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A Novice Researcher’s First  W alk Through the Maze of Grounded 
Theory: Rat ionalizat ion for  Classical Grounded Theory 

Gary L. Evans,  Liverpool John Moores University

Abstract

Being new to grounded theory the onus to understand the m ethodology and the various

versionscan be daunt ing.Learning and understanding the differences between grounded 

theories m ethodologies can be as m uch a learning of one's own research philosophy and 

this philosophy is often the deciding factor in m ethodology select ion.  Learning the different  

m ethodologies is a difficult  journey as term inology often sounds sim ilar to the novice 

researcher, but  only by explor ing the differences can the researcher rat ionalize their  own 

choice.  This paper offers the new researcher a view into the confusing world of grounded 

theory, where com m on term s are usedbut  the secret  lies in understanding the philosophy of 

the researcher and t he t opic of discovery.  Glaser was correct , the answer is in the data, but  

you need to understand the philosophy of the m ethod and if it  m atches your philosophy of 

research.

Theoret ical Fram ew ork

Grounded theory, developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm  St rauss in the early 1960s, is a 

m ethodology for induct ively generat ing theory (Pat ton, 1990) .  Glaser’s definit ion of 

grounded theory is “a general m ethodology of analysis linked with data collect ion that  uses 

a system at ically applied set  of m ethods to generate an induct ive theory about  a substant ive 

area”  (Glaser, 1992, p. 16) .While this definit ion is accepted by researchers, the approach 

and r igor in the data collect ion, handling and analysis created differences between Glaser 

and St rauss.  St rauss developed a m ore linear approach to the research m ethodology 

(St rauss & Corbin 1990) .  Grounded theory is not  new to business research and Mintzberg 

em phasized the im portance of grounded research for qualitat ive inquiry within organizat ion 

set t ings:  

"m easuring in real organizat ional term s m eans first  of all get t ing out , into real organizat ions.  

Quest ionnaires often won’t  do.  Nor will laboratory sim ulat ions…  The qualitat ive research designs, on the 

other hand, perm it  the researcher to get  close to the data, to know well all the individuals involved and 

observe and record what  they do and say" (Mintzberg, 1979, p. 586) . 

As grounded theory becam e m ore popular for researchers, the substant ial divide 

between the creators of the m ethodology was apparent .  The two original authors reached a 

diacr it ical juncture on the aim s, pr inciples, and procedures associated with the 

im plem entat ion of the m ethod.  Two paths em erged, and these are m arked by St rauss and 

Corbin’s 1990 publicat ion, Basics of Qualitat ive Research:  Grounded Theory Procedures and 

Techniques,  towhich Glaser responded harshly with accusat ions of distort ion of the cent ral 

object ives of parsim ony and theoret ical em ergence (Glaser, 1992) .  Glaser’s views were 

supported by other grounded theory researchers who agreed that  the late St rauss’ 1990 
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publicat ion was an erosion of the or iginal 1967 m ethodology (Stern, 1994) .  During the 

years since the opening of the debate on grounded theory, a num ber of researchers have 

firm ly supported the classic grounded theory m ethodology CGT (Bowen 2005;  Clark & Lang

2002;  Davis 1996;  Efinger, Maldonado &McArdie 2004;  Holton 2007;  Schreiber 2001) . 

Various scholars have put  forward a range of st rategies and guidelines for t he coding 

process (Charm az 2006;  Goulding 2005;  Part ington 2002;  Pat ton 2002;  St rauss & Corbin

1990, 1998) .  The process and m ethods for coding have created the highest  level of debate 

for users of grounded theory.  Som e researchers have com bined quant itat ive and qualitat ive 

form s of data collect ion when using grounded theory. And while nothing prohibit s such 

com binat ion, the purpose needs to be clear, otherwise a m uddling of the m ethodology will 

occur (Baker, West  & Stern 1992;  Wells, 1995) .  While the coding process is an im portant  

part  of grounded theory, over- r igid st ructures can create blocks that  lim it  the researcher’s 

abilit y to com plete the analysis (Glaser, 1978;  Katz,1983) .These changes in coding go m uch 

deeper than just  a coding process, they are a departure from  the core elem ents of CGT and 

this paper looks at  how these differences im pact  the researcher.

Fernandez (2012)  ident ified four different  grounded theory m odels:  CGT (Glaser

1978) , t he St rauss and Corbin (1990)  qualitat ive data analysis (QDA)  som et im es referred t o 

as the St raussian grounded theory, the const ruct ivist  grounded theory (Charm az, 2000) , 

and the fem inist  grounded theory (Wuest , 1995) .  While less known variants of grounded 

theory exist , these are considered the m ain grounded theory m ethodologies widely used in 

academ ic research.  

Gynnild (2011)  is cr it ical of a num ber of how to grounded theory books for 

com m it t ing theory slurr ing m aking “non-system at ic switching between references to 

St rauss/ Corbin, Glaser and Charm az...a rather diffuse m ethod of skip and dip when

collect ing data”  (Gynnild, 2011, p. 64) .  This has increased the confusion for t he novice user 

of grounded theory.  Tolhurst  (2012) , in reviewing the grounded t heory m ethods, “ skips and 

dips”  to develop a view without  explaining the actual differences between m ethods.  His 

final analysis did not  add clar ity, but  furthered the confusion by referr ing to the m ethod as 

tortuous with no alternat ive m ethodology.  Egan (2002)  also “skips and dips”  between CGT 

and St raussian theory, scarcely m aking reference to the difference, leading the reader to 

believe they follow a sim ilar path of data analysis. Mart in (2011)  noted that  num erous 

published works presented as grounded theory have been guilty of m ethod m ixing or 

m ethod slurr ing.Stern and Porr (2011) , in defence of cr it ics of their  book Essent ials of 

Accessible Grounded Theory 2011 ,argued that , unlike others, any m odificat ion they put  

forward never depart ed from  the core elem ents found in the t radit ional Glaser and St rauss 

(1967)  grounded theory.  They stated that  they had adhered to the “ four fundam ental 

pr inciples (Discovery never verificat ion, explanat ion never descript ion, em ergence never 

forcing and the m at r ix operat ion) ”  (Stern &Porr, 2011: 88) .  

