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Staying Open: The Use of Theoret ical Codes in GT

Barney G. Glaser, PhD, Hon.  PhD

Theoret ical codes (TC’s)  are the abst ract  m odels that  em erge during the sort ing of m ature 

m em os in to a potent ial substant ive theory. They conceptualize the int egrat ion of

substant ive codes int o hypotheses of a substant ive theory.  The researcher is challenged to 

staying open to their  em ergence and earned relevance rather than their  preconceived 

forcing, which is very st rong. They not  only br ing in their  fram ework, but  also their  

theoret ical perspect ive, which can easily force the data beyond em ergence.  For exam ple,

using a basic social process TC requires at  least  two stages and there m ay not  be a process 

in the sort ing em ergence.  I t  m ay be all j ust  be dim ensions or condit ional.  I n this chapter I  

discuss the skill  of staying open to the em ergent  TC. As the reader knows, there are m any 

TC’s and each has its requirem ent  for use and perspect ive.  I n chapter 3 of the book 

Get t ing out  of the Data: I  will discuss m ore fully all the TC effects that  or iginate

preconcept ions.

I nt roduct ion

The full power of GT com es with staying open to the em ergence of codes that  fit  with 

relevance when generat ing a GT.  This power em erges especially with sort ing m ature 

m em os int o theoret ical codes for writ ing up.  Substant ive coding com es com parat ively easy 

and is excit ing giving the researcher the exhilarat ing feeling of discovery.  Put t ing the 

theory together with theoret ical coding seem s for m any not  so easy.  I t  can have a 

beguiling m yst ique, with forcing im plicat ions for preconcept ions.  As Cut liffe says from  his 

experience:  “TC usage places   the m ost  dem and on researcher’s creat ivity.”

TC’s are frequent ly left  out  of otherwise quite good GT papers, m onographs and 

dissertat ions although they are always im plicit ,  such as range, dim ension, or process.  The 

novice GT researcher finds them  hard to assim ilate into his/ her theory, which has to be 

finished for external requirem ents.  Here I  will  consider several sources of difficulty with 

preconcept ive consequences in using TC’s.  Staying open to the non forced, non 

preconceived discovery and use of TC’s is the focus of this chapter.  For a m ore extensive 

discussion on t he em ergence of TC’s during sort ing see chapters 3,4,and 5 of m y book:  The 

Grounded Theory Perspect ive I I I :  Theoret ical Coding (Sociology Press, 2005) . I  hope to add 

new insights in using TC’s.

Readers who are challenged in staying on the substant ively abst ract  of 

conceptualizat ion m ay find this chapter even m ore challenging. Keeping researchers on an 

abst ract conceptual level is hard for those t rained in im m ediate accurate descript ion, such 

as m edicine, nursing, business, m anagem ent , social work etc., m any of whom  are at t racted 

to  GT research.  Pract ical considerat ions of work easily take over.  Staying open to the 
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em ergent  conceptualizat ion will actually increase their  power of descript ion, they soon learn.  

Get t ing on the TC level of abst ract ion even m ore so.  TC’s are abst ract  m odels that  

integrate categories and their propert ies int o a theory.  They em erge and put  a theory 

together when sort ing m ature m em os.  They are easily forced.  Thus, staying open to their  

em ergence is not  easy for novices.  Their use com es with experiencing m any research 

studies as part  of the experient ial growth of doing GT and learning earned relevance with 

theoret ical sensit iv ity.  Rem em ber they are always im plicit  in a substant ive GT, the sim plest  

being dim ensional, if one doesn’t  em erge for the novice.  TC’s are not  to be preconceived

forced by a discipline, supervisor or a pet  code. Pet  codes happen with grab easily, such as 

basic social process or networking. They spread like wild fire like the fashionable, “ self 

sustaining system s.”  They preconceive the theory m odel easily.

