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Surviving Grounded Theory Research Method in an Academ ic W or ld: 
Proposal W rit ing and Theoret ical Fram ew orks

Naom i Elliot t ,  Tr inity College Dublin
Agnes Higgins, Tr inity College Dublin

Abstract

Grounded theory research students are frequent ly faced with the challenge of writ ing a 
research proposal and using a theoret ical fram ework as part  of the academ ic requirem ents 
for a degree program m e. Drawing from  personal experiences of two PhD graduat es who 
used classic grounded theory in two different  universit ies, this paper highlights key lessons 
learnt  which m ay help future students who are set t ing out  to use grounded theory m ethod. 
I t  ident ifies key discussion points that  students m ay find useful when engaging with cr it ical 
audiences, and defending their grounded theory thesis at  final exam inat ion. Key discussion 
point s included are:  the difference between induct ive and deduct ive inquiry;  how grounded 
theory m ethod of data gathering and analysis provide researchers with a viable m eans of 
generat ing new theory;  the pr im acy of the quest ions used in data gathering and data 
analysis;  and, the research- theory link as opposed to the theory- research link. 

I nt roduct ion

The aim  of this paper is to help grounded theory research students deal with challenges 
arising from  doing grounded theory research within an academ ic context  and m eet ing the 
requirem ents of their  degree program m es. The status of grounded theory research m ethod 
in academ ia is contested (Bryant  & Charm az, 2007) ;  insofar as it  is considered that  som e
aspects of grounded theory m ethod do not  conform  to t radit ional convent ions of academ ic 
research. Alt hough each grounded theory research project gives rise to a unique set  of
challenges, when working in an academ ic environm ent  that  is unfam iliar with grounded 
theory, there are com m on problem s that  m any students and researchers experience. Two 
recurr ing problem s experienced by num erous grounded theory students across Canada and 
Europe (Luckerhoff & Guillem et te, 2011; Walls, Parahoo, & Flem ing, 2010)  relate to the 
init ial lit erature review and use of a theoret ical fram ework. For students, these are key 
issues, not  only at  the start  of their research project , but  at the end stage when defending
their grounded theory thesis at final exam inat ion. 

Drawing from  personal experiences of two PhD graduates who used classic grounded 
theory in two universit ies, one UK (Queen’s University, Belfast ) and one I r ish (Trinit y College 
Dublin) , this paper highlights key lessons learned that  m ay help students who are set t ing
out  to use grounded theory m ethod. Key discussion point s are also ident ified that  students 
m ay use when engaging with cr it ical audiences when discussing grounded theory m ethod 
with other researchers, writ ing up the thesis, defending at  viva or doing conference 
presentat ions.
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Tensions betw een Grounded Theory and Tradit ional Research Approaches

Since its int roduct ion by Glaser and St rauss in 1967, grounded theory is increasingly being 
used as a research m ethod in diverse areas.  I t  provides a viable m eans for scholars and 
part icipants to generate a new and em ic perspect ive, and to generate theory that  is 
grounded in the realit ies of the part icipants’ daily life experiences. However, the hegem ony 
of t radit ional research approach gives r ise to difficult ies for those researchers who wish to 
pursue an approach that  is outside the t radit ional research convent ions. Many of the 
tensions between grounded theory and t radit ional research stem  from  differences that  are 
rooted in the differences between induct ive and deduct ive enquiry. A key feature of 
grounded theory is it  provides for induct ive enquiry, a m eans of generat ing new theory and 
new understandings, and requires researchers to ident ify the research problem  from  the 
research part icipants’ perspect ives. By cont rast , t radit ional research provides for deduct ive
enquiry, a m eans of proving or disproving exist ing theory and requires researchers to 
ident ify the research problem  from  the extant  lit erature.  The t radit ional research process
begins with a literature review, which is used to inform the research quest ion and theoret ical 
fram ework that  ult im ately guides data collect ion and analysis. The crux of the problem  for 
m any research students undertaking academ ic degree program m es is that  a lit erature 
review is required in order to com plete the research proposal, applicat ion form s for ethical 
approval and/ or financial funding. At  doctoral level, considerat ion of the theoret ical 
fram ework underpinning the research study m ay also be needed in order to sat isfy research 
supervisors and degree requirem ents.