Sim m ons (2011)  believes that  greater dist inct ion needs to be m ade between CGT

and const ruct ivist  grounded theory, and that  while Stern and Porr (2011)  m ay have adhered 

to som e of the basics of grounded theory, they failed to effect ively draw the differences 

between t he m ethodologies.  I n 2004, Glaser put  forward a num ber of concerns about  som e 
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of the re-m odelling that  had taken place with what  is term ed qualitat ive data analysis 

(QDA) .  Glaser asserted that  the m ixing of QDA and grounded theory m ethodologies had the 

effect  of downgrading and eroding the goal of conceptual theory (Glaser, 2004, 

2009b,2012b) .  Concept ualizat ion blocking by applying QDA const raints cont inues to be the 

m ost  com m on com plaint  of grounded theory researchers (Glaser, 2011) . Glaser (2009b)  

explains in detail how QDA and m ult iple versions of grounded theory have jargonized 

elem ents of CGT to achieve authent icity.  A st rong advocate of CGT, Sim m ons(2010, 2011)

is cr it ical of any m ixing of grounded theory m ethodologies.  An alternat ive is to rem ain t rue 

to the or iginal work of 1967, with Glaser’s subsequent  work (1978, 1992, 1998a, 1998b, 

2001, 2004, 2007,  2009a, 2009b, 2011, 2012a) .

A m ore effect ive process is to view the different  types of grounded theory m ethods 

and to select  the one that  best  fit s the researcher (Fendt& Sachs 2008) .  I t  is im portant  to 

understand the im pact  of different  research m ethodologies and how the researcher views 

the world.  Howell (2013)  recognizes the im portance of the com bined philosophy of the 

researcher and the m et hodology and highlights this in the following statem ent :  "When we 

undertake a research project  we approach the world with pre-concept ions about  the 

relat ionship between m ind and external realit y;  such will affect  the m ethodological 

approach, research program m e and m ethods of data collect ion" (p.4) . The following

explores four of the m ost  cited form s of grounded theory, how their  views differ on the 

applicat ion of grounded t heory, and, ult im ately, a rat ionale for the select ion of CGT.  To aid 

the novice research this paper reviews the four m ain categories of grounded theory and 

uses the scholar ly works of experienced researchers t o posit ion the differences. 

Fem inist  grounded theory

Fem inist  grounded theory was developed init ially for nurses in recognit ion of the andocent r ic

bias and to ensure that  wom en's voices were heard in the research com m unity (Wuest

1995) .  Wuest  overlays fem inist  theory onto the CGT, the St raussian, and the const ruct ivist  

grounded theory, advocat ing that  “ [ g] rounded theory is consistent  with the postm odern 

fem inist  epistem ology in the recognit ion of m ult iple explanat ions of realit y”  (Wuest , 1995, 

p. 127) .  No preference is stated towards the St raussian, CGT, or const ruct ivist  grounded 

theory m ethodologies.  Wuest  selects m ethodological elem ents from  all three grounded 

theories to put  forward the im portance of m erging with fem inist  theory.  Wuest  states that  

“ [ f] em inism  is not  a research m ethod;  it  is a perspect ive that  can be applied to a t radit ional 

disciplinary m ethod”  (1995, p. 129) .  The fem inist  grounded theory has been widely 

accepted as a m ethod of research ideally suited to the nursing profession, and grounded 

theory is enriched by taking a fem inist  perspect ive when the research is based on wom en 

(Plum m er & Young, 2010) .

Classic grounded theory  (CGT)

The CGT grounded theory m ethodology has its grounding in the or iginal work of Glaser and 

St rauss (1965, 1967) .  They provided som e guidance for evaluat ion of the em pir ical 

grounding of a grounded theory.  This can be sum m arized as follows:

(1) Fit  – does the theory fit  t he substant ive area in which it  will be used?
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(2) Understandabilit y – will non-professionals concerned with the substant ive area 

understand the theory?

(3) Generalizabilit y – does the theory apply to a wide range of situat ions in the 

substant ive area?

(4) Cont rol – does the theory allow the user som e cont rol over the “st ructure and 

process of daily  situat ions as they change through t im e”? (Glaser & St rauss,  1967, 

p.237)

There are two types of coding in CGT:  substant ive coding and theoret ical coding, 

with the form er preceding the lat t er.  Som e authors refer to the substant ive CGT as having 

sub phases of open and select ive (Hernandez & Andrews, 2012;  Walker & Myrick, 2006) .  

Holton (2007)  sum m arizes the substant ive coding process as follows:  

" I n substant ive coding, the researcher works with the data direct ly, fractur ing and analyzing it ,  

init ially through open coding for the emergence of a core category and related concepts and then 

subsequently through theoret ical sam pling and select ive coding of data to theoret ically saturate 

the core and related concepts" (p.265) .  