Staying Open

For the researcher, staying open to the earned relevance of a TC m eans being open to the 

fullest  possible array of TC’s.  The researcher learns and m ast ers sensit iv it y to as m any TC’s

as possible.  The m ore TC’s the researcher learns, the m ore this requirem ent  becom es 

excit ing.  Substant ive theories use them  in their nam e such as “survivalizing of hom eless:  a 

basic social process,”  or “ fluctuat ing support  networks.”   There are lists of of TC’s in m y 

books Theoret ical Sensit ivity, Doing GT and Theoret ical Coding:  the Grounded Perspect ive 

I I I .   TC’s can com e from  all fields like revolving am plifying causal system s from  econom ics.

Most  GT researchers I  have read to date get  the staying open point  easily for 

substant ive coding but  not  for TC’s.  For failure to study TC’s they are not  sensit ive to what  

could em erge.  Rather, they use t he TC of the perspect ive of their  field of or igins, hence are 

likely to be preconceived.  They even can describe their  GT research by the preconceived 

TC.  For exam ple “ I am  studying a basic social process,” which is a pervasive, popular TC 

with grab. I  say m aybe yes, m aybe no.  TC perspect ives becom e assum ed by the prefram ed 

researcher being wedded to say sym bolic interact ion or social st ructure categories.

There is nothing wrong with using social st ructure or sym bolic interact ion perspect ive 

TC’s if they earn relevance through em ergence.  My effort  here is to put  a stop to the 

assum ed default  relevance, caused by rout ine forcing irrespect ive of fit  or relevance and 

rem olding GT to just  another a QDA m ethod.   One reads of St rauss’s condit ional m at r ix 

everywhere in the lit erature as if always relevant , which assert ion is not  grounded.   GT is a 

general m ethodology that  can be used with any type of data and therefore any TC.  

Therefore, it  has no special theoret ical perspect ive or epistem ology.  The point  is always to 

figure out  what  the data is, not  what  it  is not .  GT just  searches for latent  pat terns in 

whatever data is being used.  GT is a concept  indicator m ethod.  Not  all data is socially 

const ructed, but  if the researcher has som e, it  too will  have its pat terns. I t  is up to the GT 

researcher to tell the reader exact ly what  data he has and how the concepts and TC’s 

em erged from  it .   “All is data”  and all data can yield substant ive and theoret ical codes.  GT 

does not  need a “grande”  epistom ology with a favorite TC to just ify its use.  Those 

researchers wedded to a perspect ive, an epistem ology will preconceive their  TC use.  

Staying open to the TC’s that  com e from  all fields and types of data is enriching  for t he GT 
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research.  For exam ple, the random walk m odel for biochem ist ry or am plifying causal 

looping from  econom ics or conjunct ional causat ion in polit ical science are all enriching to 

watch for. I f the researcher stays open.

Staying open to what  can em erge can be tuned in on itself, however. I t  is as if to 

stay open and suspend preconcept ion cannot  be based on the sim ple abilit y to suspend 

knowledge.  I t  has to be based on expected or expert  knowledge. Experts in a field find it  

easy to say a category  em erged or a TC em erged, which is really just  a product  of their  

advanced t raining.  They will  claim  preconcept ively that  their  exquisitely tuned capacity 

guided them  where to look to get  the best  categories and TC’s.  I t  is claim ed as an 

undeniable asset  that  m akes they open to learned and experienced preconcept ions.  I n 

sum , highly t rained people well form ed in their  field find it  hard to t ranscend their  

experienced view.  They see it  everywhere rather that  staying open. However m uch they 

pretend to be open.  They can easily spot  preconcept ions of categories and TC’s in others.  

Staying in cont rol wins over staying open.  They m ust  be aware of m ore subt le forcing 

based on experience when doing their  own research. The novice GT research can suspend 

preconcept ion based on lack of knowledge and t raining in an area.  The experienced GT 

researcher is not  so fortunate in this regard:  subt le forcing abounds.

By now the reader m ay be discouraged and feeling that  he/ she cannot  stay open to 

TC’s.  That  is, it  is just  too hard to leave the com fort , safety of cherished learned and 

t rusted TC’s of their  field and colleagues.  I  say “not  so.”   They are not  to be given up.  