Challenge 1 : Developing a Proposal to m eet  Academ ic Requirem ents

A key challenge facing research students is how to develop a research proposal that m eets 
academ ic requirem ents. The process of doing a research proposal involves cr it ical analysis of 
the extant  literature in order to m ap out  what  is already known about  the topic and to 
ident ify the gaps in knowledge (McGhee, Marland, & Atkinson, 2007; Dunne, 2011) . At  
doctoral level, this is cr it ical, as generat ing new knowledge is a cr iter ion for the award of a 
PhD (e.g. Nat ional Fram ework of Qualificat ions, undated; Quality Assurance Agency for 
Higher Educat ion, 2008) . I n keeping with the t radit ional research perspect ive, Hart  (1998)
suggests that  a pr ior literature review in the substant ive area helps the researcher to think 
r igorously about  the topic and develop a conceptual m ap of the subject  area, thus ensuring 
that  the subject  area is researchable before the research com m ences. I t  also helps
researchers to narrow the focus of the topic, define the research quest ion, select  a 
theoret ical fram ework, and just ify the research m ethodology. A cr it ical review of the 
lit erature is used to generate the research quest ion and consequent ly, for m any students, 
precedes the select ion of a research m ethodology. I n other words,  students com plete a 
lit erature review for the purpose of generat ing a research quest ion, and it  is at  this stage 
they are in a posit ion to select an appropriate m ethodology t o answer the research quest ion.
For m any research students, including Elliot t (2007)  and Higgins (2007) , they do not  set  out  
as “grounded theory”  research students. I t  was only after the required research proposal is 
com pleted and grounded theory m ethodology is selected as the m ost  appropriate 
m ethodology that  they becom e PhD grounded theory research student s. 

Elliot t ’s experience as a doctoral student

I n keeping with the academ ic requirem ent  that doctoral candidates generate new knowledge
through their  dissertat ion, Elliot t (2007) carr ied out  a scoping exercise of the lit erature on 
her area of int erest , which was clinical decision-m aking and advanced nursing pract ice. I n 
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order to provide a just ificat ion for the research proposal, a requirem ent  for regist rat ion, a 
system at ic analysis of the decision-m aking lit erature was carr ied out  to determ ine what  was 
already known and what  was not  known. This ident ified gaps in the body of knowledge and 
highlighted that  lit t le was known about advanced pract it ioner’s decision-m aking in
com m unity care set t ings, and that  previous studies assum ed clinical decision-m aking was
explained by hypothet ico-deduct ive inform at ion processing, int uit ion or heurist ics. I t  was at  
this point  that  Elliot t was able to ident ify the research quest ion, “how do advanced 
pract it ioners m ake clinical decisions in com m unity care context s?” , and consider appropriate
m ethodologies including grounded theory. 

Sim ilar to Urquhart ’s (2007)  view of the lit erature review as or ientat ion, Elliot t used 
the li terature to ident ify t he area of inquiry and research quest ion, which was to explain how 
advanced pract it ioners m ake clinical decisions in com m unity care contexts. Alt hough Elliot t ’s
research proposal involved a cr it ical analysis of the decision-m aking literature and theory, it
was not used to inform data gathering or to form ulate the int erview quest ions. I nstead, the 
interview quest ions followed Glaser’s (1998) approach, and asked ‘what  were your m ain 
concerns when m aking clinical decisions [ for the pat ient  you have just  t reated] ?”  and “how 
did you resolve your concerns?’ These relat ively unst ructured, neut ral interview quest ions 
were cr it ical to ensuring that it  did not  guide data collect ion, although an analysis of the 
decision m aking lit erature had been carr ied out . Using Glaser’s quest ions provided a m eans 
of assuring an induct ive approach to the research, and a m eans of surfacing the part icipants’
m ain concerns and not  those em anat ing from  the extant  li terature.  