The constant  com parat ive process involves three types of com parisons:  (1)  incident  

to incident  for the em ergence of concepts, (2)  concepts to m ore incidents for further 

theoret ical elaborat ion, saturat ion, and densificat ion of concepts, and (3)  concepts to 

concepts for their  em ergent  theoret ical int egrat ion and through theoret ical coding (Glaser &

St rauss, 1967;  Holton, 2007) .  “All is data”  is a well-known Glaser dictum .  I t  m eans that  all 

research is considered data, unlike QDA which has a specific descript ive st ructure.  The 

grounded theory researcher needs to com pare the data on as m any dim ensions as possible.  

Grounded theory researchers take int o account  all data, including newspaper art icles, 

quest ionnaire result s, social, st ructural and interact ional observat ions, int erviews, casual 

com m ents, global and cultural statem ents, histor ical docum ents, whatever is available that  

allows the researcher to explore all aspects of the theory. Grounded theory produces 

abst ract ions not  descript ions (Glaser, 2007) .

The m em oing process helps the researcher det erm ine which of the theoret ical codes 

provides the best  relat ional m odel to int egrate substant ive codes to theoret ical codes 

(Hernandez, 2009) .  Theoret ical m em os capture the “m eaning and ideas for one's growing 

theory at  the m om ent  they occur”  (Glaser, 1998a, p.178) .   Glaser does not  support  having 

different  types of not es, as put  forward by St rauss and Corbin (1990) ;  in his view this lim its 

the developm ent  of the theory.  The use of field notes and coding freedom  are key elem ents 

of CGT.  Field notes allow the researcher to “stay focused on what  is really happening and 

facilitates coding on a higher conceptual level without  the dist ract ion of endless descript ive 

and superfluous detail”  (Glaser, 2011, p.55) .   The constant  com parison allows the core 

category to em erge and, unlike the St raussian and const ruct ivist  grounded theory, the CGT 

view is that  this core then becom es a focus for the li terature review and further select ive 

data collect ion (Glaser, 2011) .  For CGT, field notes “ form  the basis for the const ruct ion of 

m em os, m em os play a key role in the developm ent  of the theory”  (Montgom ery & Bailey, 

2007, p.76) .  Using CGT, there is no one set  form at  in the design of field notes and they 

m ay change in form at  as the research develops (Glaser, 2011) .
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Theoret ical coding occurs as the final stage “ to conceptualize how the substant ive 

codes m ay relate to each other as hypotheses to be integrated int o the theory”  (Holton, 

2007, p.255) .  For m any researchers, the challenge in grounded theory is the abilit y to get  

conceptual, being close t o the dat a can cause blurr ing and difficulty in seeing the theoret ical 

pat terns (Scot t , 2009) .   “Theoret ical codes conceptualize how the substant ive codes m ay 

relate to each other as hypotheses to be int egrated int o the theory”  (Glaser, 1978, p.164) .   

Substant ive codes break down ( fracture the data)  while theoret ical codes “weave the 

fractured story back together again [ into]  an organized whole theory”  (Glaser, 1978, 

p.165) .  Theoret ical codes are either im plicit  or explicit  but , whether im plicit  or explicit ,  their  

purpose is to integrate t he substant ive theory (Glaser, 2005) .

Theoret ical saturat ion is achieved by the constant  com parison of incidents in the data 

to elicit  the propert ies and dim ensions of each category or code.  Riley (1996)  stated that  

m ost  studies achieve saturat ion with between eight  and 24 int erviews, depending on the 

topic focus.  While it  is dangerous to provide specific num bers in the developm ent  of a 

saturat ion point , it  is a guideline in a m ethodology that  has often developed over- r igid rules 

for judging the credibilit y of grounded theory  products (Skodol-Wilson & Am bler-Hutchinson, 

1996) .  I n evaluat ing the credibili t y of the theoret ical sam pling, it  is im portant  that  the 

researcher understands that  there is no definit ive checklist  for ensuring credibilit y and that  

theoret ical sam pling will be different  for every theory (Breckenridge & Jones, 2009) .

A difference between St raussian theory and CGT is in the use of li terature.  CGT 

believes “More focused reading only occurs when em ergent  theory is sufficient ly developed 

to allow the lit erature to be used as addit ional data”  (Heath &Cowley, 2004, p.143) .  Heath 

(2006)  found delaying the literature was effect ive in allowing her to use past  lit erature to 

challenge as well as support  her em ergent  theory.  Christ iansen (2011)  put  forward that  if 

the researcher cannot  accept  the delaying of the li terature review process during the 

research, they should choose another research m ethod.  To be t rue to theory developm ent  

and effect ive use of li terature it  should not  occur at  the beginning of the study, for those 

who advocat e a pre-study lit erature review they should understand it  will dam age the 

research by  creat ing early closure t o the direct ion, by m isleading t he direct ion to follow, and 

it  m ay in itself be an inappropriate select ion of lit erature (Hickey, 1997) .  The lit erature 

review process is one of the starkest  differences of CGT when com pared to the St raussian 

and const ruct ivist  grounded theories.  Following t he CGT m ethodology allows the researcher 

to use exist ing theory to “challenge em ergent  theory and locate the em ergent  theory within 

the current  body of knowledge”  (Heath, 2006,  p.527) .