They are to be added to by learning m ore TC’s, by becom ing sensit ive to the addit ions and

then let t ing learned relevance dictat e their  use.  Staying open to em ergent  TC’s progresses 

as the researcher learns m ore and m ore.  The researcher should study beyond the boundary 

of his field.  Of course this can yield endless possibilit ies, As one progresses sensit iv ity to 

them  increases and it  is easy to pick up on the m odel put t ing together any theory.  They are 

excit ing to learn as they give an abst ract  view of data and grasping them  is not  hard, once 

the researcher gets the sensit iv ity.  The wider the array of TC’s that  one learns the less the 

tendency is to preconceive with a pet  or discipline TC.  I  have listed m any in m y books:  

Theoret ical Sensit ivity, Doing Grounded Theory and GT Perspect ive I I ,  Theoret ical coding.  

Start  with reading them  to learn staying open to be sensit ive to em ergent  TC’s;   Rem em ber 

they m odel a substant ive theory excit ingly well,  but  the researcher does not  have to have 

one.  I t  is im portant  not  to force one on the theory just  because one has not  em erged.

The excitem ent  of learning TC’s is well put  by Walter Fernandez when he 

says, quite r ight ly, ”Theoret ical coding conceptualizes hypotheses that  are int egrated int o a 

theory.  The grounded integrat ion of concepts is a flexibilit y act ivity im plying theoret ical 

sensit iv ity to a num ber a num ber of possible TC’s that  provides new perspect ives that  

rem ain  grounded in the data.”   Fernandez then provides his reader with a two page chart  of 

26 TC/ s.  This list  helps the researcher stay open to which, if any, TC m ay em erge. The 

m ore TC’s a researcher learns, the less is the tendency to derail  a substant ive theory int o a 

rout ine discipline TC.  Earned relevance of em ergent  TC/ s that  em erge in theoret ical sort ing 

of m em os is a m ust , if the researcher uses one.  They em erged with the skill  developm ent  

of the researcher.  I t  is part  of developing theoret ical sensit iv ity about  how they m odel and 
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how to let  their  use em erge. Skim m ing and dipping in of papers from  other fields can be 

fun, quick and easy.  Let  m e give an exam ple on how a TC can pop up.   

I n perusing a biochem ist ry paper I  cam e upon the “ random  walk”  m odel.  This 

m eans that  all var iables are in unorganized flux unt il  one variable is int roduced and then,  all 

of a sudden, all the variables in flux im m ediately fall into a stable organized pat ter.  This 

m odel is highly applicable to social life and act ion.  People m ixing at  random and visit ing

each other in all direct ions before a m eet ing suddenly com e to order when the host  or 

lecturer appears.  I t  happens in fancy sem inars, courts, staff m eet ings, children’s play yards 

etc.  We can see it  everywhere.  A “com e to order”  is announced, in m any ways, and the 

order of the occasion is produced alm ost  im m ediately.

Another TC that  jum ped off an econom ic art icle I  was perusing is “am plifying casual 

looping.”   This TC is part  of the int eract ion of effects fam ily.  As consequences becom e 

cont inually causes and the cause becom e cont inually consequences one sees either 

worsening or bet ter ing progressions.  This m odel can apply everywhere in cont inuing

relat ionships that  im prove or worsen.  I t  applies to abusive relat ionships or love 

relat ionships.  I  am  sure the reader can see its generality and applicat ion booth posit ive and 

negat ive, say in growing spousal abuse.  I t  is an easy TC to preconceive and force, so 

careful, it  m ust  grounded.

Another TC com es from polit ical science and is harder to spot :  “ conjunctural 

causat ion.”   I t  m eans that  a set  of causes have to occur in som e connect ion to  generate a 

consequence.   The connect ion between the cases requires a com plex set  of condit ions.  

Different  sets of the sam e causes have different  consequences. Som e of the causes are 

very relevant  and som e are just  t r iggers.  I t fit s polit ical science on a large nat ional scale,

for exam ple  organizing various subgroups to vote on m easure or when do condit ions 

reorganize to turn a peaceful dem onst rat ion int o a brutal r iot .