The potent ial r isk that  the review of the clinical decision-m aking lit erature could 
colour data analysis was recognised. St rategies that  enable researchers stay close to the 
data are cr it ical if the potent ial bias from  a literature review is to be avoided. Using Glaser’s
neut ral quest ions of the data nam ely, “what  is this a study of? What  category does this 
incident  indicate? And [ sic] what  property of what  category does this incident  indicate”  
(Glaser, 1998, p. 123) , using in vivo codes and suspending further li terature review unt il the 
theory was developed, becam e im portant  to assuring that  data analysis rem ained focused 
on the part icipants’ accounts. In vivo codes, which cam e direct ly from  the clinical 
pract it ioners’ own words, were im portant  to m inim izing potent ial bias from  the lit erature
review. For exam ple, the code “keeping the pat ient ’s boundaries” was developed from  the 
following account :

…I  had to say to her [ the pat ient ] , no you don’t  need to talk about  them  [ the 
pat ient ’s thought s]  if you don’t  want  to…because often m aybe som e of them  
could be very em barrassing now in a rat ional conversat ion …so its about  her 
being allowed to keep her boundaries so she can be com fortable.

One advantage of using in vivo coding, such as “keeping the pat ient ’s boundaries,” was that  
it  focused the analysis on the part icipants’ account s, and on elicit ing their  perspect ives
rather than that  of the extant  literature. As coding progressed, in vivo codes were eventually
superseded by analyst  specified categories. However, in vivo codes served an im portant  
funct ion in the early stages of data analysis by keeping the researcher close to the data. 

Being aware that  the r isk of lit erature colouring data analysis was greatest  when 
coding the init ial interview t ranscripts, Elliot t did a review of her early codes and m em os to 
check if they were linked to the lit erature. The t im ing of this review was im portant , and 
carr ied out  after the grounded theory had been generated. I n so doing, the researcher was 
not  influenced by the lit erature during the analyt ic process and theory generat ion. This
review showed that  very few codes were linked to the decision-m aking lit erature, and as 
data gathering and analysis progressed, these early codes were superseded by new codes. 
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Gradually, issues relat ing to the nurse-pat ient  relat ionship becam e the focus of data 
analysis. The link between the nurse-pat ient  relat ionship and clinical decision-m aking had 
not  been ident ified previously in the lit erature. Using grounded theory m ethods in data 
gathering and analysis, therefore, provided a viable m eans of generat ing a new perspect ive, 
one that  was generated from  and relevant  to t he part icipant ’s pract ice. Although the process 
of reviewing codes for sim ilar it ies against  prelim inary literature reviews is not  com m only 
reported in grounded theory research lit erature, it  provided a useful m eans of dem onst rat ing 
to any cr it ic that  the theory and its const ituent  com ponent s were grounded in the data. 

I n sum m ary, although Elliot t carr ied out  a cr it ical review of the decision-m aking
lit erature as part  of just ifying her PhD research proposal, the li terature was not  used to 
inform  interview quest ions. By using the interview quest ions “what  were your m ain concerns 
when m aking clinical decisions [ for the pat ient  you have just  t reated] ?’ and ‘how did you 
resolve your concerns?,” the data gathering focused on elicit ing the part icipants’ concerns. 
The r isk that the li terature review coloured data analysis was lim ited by using Glaser’s
grounded theory data analysis quest ions, nam ely “what  is this a study of? What  category 
does this incident  indicate? And [ sic] what  property of what  category does this incident  
indicate?”  (Glaser, 1998, p.123) ;  including in vivo codes during data analysis, and 
suspending further li terature review unt il after theory developm ent .