A com m on problem  during the write-up stage is to write descript ion vs. abst ract , 

which is often a result  of data overload (Glaser, 2012a) . Glaser (2012a)  suggests that  

m em o sort ing is a key part  of the writ ing process and t hat  a m em o can range from  a t r igger 

word to several pages.    

The final hurdle for m any grounded theory researchers is that  they m ust  have the 

abilit y to be aware of their  own personal bias throughout  the research process through 

reflexivity.  Deady (2011)  point s out  that  part  of the r ichness of the experienced researcher 

is the knowledge gained in the field of expert ise.  CGT researchers need to ask them selves 
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the quest ions:  “What  perspect ive do I  represent?”  and “How m ay this perspect ive influence 

m y reading? And how should I  factor it out?”  (Deady, 2011, p.51) .Ehigie and Ehigie (2005)  

state that  the int erviewer m ust  be knowledgeable about  the topic and be able to relate to 

the part icipants in term s of language – using vocabularynorm ally used within the sector 

being studied.  The int erviewer m ust  also know when it  is necessary to probe deeper, get  

the interviewee to elaborate, or broaden the topic of discussion.  Having knowledge in a 

topic does not  m ean having preconceived ideas.  To do research in nursing it  helps to 

understand the issues related to nursing, just  as in business it  helps to have a business 

background when dealing with business research.  Glaser (2011)  never quest ioned the 

abilit y of the researcher to have knowledge, but  rather to stay open and ensure the 

induct ive process is allowed to work effect ively. Neit her Glaser nor St rauss ever m ade “a 

claim  of pure object ivity;  it  is m erely a statem ent  regarding m axim izing object ivity to the 

extent  possible.  This is what  classical grounded theory was designed to accom plish”  

(Sim m ons, 2011, p.75) .

CGT places induct ion as a key process with deduct ion occurr ing on em erging 

quest ions and pat terns,  allowing a m ovem ent  from  generalizat ion to theory.CGT has what  

is defined by Glaser (1978, 1992)  an induct ive-deduct ive m ix.  The St raussian approach 

puts m ore em phasis on deduct ion and verificat ion, often leading the researcher away from  

the data and into following prior research and knowledge which reduces t he effect iveness of 

the research (Heath &Cowley, 2004;  Rennie, 1998) .  Glaser (2009a)  put  forward that  CGT 

allows the generat ion of a hypothesis that  can be later tested using qualitat ive or 

quant itat ive m easures, but  the researcher does not  form ulate any hypothesis in advance of 

the research, whereas the St raussian approach “argues that  an em pir ically grounded theory 

is both generated and verified in the data”  (Hallberg, 2006, p.143) .   After com paring CGT 

and St raussian theory, Rennie (1998)  concluded that  “Glaser 's procedures are the m ost  

consistent  with the object ives of the m ethod”  (p.101) . Elizondo-Schm elkes (2011)  used CGT 

to develop her theory of authent icat ing incorporat ing descript ions from  interviews as backup 

to the categories that  she discovered during her research.  While the process and steps m ay 

seem  daunt ing at  first  Glaser has writ ten extensively on grounded theory procedures 

(Glaser, 1978, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1998a, 1998b, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2009a, 2009b, 

2011, 2012a.)

The CGT as put  forward by Glaser (1978,  2002, 2007, 2011)  stays t rue to the 

or iginal concepts put  forward by Glaser and St rauss (1967)  and all other m ethods have 

serious flaws that  dist ract  from  the goals of grounded theory.  Deady (2011)  selected CGT 

for its com binat ion of r igour and flexibilit y in how it  incorporated the lit erature review int o 

the data analysis and, unlike other grounded theory m odels, allowed the researcher 

freedom  to develop their  own m em oing process.  Many support ers of CGT see the 

m ethodology as offer ing the greatest  am ount  of freedom  in the developm ent  of substant ive 

theory (Deady,  2011; Loy, 2011; Sim m ons, 2011) . When looking at  the future of grounded 

theory, Glaser sees expansion of theory bits or parts of what  m akes up a substant ive theory 

that  will be used to describe a situat ion or to tell part  of a story, i.e. the group is 

superdiversifying, or cult ivat ing each bit  giving a m eaning to act ions or stor ies.  The 

researcher will need to cont inue to point  out  that  theory bits are only part  of the substant ive 

theory and that  part  of good grounded theory is that  the theory bit s are the beginning of 
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m ore research (Glaser, 1999) . Glaser also points out  that  CGT is only part  of the research 

tools available;  it  is not  intended to replace other form s of research but  adds a valuable 

com plem ent  t o the research com m unity.

St raussian Grounded Theory

St rauss and Corbin's (1990)  book Basics of Qualitat ive Research:  Grounded Theory 

Procedures and Techniques took a prescript ive posit ion for grounded theory.  The m ain 

changes they incorporated were to the coding st ructure adding m ore procedures on how to 

code and st ructure the data.  This m ethod is often referred to as St raussian grounded 

theory.  They used a three stage coding m ethodology of open coding, axial coding, and 

select ive coding  While based on the concepts of Glaser and St rauss (1967) , the St raussian 

m ethodology has proven too difficult  for m ost  researchers and doctoral students to follow 

and m ost  revert  back to the less prescript ive CGT approach (Part ington, 2000) .  Corbin and 

St rauss (1990)  put  forward eleven basic procedures to follow in the developm ent  of their  

m ethod as follows:  

1. Data collect ion and analysis are interrelated processes.

2. Concepts are t he basic units of analysis.

3. Categories m ust  be developed and relat ed.

4. Sam pling in grounded t heory proceeds on theoret ical grounds.

5. Analysis m akes use of constant  com parisons.

6. Pat terns and variat ions m ust  be accounted for.

7. Process m ust  be built  into theory.

8. Writ ing theoret ical m em os is an integral part  of doing grounded theory.

9. Hypotheses about  relat ionships am ong categories are developed and verified 

as m uch as possible dur ing the research process.