These three exam ples show how com plex causal m odels that  em erge can provide 

integrat ion substant ive codes that  go far beyond sim ple causat ion that  is forced “as 

appropriate“ by local authoritat ive disciplines. The reader will find it  fun to skim  theories 

from  other fields to pick up their  TC’s and thereby open them  selves up to m any TC’s.  The 

m ore this is done, the m ore the researcher will have the realizat ion that  the num ber of TC’s 

is endless and therefore staying open and sensit ive to what  ever TC em erges is the way to 

do GT.  To focus on only one TC preferred by a field is a pure preconceived shut  down of GT 

m ethodology.

Bear in m ind, do not  worry if your substnat ive GT theory has no TC.  I t  will be 

im plicit  in the theory.  The im portant  ideas is to not  preconceive one, just  to have one to 

point  to. Also, studying theories in m any fields to find TC’s m ay be a task, excit ing for 

som e, but  not  for others. I t  is opt ional.  Learn t he ones in m y books.

TC’s are Slippery



The Grounded Theory Review (2013), Volume 12, Issue 1

7

TC’s are the least  understood aspect  of generat ion GT  When GT m ethodology is used 

m erely as a legit im at ing jargon for a QDA then of course understanding TC is m oot  and one 

just  preconceives the field favorite TC.  But  when the researcher is genuinely t rying to do 

GT research, the first  confusion is theoret ically substant ively coding the data.  Later in the 

research, when sort ing m ature m em os, starts the confusion is sort ing for theoret ical codes.  

Both types of coding em erge from  the data and are recorded in m em os.  They occur in 

m ixes. When a TC int egrates the substant ive codes with fit  and relevance, GT is being 

generated.  For exam ple, a causal m odel can easily be m ixed with  a zone of tolerance and 

two outside sit t ing points.  Learning TC’s em phasizes the earned relevance of these m ixes 

as they m odel substant ive codes.  The possibili t ies are there and grounded.  Unlike 

substant ive coding, the underlying groundedness is less clear since they are abst ract  m odels 

of int egrat ion based on sort ing m ature m em os for a best  fit .   Their fit ,  therefore, is not  as 

underlying t ight  with the data as a substant ive code is.  Their organizat ion of a theory is not  

r ight  or wrong so m uch as variable on an abst ract  level.  There can be alternat ives as the 

researcher generates and m aintains the fit ,  work and relevance of his substant ive codes.

The variabilit y can be slippery and often result  in confusion, depression and anxiety 

over the em ergence of the best  fit  m odel of integrat ion.  Of course, best  fit grounding is 

required in the TC em ergence, but  given the ready m odificat ion of a GT the TC m odel can 

easily get  adjusted as it  em erges.  This, of course, can add to its confusion and then forcing 

of a preconceived TC on the codes as a way out  of the confusion that  com es with wait ing

and sort ing for the TC of earned relevance.  Forcing with fam iliar field concepts can easily 

lead to irrelevancies. For exam ple, every GT is not  a BSP (basic social process)  and r ich as 

this TC is, forcing it  on a theory with stages of a process that  does not  exist  can dilute fit  

and relevance.  One goal of a GT researcher is to develop a repertoire of as m any TC’s as 

possible.  This m axim izes the em ergent  fit t ing of the substant ive theory int o a well 

generated integrated em ergent  m odel.

Som e researchers get  confusion between the m eanings of substant ive coding and 

theoret ical coding.  Needless to say, substant ive codes are the categories and their  

propert ies that  em erge in conceptualizing the data from  the substant ive area being 

researched.  They are used to build the substant ive theory, but  are not  theoret ical codes.  

TC’s are used to provide the abst ract  m odel that  em erges when sort ing m ature substant ive 

coded m em os.  TC’s m ust  also pat tern out when sort ing m em os to provide grounded 

integrat ion of the substant ive codes.  Preconceived TC’s can easily force the int egrat ive 

m odel.