Higgins’s experience as a doctoral student

Higgins’s (2007) research was focused on sexuality and m ental health nursing pract ice. 
Unlike Elliot t , Higgins’s research quest ion was form ulated prior to engaging in a literature 
review, and arose from  her experience of working in clinical pract ice and from  inform al 
conversat ions with colleagues. Being convinced that  sexuality was an ever present  issue 
within nurse-client relat ionships; Higgins was interested in how nurses coped, addressed and 
responded t o issues of sexuality within clinical pract ice. Sim ilar ly to Elliot t ,  a detailed review 
of both nursing and m ental health lit erature was conducted, under the m entorship of a 
librar ian, to ensure that  nothing of im portance was om it ted. This st rategy was em ployed not  
just  for academ ic regist rat ion, but  to enhance the likelihood of receiving nat ional funding for 
the study. The lit erature review suggested that  lim ited research was conducted in the area, 
and no fram ework or m odel existed that  explained or aided understanding of the 
phenom enon of int erest . I t  was following this review that  Higgins selected grounded theory 
as her preferred m ethodology, and successfully defended the choice t o academ ic supervisors 
and funders on the grounds that  the key outcom e of the study would be “a substant ive 
theory of how m ental health nurses respond to issues of sexuality in a clinical pract ice 
context .” The decision to adopt  a classic grounded theory approach only occurred after in-
depth study of Grounded Theory m ethod, and at tendance at  workshops facilitated by Dr. J. 
Corbin and Dr. B. Glaser, on their  respect ive m ethod.  Classic grounded theory was selected 
for a num ber of reasons. First ly, it  em phasises let t ing the problem  em erge from  the 
part icipants’ perspect ive. Secondly, the classic approach, although no less r igorous, seem ed 
flexible enough to allow freedom  to follow leads and use a variety of data collect ion 
m ethods, as ideas em erged. Thirdly, the not ion of finding a latent  pat tern of behaviour also 
fit ted with her idea of developing a theory of pract ice (Glaser, 1978;  1992;  1998;  2001;  
2005) .

As part  of the research proposal for funding, Higgins developed an interview schedule 
consist ing of a list  of possible quest ions for discussion. Following a workshop with Dr. Glaser, 
she recognised that  using the interview schedule at  the beginning of the research process 
was inim ical to grounded theory m ethodology, as it  r isked pre- fram ing the problem , and 
leading part icipants to talk about  the researcher’s concerns. Consequent ly, the real issues 
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would becom e obscured. As advised by Glaser (1998) she abandoned the or iginal int erview 
schedule and endeavoured t o “ inst ill a spill,” by com m encing t he int erviews with a very open 
and broad statem ent , which perm it ted part icipants to talk freely about  their  issues. As the 
study unfolded and categories began to be developed, quest ions aim ed at  ident ifying 
propert ies of categories were ident ified and explored in subsequent  int erviews. I n this way, 
the int erviews gradually becam e m ore focused as the em erging concepts determ ined both 
the quest ions asked and the developm ent  of a theoret ical sam ple. 

Once coding of data com m ences, the aim  is to get  the best  concept  that  fit s and 
authent ically reflects the data, as opposed to developing concepts by conjecture or 
im port ing received concepts from  the lit erature. As Glaser (1998) states, “no theoret ical 
capitalism  is tolerated” (p. 31) . A num ber of writers highlight  the need to m ake every effort  
to uncover and challenge preconceived ideas, and only br ing int o the study concepts that  
have earned their  way and are supported by data (Blum er, 1969; Glaser, 2001;  Schreiber &
Noerager-Stern, 2001) . I n other words, grounded theorist s cannot  “ shop their  disciplinary 
stores for preconceived concepts and dress t heir  data in them ”  (Charm az, 2000, p. 511) . For 
exam ple, Higgins had ident ified som e concepts from  the li terature, such as “ lacking 
com fort ” , “ com pliance”  and “m aintaining silence” and was constant ly on alert  to anything in 
the data that  m ight  reinforce or refute these concepts. While these concepts did em erge,
they only accounted for a sm all am ount  of the final theory. Throughout  the analysis a 
com binat ion of in vivo codes (com e from  the language of the part icipants) , and in vit ro
codes (const ructed by the researcher to reflect  the data)  were used. Once the grounded 
theory concepts were ident ified, they were m odified, sharpened and verified throughout  the 
data collect ion and analysis phase of the study and concepts that  best  fit ted the data were 
selected. Sim ilar ly, categories, propert ies and their  relat ionships were checked repeatedly, 
using the constant  com parat ive process and theoret ically sam pling, to see if they pat terned 
out  in both new data and in previously collected data. This self-correct ing process ensured 
that  pet  ideas and assum pt ions were not  im posed.