10. A grounded theorist  need not  work alone.

11. Broader st ructural condit ions m ust  be brought  into the analysis, however 

m icroscopic in focus is t he research (pp.419–422) .  

These procedures allow the researcher to understand m ore clearly the differences between 

St raussian and CGT beyond just  the coding m ethods.  At  the highest  level they would 

appear very sim ilar;  however, taking a m ore detailed review of each heading, the m ajor 

differences are in points four, nine and 11.  CGT would argue point  4, Sam pling in grounded 

theory proceeds on theoret ical grounds,  creates a preconceived bias.  While both support  

sam pling based on theoret ical grounds, Corbin and St rauss (1990)  support  the concept  that  

the researcher br ings the idea of the phenom enon to be studied;  alternat ively the CGT 

would insist  that  it  should com e from  the data and not  be in it iated by the researcher. 

Goulding (1999)  ident ifies the need for flexibilit y in som e aspects of grounded 

theory.  No researcher starts with a totally blank sheet .  I n fact , the body of knowledge is 

key to the developm ent  of new theories.  The art  lies in finding a balance between all 

aspects of data collect ion that  allow the researcher to develop their  them es without  

prejudice or preconcept ions.  Glaser (2011)  argues that  the obsession with this point  of 

preconcept ions is a m isunderstanding of the im portance of the induct ive process.  CGT 
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supports the use of both lit erature and what  can be brought  by other theories, but  not  unt il 

the data has had the opportunity to direct  the researcher (Glaser, 2011) . 

Point  nine sees a substant ive separat ion between St raussian theory and CGT, where 

the process for verificat ion takes a very different  path for the two m ethods.  

The St raussian approach is m ore st ructured, leading to a m uch m ore r igid coding 

st ructure for analysis. I t  also has its em phasis on deduct ion, verificat ion and validat ion.  

What  at  first  glance m ay appear m ore st ructured and therefore easier, on invest igat ion the 

m ethod put  forward is actually m ore com plex, with the use of tools, paradigm s, and 

m at r ices beyond the constant  com parat ive m ethod offered with in CGT.  Glaser (1992)  put  

forward that  the St raussian approach is not  a m odificat ion to grounded theory, but  a whole 

new approach and should not  be confused with grounded theory.  Rennie (1998)  sees 

St raussian grounded theory as int roducing hypothet ico-deduct ivism  to grounded theory 

based on inst rum entalism , whereas CGT insists on an induct ive approach and that  the 

m ethod should only lead to theory and not  t o verificat ion. 

Last ly, for point  11, broader st ructural condit ions m ust  be brought  into the analysis, 

however m icroscopic in focus is the research ,  again we see a m uch m ore step by step 

st ructured process, where CGT would argue that  the broader condit ions would be reflected 

in the data (St rauss & Corbin, 1998;  Glaser, 2001) .  I n their  m ethodology, St rauss and 

Corbin argue that  their  coding m ethods provide an aid to the researcher, m oving the 

research from  too m uch focus on induct ion and towards a m ore balanced m ethod that  

encom passes induct ion, deduct ion, and verificat ion.   

While both CGT and St raussian grounded theory use a com parat ive m ethod in the

use of lit erature as data, the St raussian approach uses the lit erature in the early stages of 

research to develop theoret ical sensit iv ity and the generat ion of hypotheses (Heath and 

Cowley, 2004) .  Heath and Cowley also highlight  that  while a shared ontology exists 

between CGT and St raussian theory, “ there m ay be slight  epistem ological differences”  

(p.142) .  These differences are often m isunderstood by the novice researcher as both state 

they st r ive for sim ilar results, but  the coding process which is often cited as the pr im ary  

difference has at  its root  a different  philosophical use of induct ion, deduct ion, and 

verificat ion (Heath &Cowley, 2004) .  

Glaser (1978)  uses the term  substant ive (open)  coding as a way to develop a set  of 

categories and their  propert ies that  are “ relevant  for int egrat ing into a theory”  (Glaser,  

1978, p.56) .  For Glaser (2011) , the process is an induct ive process and the em ergence 

com es direct ly from  the data.  St rauss and Corbin (1990)  also use the term  “open coding”  

but  the em phasis of conceptualizing and categorizing the data m ay be predeterm ined and 

while part ially from  the data it  can equally com e from  the researcher.   Axial coding is unique 

to St rauss and Corbin as an addit ion to the CGT and is defined as “a set  of procedures 

whereby data are put  back together in new ways after open coding, by m aking connect ions 

between categories.  This is done by using a coding paradigm  involving condit ions, context , 

act ion/ interact ional st rategies and consequences”  (St rauss & Corbin, 1990, p.96) .  Kendall 

(1999)  cites the difference in the concept  of open coding and the inclusion of axial coding as 
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a key different iat ion between CGT and St raussian grounded theory.  I n conclusion of her 

analysis, Kendall (1999)  agrees with Glaser (1992)  that the use of paradigm  and axial 

coding is inconsistent  to the purpose of grounded theory to generate a substant ive theory 

and that  the St raussian m ethod allows an escape for those st ruggling with the conceptual 

difficult ies of CGT.