Without  substant ive codes, theoret ical codes are em pty abst ract ions.  But  

substant ive codes can be related without  explicit   TC’s.  Without  a TC the results is easily 

som ewhat  confused and theoret ically unclear as to int egrat ive connect ions.  The im plicit  TC 

is typically dim ensions of a core concept .    I t  is the integrat ive int eract ion between 

substant ive and theoret ical codes that  fully character ize the generat ing of GT.  This is 

sim ple to say but  leads to confusion since TC’s exist  on a higher abst ract  level of m odeling 

substant ive code relat ionships or hypotheses.  However, substant ive  codes are often called 

theoret ical codes and thus m ixing the two  usually m eaning confusion or just  m issing TC’s

all together.
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Everyone after an init ial t ry loves and understands the constant  com parat ive m ethod 

for generat ing substant ive categories and their  propert ies. As one GT researcher wrote m e, 

“your phrase  ‘fluctuat ing support  networks’ has really grabbed m y at tent ion”  (Holton em ail 

6/ 9/ 03) .  But  this joy and grab is not  so for TC’s, except  perhaps for discovery of a BSP.  

TC’s are often ignored, left  im plicit  or just  plain m issed  with no understanding.  

Researchers generate categories nam ing latent  pat terns social act ion all the t im e.  And 

these nam es easily grab others.  The sam e researchers often do not  system at ically sort  

m em os to generate TC’s,  except  m aybe to  m um ble causes or processes.

Substant ive categories grab by denot ing recognizable pat terns, where TC’s seldom  

have t his grab since they denote abst ract  m odels t hat  are usually im plicit  in the theory, and 

seldom  explicit ly m ent ioned.  And it  is even m ore confusing if the TC and the core 

substant ive code have the sam e nam e, such as process.  Thus it  is clear that  substant ive 

codes are on a different  conceptual level of abst ract ion. And TC’s are m ore abst ract  since 

they m odel the int egrat ion of the substant ive categories which nam e grounded pat terns.  

Mixing the two types of codes is typical and hard to figure out  at  t im es.

Confusions occur like this.  A core category m ay be a TC nam ed  such as becom ing 

or cult ivat ing or rout ing  and they are BSP’s, but  the BSP is not  the core, it  j ust  m odels the 

core substant ive code.  Thus, in one dissertat ion the core category was survivalizing, which 

was a basic social process. The abst ract  level relat ionship of both types of coding is always 

the sam e.  TC’s are m ore abst ract  than substant ive categories,  no m at t er what  level they 

start  at  and GT is readily m odifiable, unlike the accuracy of descript ion.  I n sum , the 

researcher   constant ly com pares to generate substant ive codes from  and sorts m ature 

theoret ical m em os int o a what  ever TC he best  thinks art iculates his theory, or he leaves 

the TC im plicit .   On the abst ract  level it  is easy enough to dist inguish between substant ive 

codes and theory codes.  But  on the descript ive level they get  m uddled.  This m uddling 

occurs in the writ ings of m any QDA theorists such as I an Dey or Jan Morse.

Are TC’s necessary?   As I  have said, the answer is “no,” but  a substant ive theory is 

best  when a TC’s is explicit ly used.  TC’s are always im plicit ly in the theory, even when not  

consciously used.  But  a GT will appear m ore plausible, m ore relevant  and m ore enhanced 

when integrated and m odeled by an em ergent  TC.  The hypotheses will be clearer and stand 

in relief from  the superficiality of a conceptual QDA.    Using a TC from  sort ing m ature 

m em os m akes generat ing substant ive categories and their  propert ies easier and the 

result ing theory m ore com plex and m ult ivar iate.  As long as t here is no preconcept ion, a TC 

helps m ore theoret ical sam pling, theoret ical saturat ion, and delim it ing the theory to reach 

theoret ical com pleteness because it  provides an em ergent  guiding fram ework.  Analyzing a 

theoret ical fram ework without  an em ergent  TC is harder, but  happens.  But  be caut ious, as 

this is when preconcept ion of a TC occurs and is forced for its guidance in int egrat ion.  But  

the TC should em erge however tem pt ing forcing m ay be.  I t  is easy by pr ior t raining to 

force one on form ing the theory as a fram ing tendency. Resist this preconceived  

tem ptat ion, however st rong.  Staying open to em ergent  TC’s is im portant  and totally 

necessary.  They prov ide the full r ich understanding of the substant ive theory being 

generated.  They also place the m ost  dem and on the generat ing sensit iv ity skills of the 

researcher.  Experience in generat ing theories increases this skill.
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