Glaser and St rauss (1967)  acknowledge that  no researcher can erase from  their m ind 
all the lit erature or theory they know before beginning research. Hence, they ident ify the  
im portance of cult ivat ing ideas from  the li terature, within the fram ework of the developing 
theory, by constant ly com paring one’s own and others theoret ical ideas with the em erging 
data. I n addit ion to using the constant  com parat ive process during the coding and analysing 
stage, Higgins also used  analyt ic m em os to capture and t rack conceptual ideas, and to 
docum ent  her own non- grounded ideas about  the em erging theory (Glaser, 1998) . Another 
st rategy used was peer debriefing. The role of a peer de-briefer was to ask probing 
quest ions of the researcher and help search for alternat ive perspect ives and explanat ions 
(Baxter & Eyles, 1997) . This approach helped ident ify ungrounded assum pt ions pr ior to 
com m encing and throughout  the study; thus,  stopping the creat ive m ind from  being a 
conjectur ing m ind (Glaser, 1998) . 

Key Discussion Point - GT Quest ions for  Gathering and Analysing Data

The role and place of literature review in grounded theory has generated debate am ongst  
researchers and scholars (McGhee et  al., 2007;  Walls et  al., 2010;  Dunne, 2011) . From  a 
grounded theory perspect ive, a pre- research lit erature review is “ inim ical” to generat ing 
grounded theory (Glaser, 1998, p.67) , as preconceptualising the problem , theoret ical 
fram ework, or concepts have the potent ial to contam inate the em erging theory, and can 
result  in forcing both the problem  and the data into a preconceived m odel. I n Glaser’s 
(1992)  view, it  is hard enough for researchers to generate their  own concepts, without  
having to contend with “ the derailm ent  provided by the li terature in the form  of conscious or 
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unrecognised assum pt ions of what  ought  to be in the data”  (p.31) . Conceptual ideas m ay be 
conjectured from  the li terature and superim posed, as opposed to em erging from  the data. 
Since the m ain concern of the part icipant  cannot  be known beforehand, neither can one 
know the pert inent  literature to review. Once the m ain process has em erged and theory 
developm ent  is at  a stage that  lit erature will  not  derail the researcher from  seeing what  is 
going on in the data, the required lit erature becom es apparent  and is reviewed. I n other 
words, “ the lit erature is discovered as the theory is” (Glaser, 1998, p.69) . I n keeping with 
the m axim all is data; the li terature is t hen t reated like any other source of data, and woven 
into the theory in the constant  com parat ive process. I n this way, it  is hoped that  the 
“grounded theorist  will generate a theory that  t ranscends the lit erature, synthesises it  at  the 
sam e t im e”  (Glaser, 1998, p.120) , and produces a theory that  is relevant  and fit  for context . 

Although discourse on the place and role of lit erature in grounded theory research is
im portant , what  is m issing is a discussion about other key determ inants of data gathering 
and analysis. As such, key determ inants that  direct ly influence the process are, the
quest ions used to collect data, and the quest ions asked of the data during the analysis. 
Researchers br ing their  own m ix of theoret ical, academ ic, professional and personal 
knowledge int o the research field, so the crux of the issue is what  quest ions are used in 
gathering data and later, what  quest ions are asked of the data during analysis. A cr it ical
discussion point , therefore, is how grounded theory m ethods and the use of relat ively 
neut ral quest ions for gathering and analysing data provide researchers with a m eans of 
generat ing a new and em ic perspect ive; one that  is rooted in the part icipant ’s perspect ive.
Grounded theory research students can dem onst rate this by specifying what  quest ions were 
used to gather data, and how data analysis inform ed the subsequent  int erview quest ions.  
I m portant ly, the logic of the line of inquiry can be dem onst rated by t racing the progressive 
m odificat ion of int erview quest ions from  the init ial int erview quest ions to those used in the 
final interview. Finally, this issue needs to be discussed in the context  of differences 
between induct ive and deduct ive enquiry.

Challenge 2 : W hat  Theoret ical Fram ew ork is Underpinning your St udy?