Neill (2006)  put  forward an argum ent  that  reflexivity/ reflect ion are an im portant  part  

of the data analysis as long as it  does not  becom e a dist ract ion from  the data.  Reflect ion 

can be an im portant  part  of the com parat ive process.  Glaser (2001)  was wary of too m uch 

dependence on reflexivity and warned researchers to be careful that  they don't  lose focus.  

The use of reflexivity and relat ionalit y is credited to St rauss and Corbin (1998)  and is not  

seen as part  of CGT.  Hall and Callery (2001)  argued that  the inclusion of reflexivity and 

relat ionality is an im portant  part  of the validat ion and r igor of St raussian grounded theory, 

but  that  it  has been m isused by the const ruct ivist  approach.  

Const ruct ivist  Grounded Theory

Const ruct ionism  has its beginning in sociology – how observat ions form  an accurat e 

reflect ion of the world – and has recent ly had a profound im pact  on researchers who select  

grounded theory as their  m ethodology of choice (Andrews, 2012) .   Andrews (2012)  is

cr it ical of Charm az (2000, 2006)  who has led the debate on the use of const ruct ionism , 

stat ing that  she’s used the term s “const ruct ionism ”  and “social const ruct ionism ”  

interchangeably without  adequately explaining the differences – that  one has an individual 

focus and the other a social focus on the world.  

At  the root  of the const ruct ivist  theory is the belief that  concepts are const ructed, 

not  discovered as put  forward by Glaser (2002) .  For the const ruct ivist , you begin with 

specific quest ions on a part icular substant ive area;  in cont rast , the CGT starts with a desire 

to know m ore about  a substant ive area but  has no preconceived quest ions pr ior to the study 

(Hernandez & Andrews, 2012) .  Sim ilar to the St raussian grounded theory, const ruct ivist  

grounded theory begins with a review of the lit erature to determ ine what  has been done 

before in the area of interest .  This difference in the t im ing and approach to literature is a 

key difference found in both the const ruct ivist  and St raussian approaches (Hernandez &

Andrews, 2012) .  Glaser (1978, 2011)  point s out  that  CGT allows the data to be developed 

without  preconceived ideas and will int egrate previous work during the com parat ive 

analysis.  Andrews (2012)  puts forward that  the m ain argum ent  against  const ruct ionism  is 

in the perceived conceptualizat ion of realism  and relat ivism  and that  the argum ent  has an 

“epistem ological not  an ontological perspect ive”  (Andrews, 2012,  p.44) .  

CGT is less focused on language as a m ethod of int erpretat ion but  can coexist  with a 

const ruct ivist  view that  supports both object ive and subject ive reality.  The CGT is not  

com pat ible t o relat ivism  (Andrews, 2012;  Glaser, 2011) .  This has been a core of the debate 

between Charm az and Glaser (Charm az, 2000;  Glaser, 2002, 2012b) .  The argum ent  that  

const ruct ivist  grounded theory com pensat es for  the single m inded view is unjust ified to CGT 

advocates who highlight  that  CGT focuses on a single concern of study ( i.e. cult ure) .  They 

argue that  the value of grounded theory is not  on producing and verifying facts, but  is in 
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generat ing concepts that  will have different  m eanings to different  people, and that  the final 

theory is open to m odificat ion and new data (Breckenridge & Jones, 2012) .  

Bryant  (2003) , a supporter of  and co-author with Charm az (Bryant  &Charm az 2007) ,  

sees const ruct ivism  m ethodology as seeking to deal with the conflict  of potent ial bias of the 

researcher and not  a direct  at tack on the philosophy of grounded theory.  Const ruct ivist  

theory sees Glaser as an object ivist  and CGT ( including St raussian)  as a “post -posit iv ist  

ontology of cr it ical realism ”   (Hallberg, 2006,  p.146) .  Hallberg (2006)  saw the const ruct ivist  

developm ent  of grounded theory as m ore of the evolut ionary developm ent  of grounded 

theory, from  CGT in the 1960s, to St raussian in the 1990s, to the const ruct ivist  m odel in 

the 2000s, an approach between posit iv ism  and postm odernism .  Howell 2013 points out  

that  for the const ruct ivists "Knowledge, t ruth, realit y and theory are considered cont ingent  

and based on hum an percept ion and experience" (p.16) .   Each m ethodology com es with a 

philosophy which im pacts the m indset  and all aspects of how a m ethodology is used down 

to the m ethod of coding (Howell, 2013) . 

The coding process for const ruct ivist  grounded theory uses three types of coding:  

open, focused, and theoret ical. This is com pared to CGT where two levels of coding exist , 

substant ive and theoret ical, and St raussian with its axial and select ive coding.  While the 

term inology m ay be sim ilar, the definit ions of what  is term ed “ theoret ical”  coding is very 

different .  For the const ruct ivist  approach, t heoret ical coding is t he m erging of concepts int o 

groups.  This happens t hroughout  the process, whereas for the CGT the theoret ical coding is 

part  of the select ive process used to int egrate the grounded theory (Hernandez & Andrews, 

2012) .  Bringer, Johnston and Brackenridge (2006) , advocates of const ruct ivist  grounded 

theory, explain in detail how it  is possible to use the const ruct ivist  m ethod to code the 

variables into NVivo software.  I n the developm ent  of the art icle, Bringer, Johnston and 

Brackenridge m ake select ive references to Glaser (1978) , St rauss and Corbin (1990) , and 

Charm az (2000)  to t ry to illust rate their  use of grounded theory.  As stated earlier, the 

com binat ion of these different  m ethods is referred to as m ethod slurr ing and tends to erode 

the quality of the research instead of enhancing it  (Sim m ons, 2011) . 

