t  describes the three types of coding found in const ruct ivist  grounded theory:  
open, focused, and theoret ical whereas in classic grounded theory there are two coding 
phases open (which cont inues unt il the core category is found)  and select ive ( in which only 
those categories that  relate to the core category are saturated and the theoret ical code is 
found) . Alt hough the not ion of open coding as labelling concepts is som ewhat  sim ilar t o that  
found in classic grounded theory, the m eaning of the theoret ical coding is very different . I n 
const ruct ivist  grounded theory, theoret ical coding is when the researcher “m erges concepts 
into groups or them at ic categories”  which is a process that  occurs during both open and 
select ive coding in classic grounded theory. I n classic grounded theory, the theoret ical code 
is how the grounded theory gets int egrated;  it  is the “conceptual m odel of the relat ionship 
of the core category to its propert ies (e.g., causes or condit ions)  and to the other (non-
core)  cat egories”  (Hernandez, 2010, p. 159) .  Within const ruct ivist  grounded theory there is 
no at tem pt  to int egrate the core category with other categories since theoret ical coding 
plays no part  in the analysis.

  
There are other differences in term inology between classic grounded theory and 

const ruct ivist  grounded theory. I n classic grounded theory the core category is essent ial to 
the developm ent  of the substant ive theory, while this is not  the case in const ruct ivist  
grounded theory.  Charm az m aintains that  a core category is not  necessary, but  this is 
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considered one of the defining character ist ic of classic grounded theory.  Without  a core 
category then a study cannot  be character ised as a grounded theory study (Murphy et  al.,  
1998) .  Also, the term  theoret ical sensit ivity does not  carry the sam e m eaning in both 
m ethods. I n const ruct ivist  grounded theory, theoret ical sensit iv ity “ relies on the 
researcher’s int uit ive and int erpret ive analysis of the data”  ( i.e., is researcher-dr iven)  
whereas in classic grounded theory, theoret ical sensit iv ity is the deliberate at tem pt  to 
suspend int uit ion/ preconcept ions and uncover what  is found in the data, that  is, what  the 
data are indicat ing/ disclosing (data-driven) .  The prior knowledge of the researcher is also 
used to enhance theoret ical sensit iv ity even if derived from  the li terature.  I n const ruct ivist  
grounded theory the li terature is used to develop aim s and object ives as well as quest ions 
to be asked of part icipants.  This m ay lead to preconcept ion and studying the professional 
problem .  I n classic grounded theory the funct ion of the lit erature is to enhance theoret ical 
sensit iv ity init ially and ult im ately to be used as data for constant  com parison purposes.  

I n const ruct ivist  grounded theory, the researchers is viewed as a “ reflexive part icipant  in 
data collect ion and analysis”  whereas in classic grounded theory the researcher is a 
discoverer of what  can be found in the data when it  is approached in an open, non-
preconceived m anner. I n const ruct ivist  grounded theory, process is deliberately built  into 
the analysis;  however the classic grounded theory theory can be a stat ic or a process 
theory.

5 . Research ( Theoret ica l)  Product

The research product  in both const ruct ivist  grounded theory and classic grounded theory is 
a theory but  there are differences. The const ruct ivist  grounded theory product  is a r ich, 
descript ive theory that  captures the “core social and psychological processes”  that  
pract it ioners were using to dist inguish between em ot ional disturbance and social 
m aladaptat ion. I n classic grounded theory, the research product  is an explanatory theory 
which explains how the problem  of the substant ive area is cont inuously being process, 
solved, or resolved. Classic grounded theory takes account  of the m ult iple perspect ives of 
part icipants, but  raises these to the abst ract  level of conceptualizat ion. 
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