Another challenge, for grounded theory research students, is how to deal with the quest ion,
“what  theoret ical fram ework is underpinning your study?” I n academ ic contexts, scholars
are responsible for m aking explicit  the assum pt ions they are using within their  research 
project . The relat ionship between theory and qualitat ive research, however, is com plex and 
there are divergent  views as to what  the term  “ theoret ical fram ework” m eans. On the one 
hand, Anfara and Mertz (2006)  define theoret ical fram ework as “…any em pir ical or quasi-
em pir ical theory of social and/ or psychological processes, at  a variety of levels (e.g. grand, 
m id- range, and explanatory) , that  can be applied to the understanding phenom ena”  (p.
pxxvii) . For Anfara and Mertz, theoret ical fram eworks are not  synonym ous with 
m ethodological issues (e.g. sym bolic int eract ionism , narrat ive analysis)  or research 
paradigm s (e.g. post -posit iv ist  or const ruct ivist ) . By cont rast  others, such as Wu and Volker 
(2009) , adopt  a broader view of theoret ical fram ework, and recom m end that  researchers 
art iculate an understanding of the philosophical and theoret ical underpinnings of the
research approach they are using. Although they recognise that  “ theory is the outcom e of 
[ grounded theory]  research”  (Wu & Volker, 2009, p.2728) , they also posit ion grounded 
theory within sym bolic int eract ionist  philosophy without  any considerat ion if this is 
appropriate. Notwithstanding the different  understandings of what  theoret ical fram ework 
m eans, a challenge for doctoral students undertaking grounded theory research is how to 
deal with the quest ion, “what  theoret ical fram ework is underpinning your study?”
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Elliot t ’s experience as a doctoral student

At  doctoral level, in addit ion to generat ing new knowledge, students are expected to engage 
in a discussion of their  research at  higher levels of t heory, epistem ology and philosophy. The 
quest ion regarding which theoret ical fram ework was underpinning Elliot t ’s (2007)  grounded 
theory study on clinical-decision m aking by advanced pract it ioners was posed by her
supervisor in the early stages of her PhD study. A review of the lit erature ident ified several 
scholar ly papers on sym bolic interact ionism  and grounded theory (Becker, 1993;  
Hutchinson, 1993; Morse, 2001;  Locke, 2001; Milliken & Schreiber, 2001) .  Given the 
predom inant  view in the literature that asserts a link between grounded theory and sym bolic 
interact ionism , Elliot t init ially reasoned to her supervisor that sym bolic int eract ionism
(Blum er, 1969)  was an appropriate theoret ical fram ework for her study. However, it  was
only after the grounded theory was developed, when Elliot t cr it ically exam ined her theory to
determ ine how sym bolic int eract ionism had influenced its developm ent  that she realised it  
had not . I t  becam e apparent  t hat  data gathering and analysis had focused on how advanced 
pract it ioners resolved their  m ain concerns when m aking clinical decisions for pat ients
without  influence from  sym bolic int eract ionism . The assum pt ion com m only held by research 
scholars that  sym bolic interact ionism  underpins grounded theory was reinforced further 
during Elliot t ’s experience of publishing a paper, How to recognise a quality grounded theory 
study (Elliot t & Lazenbat t , 2005) . One reviewer’s recom m endat ion that the paper include the 
link between grounded theory and sym bolic interact ionism , again reinforced the not ion that
sym bolic interact ionism underpins grounded theory. 

The m ain lesson learnt  from  Elliot t ’s experience, is for grounded theory researchers 
to avoid falling int o the t rap of thinking they are using, or that  they have to use, sym bolic 
interact ionism . Grounded theory m ethodology does not  require sym bolic int eract ionism . The 
theoret ical discussion which character ises a doctoral thesis can be achieved after the 
grounded theory has been developed, when the new theory is cr it ically discussed with the 
relevant  extant  lit erature. For Elliot t ,  after the theory of m utual intact ing had been 
developed, a search of the theoret ical lit erature led to a discovery of Haberm as’s theory of 
com m unicat ive act ion (1984; 1987) , and it  was only after the grounded theory had been 
developed it  becam e known that  Haberm as’s theory was m ost  relevant to her discussion.
The key issue, therefore, is how can grounded theory researchers know what  theories are 
relevant unt il their grounded theory has been developed? I f grounded theory research
students are asked t o discuss the issue of theoret ical fram eworks early in t heir  PhD, perhaps 
one way of dem onst rat ing that  they are theoret ically aware is to discuss the theory of 
grounded theory, in other words the epistem ology and the induct ive approach to generat ing 
new theory.