Cupchik (2001)  put  forward that  const ruct ivist  realism  “dem onst rate[ s]  the 

com plem entary roles played by quant itat ive and qualitat ive m ethods in the analysis of social 

phenom ena”  (p.10) .  Glaser (2012b)  stated that  Charm az and other const ruct ivists were 

doing qualitat ive data analysis (QDA)  and that  the use of such m ethodologies com pletely 

subverted all the pr inciples of grounded theory.  He argued that  researchers who use a 

const ruct ivist  approach are doing QDA and not  grounded theory, and while it  m ay appeal to 

those who like the QDA conceptual descript ion m ethod, it  is a total erosion of CGT (Glaser,  

2012b) .  Hernandez and Andrews (2012)  are m ore generous in their  final analysis, stat ing 

that  the final difference in the product  is that  const ruct ivist  grounded theory creates a 

descript ive theory, whereas CGT is an explanatory theory.  

Bryant  (2009) , seeing that  the disputed differences between CGT, St raussian theory, 

and const ruct ivist  theory was likely to cont inue, t ook a pragm at ic approach. He felt  that  the 

m any issues could be put  aside if the researchers rem em bered the core object ive of 

research:  “The epistem ological issues that  separate different  st rands,  or branches of the 
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GTM fam ily, can then be set  to one side provided that  people's research writ ings do not  

seek to m ake st rong epistem ological claim s:  the ult im ate cr iter ion of good research should 

be that  it  m akes a difference”  (p.32) .

I f researchers accept  that  both St raussian and const ruct ivist  form s of grounded 

theory are form s of QDA, then it  is not  surprising that  these form s of grounded theory have 

closer relat ionships to software program s that  are m ore st ructured in nature.  I n reviewing 

potent ial com puter-assisted qualitat ive data analysis software (CAQDAS)  tools, it  becam e 

evident  that  either a St raussian or const ruct ivist  revision of grounded theory was being 

applied.  Welsh (2002) , who is experienced in the use of software, warns researchers to 

take care that  their  research does not  get  dr iven by the at t r ibutes of the software, creat ing 

codes that  add lit t le or no value to the analysis of the data.  

Rat ionale for  Select ion of  Classical Grounded Theory Met hodology

The purpose of this author’s research was to review boards, their  st ructure and leadership, 

to determ ine the im pact  of cult ure on the funct ionality of the board.  Goethals, Sorenson 

and Burns (2004)  ident ified CGT as t he best  suited m ethodology for t he study of leadership.  

They acknowledged that  other versions of grounded theory exist  but  argued that  the core 

elem ents, as init ially put  forward by Glaser and St rauss (1967) , offered an excellent  process 

to study the influence between people and leadership processes.  The m ethodology is not  

guided by a theoret ical perspect ive, and one of its st rengths is its flexibilit y.  Mart in and 

Turner (1986)  ident ified the charact er ist ics of the CGT as an effect ive tool in the study of 

organizat ions.  They argued that  as an induct ive theory, discovery m ethodology could lead 

and facilitate desirable im provem ents in the workplace.   Deady (2011) , a user of CGT, 

found “other m ethodologies tended to have gate-keeping rules to prevent  use of casual or 

serendipitous observat ions”  (p.43) .  Deady went  on to argue that  the CGT m ethod allows 

the literature review and researcher bias to becom e just  another variable, without  placing 

an unnecessary st ructure on the data.  Unlike the QDA approach which has a fixed m ethod 

of coding and m em oing, the CGT process allows the researcher to be flexible in their  

m em oing process and leads to greater theoret ical com pleteness (Deady, 2011) .   Heath and 

Cowley (2004)  have pointed out  that  qualitat ive research using grounded theory is a 

“cognit ive process and t hat  each individual has a different  cognit ive style.  A person’s way of 

thinking, and explanat ion of analysis, m ay seem  crystal clear to som eone with a sim ilar 

cognit ive style and very confusing to another person whose approach is different ”  (p.149) .  

The select ion of the m ethodology is always a difficult  task for the researcher who m ust  be 

aware of  "what  is the relat ionship between the world thought  the researcher, the 

researched and the issue under invest igat ion?" (Howell, 2013, p.14) .  For the researcher it  

is im portant  to have a full understanding of the philosophy that  the research m ethod puts 

forward and to select  the one that  best  suit s all aspect  of the study  (Howell, 2013) .

Each of the grounded theories discussed have m erit  and argum ents could be put  

forward for each of the processes, but  for this researchthe best  approach that  m atches the 

goals of the research,  as well as the cognit ive style of the researcher, is the CGT approach.   

All researchers who consider grounded theory need to determ ine which type of grounded 
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theory best  suit s their  purpose.  Loy (2011)  describes his frust rat ion in researching various 

versions of grounded theory, including considering the m ixing of two m ethods, before finally 

reconciling to the use of CGT.  His select ion of the CGT over both the St raussian and 

const ruct ivist  grounded theories was part ly influenced by his exposure to the m ore detailed 

works of Glaser and Holton, m any which have been cited within this paper.  

As this paper dem onst rates, there is a large volum e of lit erature available on 

grounded theory, with m any researchers offer ing to dem yst ify the m ethodology by stat ing 

the fundam ental tenets of grounded theory (constant  com parat ive m ethod, theoret ical 

coding, sam pling, saturat ion, and sensit iv ity)  without  explaining the differences that  exist  

between m ethods.  O'Reilly, Paper and Marx (2012) , with passing com m ents on the hist ory 

and splinter ing of grounded theory, offer excellent  reasons for the use of grounded theory  

and the result ing benefits;  but  by cross referencing the various form s of grounded theory,  

they leave the novice researcher confused and no further ahead in understanding which 

form  of grounded theory best  suit s their  research.  Much of the research published cit ing 

grounded theory does not  ident ify which form  of grounded theory is being used, and it  is 

only by following the citat ions and coding m ethods that  one can clearly dist inguish the 

m ethod used.  Much of the “how to”  type li terature on grounded theory will use term s that  

are com m on to m ore than one type of grounded theory, and it  is only by understanding the 

different  grounded theory m odels that  the reader can dist inguish which m odel is being 

referred to.  Draucker, Martsolf, Ross and Rusk (2007)  presented a paper ent it led 

“Theoret ical Sam pling and Category Developm ent  in Grounded Theory”  which, on review, is 

only applicable to St raussian grounded theory and would have no place in CGT;  both 

m ethods discuss theoret ical sam pling and category developm ent  but  from  very different  

posit ions. 

The purpose of th is paper was not  to discredit  other form s of grounded theory, but  t o 

put  forward that  CGT was the best  fit  for the com binat ion of the topic of board cult ure and 

the researcher (Author, 2010) .  The aspects of CGT that  created the best  fit  included the 

concept  that  the theory needed to com e from  the data and that  lit erature review could be 

viewed as another aspect  of the data.  The induct ive philosophy put  forward by Glaser 

(2011)  had direct  appeal to t his researcher.  Walker and Myrick, in their  detailed analysis on 

coding and process, concluded that  “m aybe it  is m ore about  the researcher and less about  

the m ethod”  (2006, p.558) , a sent im ent  shared by Heath and Cowley (2004) , Fendt  and 

Sacks (2008) , Bryant  (2009) , and Fernandez (2012) .  For the researcher it  is not  about  

which m ethod is superior, it  is m ore which one f its both t he data and the researcher.

What  has been out lined previously within this paper is a discussion of m ethod 

differences as viewed by various grounded theory scholars.  As put  forward by Glaser 

(2011)  in describing the teaching of grounded theory, it  is im portant  for t hose using CGT to 

focus on two aspects of grounded theory:  “1. the nature of the area of interest  and 2. the

extent  of the researcher 's abilit ies and talent s and tem peram ent  to handle init ial conceptual 

confusion”  (p.47) .  As described earlier, the m ethod of coding is very different  for each form  

of grounded theory.  The board cult ure research successfully com pleted by this author only 

considered coding from  the perspect ive of CGT, which is based on induct ion and has a 

m ult i- level applicat ion of abst ract  codes for each line of data.  A line of data m ay be a 
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recorded t ranscript , or m em os and notes taken by the int erviewer, or any other form  of 

data. Glaser defines coding as “conceptualizing data by constant  com parison of incident  with 

incident , and incident  with concept ”  (1992, p.38) . 

I n researching the various versions of grounded theory and having had the 

opportunity to read volum es of different  studies som e valuable lessons were learned from  

the perspect ive of a novice user of grounded theory.  These learnings can be sum m arized 

asfollows:

1.  Understand yourself and how you like to do research.  Can you tolerate the lack 

of clar ity at  the beginning of the research journey?

2.  Take the t im e to explore the details of the various versions of grounded theory

and be constant ly aware of signs of m ethod slurr ing.  

3.  Approach the how- to grounded theory books with a great  deal of caut ion, m any 

speak the term s but  do not  walk the talk.

4. Manage your fear that  you will end up with lots of int erview notes but  no theory.  

(Having had that  feeling, it  does go away)

5.  Trust  in the process but  stay t rue to the course.  (For those doing CGT, caving in 

and doing the literature review prior to substant ial developm ent  of your theory will 

likely derail a potent ially good theory before it  has the opportunity to blossom .)   The 

research on cult ure and boards lucked out  in that  the researcher was so focused on 

t rying to understand the data when t im e was allocated to the lit erature review the 

board cult ure theory was taking form and the literature review only re-enforced why 

the theory was im portant  for future research.

6.  I f a m entor can be ident ified, use him / her but  ensure that  their  philosophy is in 

tune with both the researcher and research area.

7. Don't  give up.  The eureka m om ent  does com e but  m ost  experience it  when they 

are close to giving up.  Have faith in the CGT process when used as designed it  

generates fantast ic results.

8. Linked to the previous point  stay open and rem em ber if you selected CGT it  will 

generate a substant ive t heory.  

9. I f using CGT be caut ions of software claim ing it  will aid in your analysis it  can act  

as a block and not  an enabler.

10.  Finally keep referr ing back to the 'Fit ,  Understandabilit y, Generalizabilit y and 

Cont rol' as put  forward by Glaser and St rauss 1967 it  keeps you on t rack.

With hindsight , the decision to use CGT for board cult ure research was the correct  

decision.  The focus was to t ry and understand cult ure as applied to boards and to use the 

researchers unique accessibili t y to the boardroom  to determ ine if by using CGT a new 

theory could be developed allowing boards to becom e m ore effect ive. The answer was yes.
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