Higgins’s experience as a doctoral student

I n the context  of Higgins’s experience as a doctoral student , part  of the requirem ent  for 
funding involved the dem onst rat ion of an awareness of the state of exist ing theory regarding 
the phenom enon under study, in order for the funding body to evaluate the proposal.
Although a prelim inary review of relevant  li terature and theories (e.g. Foucault  theory of 
power)  was conducted prior to the enquiry, they were not  used as a theoret ical fram ework 
to guide the study but ,  as Glaser (1978)  suggested, to help develop theoret ical sensit iv ity. 
Theoret ical sensit iv ity is the abilit y to sense the subt let ies of the data. A dist inct ion, 
therefore, m ust  be m ade between using sensit ising concepts to sharpen one’s awareness,
and using concepts to im pose a fram ework on the data. However, in the early stages of the 
research there were som e suggest ions from  academ ic colleagues that  Higgins should use 
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Foucault ’s (1976; 2001)  work as the theoret ical fram ework for the study.  The following 
m em o was recorded six m onth after Higgins had com m enced her study.

Mem o t it le:  Using pr ior theoret ical fram ework

Current ly reading Chapter 6 on forcing the data in Doing Grounded Theory
( I ssues and Discussion) . Just  realising what  was happening in a recent  sem inar when 
I  present ed m y research. Cam e away from  the sem inar very anxious but  now realise 
that  the advice being given was going to force m e int o looking at  a pr ior theoret ical 
fram ework (Foucault 's work)  as a basis for m y study. Be careful of perceived wisdom  
from  academ ic colleagues who have already com pleted PhD's using a t radit ional 
fram ework. I n Glaser 's (1998) view, “preconceptualising the problem , theoret ical 
fram ework, or concepts have the potent ial to contam inate the em erging theory and 
can result  in forcing both the problem  and the data int o a preconceived m odel”  (p. 
67) .

As far back as 1978, Glaser point s out  that  “one needs good scholarship to be a good 
analyst ” (Glaser, 1978, p.12) ; consequent ly, to enhance her scholarship and analyt ical skills,
Higgins read various theoret ical perspect ives t hroughout  the research process. I n addit ion to 
enhancing her analyt ical skills, this approach also provided her with som e insights int o the 
theoret ical codes other theorist s used to weave their  theory together, and enhanced her 
understanding of the variety of theoret ical codes discussed by Glaser in his text  on 
theoret ical coding (Glaser, 2005) .

I n addit ion, once the grounded theory was developed, Higgins returned to the 
lit erature and reviewed other relevant  theories, such as theories of self presentat ion
(Goffm an, 1959) , cognit ive dissonance (Fest inger, 1957) , and interpersonal theory of 
nursing (Peplau, 1952) . Following that  review, she posit ioned her own theory of ‘Veiling 
Sexualit ies’ in the context  of the wider theoret ical lit erature and discussed how her theory 
m ight  confirm  or refute previous theoret ical or philosophical posit ions.

Key Discussion Point - I nteract ion betw een I nduct ive and Deduct ive Enquiry

As with the lit erature review, the use of à prior i theoret ical fram eworks within grounded 
theory research is a content ious issue. Mitchell and Cody (1993)  cr it ique grounded theory 
m ethodology on the grounds that  the role of pr ior theory is “veiled in obscurit y”  (p.171) . 
Morse (2001)  fears t hat  without  a theoret ical context  t o draw on, new researchers m ay “ find 
them selves rapidly m ired in data”  (p.9) without  the abilit y to conceptualise or posit ion their  
study or findings within the exist ing body of theory. Thus, she states that  “ literature should 
not  be ignored but  rather ‘bracketed’ and used for com parison with em erging categories”
(Morse 2001, p.9) . There is no doubt  that  the role of exist ing theory in grounded theory 
differs from  that  of the t radit ional research approaches. This is not  to suggest , however, that  
the generat ion of a grounded theory proceeds in isolat ion of exist ing theory, or that  a 
grounded theory is atheoret ical. Glaser and St rauss (1967)  acknowledge that  the researcher 
“does not  approach reality as a tabula rasa”  (p.3) , and as such cannot  erase from  their m ind 
all the theory they know, before beginning research. What  Glaser (1998)  objects to, is the 
select ion of a theoret ical fram ework prior to com m encing a grounded theory study, and 
using theory to preconceptualise the problem  or concepts. However , Glaser (1978)  does 
advise t he researcher to read in areas other than the substant ive area throughout  the study. 
Reading for ideas and style not  only fuels the researcher’s creat ive processes, but  it  helps 
develop theoret ical sensit iv ity. Theoret ical sensit iv ity can also be gained by a prelim inary 
review of the lit erature in the substant ive area, or from  personal experience in the clinical 
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field. However, a dist inct ion m ust  be m ade between using sensit ising concepts to help 
sharpen ones awareness, and using t heoret ical concept s to im pose a fram ework on the data.
Grounded theory research students can dem onst rate scholar liness by addressing the issue of 
theory from  a research- t heory perspect ive, as opposed to a theory- research perspect ive.

I n addit ion, research students need to address the dist inct ion between induct ive and 
deduct ive enquiry, and acknowledge the subt le interact ion between induct ion and deduct ion 
within classic grounded theory. Alt hough classic grounded theory is pr im arily an induct ive 
m ethodology,  in that  it  com m ences with the data and builds a theory based on the 
system at ic analysis of the data, to classify it  as wholly induct ive is to ignore its deduct ive 
elem ent  as one theoret ically sam ples. Glaser  (1998)  however, points out  that  “ it  is not  
logical, conjectured deduct ion based on no system at ic research” (Glaser, 1998, p.43) , but  a 
carefully grounded deduct ion based on an induced category, which directs the researcher on 
where to go next  for data. Thus, the researcher starts by coding, conceptualising and 
generat ing hypothesis about  the relat ionship between concepts, and then begins to deduce 
where m ore data can be found ( theoret ical sam pling)  for com parat ive purposes. Thus,
grounded theory is both induct ive and deduct ive, with deduct ion pr im arily in the service of 
induct ion. The logic and int eract ion between induct ive and deduct ive enquiry can be 
dem onst rated by t racing how concepts and theory were generated from  raw data and 
im portant ly, by dem onst rat ing how grounded theory m ethods, such as theoret ically 
sam pling and constant  com parat ive analysis, are used to t est em ergent  concepts throughout  
the research process.

Conclusion

Preparing a research proposal and using a theoret ical fram ework to underpin a study are
two key challenges for m any grounded theory researchers in academ ic environm ents. These 
issues usually present  in the early stages of the research process yet , they are relevant  at
the end stage when students are required to defend their  choice of m ethodology at  
exam inat ion, or at  research conferences. The lessons learnt  from the experiences of two 
PhD graduates, who survived using grounded theory in an academ ic world, provide future 
students with key discussion point s to consider when engaging with cr it ical audiences, and 
discussing grounded theory m ethods with other non-grounded theory researchers. 

Grounded theory researchers can dem onst rate academ ic scholar liness by focusing on 
the following four key discussion points:  what  induct ive enquiry m eans and its cont r ibut ion 
to generat ing new knowledge;  secondly, the pr im acy of the classic grounded theory 
quest ions used in data gathering and analysis;  thirdly, the research- t heory link as opposed 
to the theory- research link; and finally, how classic grounded theory provides a viable 
m eans of induct ively and deduct ively generat ing a theory that  is derived from  the 
part icipant ’s lifeworld. Using classic grounded theory research m ethod in an academ ic world 
can create tensions for students, who on the one hand want  to use classic grounded theory 
as a whole m ethodological package whilst  on the other hand, need to m ake adjustm ents to 
m eet academ ic requirem ents. The challenge for all researchers is to know what  is im portant  
to fight  for, and what  adjustm ents can be m ade without  com prom ising on m ethodological 
integrit y. 
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