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I nt roduct ion: Free Style Mem oing

Barney G. Glaser, PhD, Hon.  PhD

This neglect  is part ly m y fault  to be corrected in this book, which will deal with the vital 

aspect  of m em oing.  Mem os are a very im portant  GT procedure that  is fundam ental to the 

GT generat ion analysis of grounded theory.   This book em phasizes the im portance of 

m em os from  the very start  of the GT research to the working paper. I t  highlights and 

focuses on m em oing in the hopes of aiding researchers, especially novice beginning 

researchers, with the m anagem ent  of the plethora of ideas that  em erge with no loss thereof 

as GT research progresses.

I t  is norm at ive for no one to read another persons m em os.   I  have never known 

som eone to ask another person to read his m em os or som eone to ask another person to 

read his m em os. Thus m em os can take any form .  They are norm at ively and autom at ically 

pr ivate.  Their style is free.  Mem os can take any form , shape or whatever without  being 

cr it iqued or evaluated.   They have no perfect ion. They give autonom y freedom  to the 

researcher. They are a precursor to writ ing a working paper on the em erging theory.  They 

grow from  jots to growth in lengths that  capture style and int egrat ive com plexity as the GT 

research progresses.

Mem os are neglect ed as a GT procedure. Mem os are where the em ergent  concepts 

and theoret ical ideas are generated and stored when doing GT analysis.  They are a 

neglected procedure m ost ly in writ ing about  doing GT, yet  they are vital to GT analysis for 

recording ideas, saving and t racing growth of analysis and int egrat ing GT concepts as they 

em erge from  constant  com parat ive analysis during open coding and select ive coding when 

theoret ically sam pling.  Mem os t rack the generat ion of a substant ive GT from  start  to 

working paper.

Mem os t ie together the concepts

This book is redundant  to m uch of m y writ ing in Theoret ical Sensit ivity ,  Doing GT and Stop 

Write.   But  it  br ings it  all together in one book ideas on m em oing and underscores the 

im portance and use of m em os.  The goal and value of this book is to have all four previous 

chapters in other books in one volum e and add to them  m y m any subsequent  thought s on 

m em oing and t he thoughts of m y colleagues and students about m em os as a vital grounded 

theory m ethod procedure.  Mem os are the m edia which t ie together the concepts for a 

grounded theory for a paper  or book.  This book clar ifies the use of m em os which have been 

lauded for doing GT research, but  often distort ed in som eway by form alizat ion and natural 

academ ic tendencies of guidance. And further by relat ing them  to other QDA m ethods of 

research which require aspects of doing m em oing inim ical to doing GT.   This book is ideal 

for teaching and discussing the use and value of m em os.
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Books on doing GT, especially the books that  rem odel GT, give only br ief discussions 

of writ ing m em os in a page or two and then return to their  m ain discussion of a GT m ethod 

procedure.  The vitalness, vitality, and significance of m em os is slighted by an im plicit ly 

ordinary assum pt ion that  they will  be done.

Mem oing to accum ulate m em os can be described as building an intellectual capital 

m em o bank of ideas and concepts from  start  of one’s GT research to final sort ing.  Mem os 

are the writ ten records of the researcher’s thinking, both conscious and preconscious 

realizat ions as the research and the researcher grow.  Mem os will vary in subject , 

coherence, int erest , theoret ical content , conceptual clar ity, and future usefulness to a 

subsequent  working paper or finished paper.  There are no rules for  writ ing them .  They 

preserve what  is easily forgot ten over t im e as the researcher collects and codes data by 

constant  com parison. 

Put t ing ones ideas on paper is so they will not  be forgot ten and the m ind is free to go 

on to other subsequent  ideas.  The ideas need only m ake sense to the writer/ researcher 

when he/ she goes back to review them . The ideas are preserved and easily recalled with 

analyt ic m eaning. They are not  lost .

Mem oing, like all GT procedures, or iginated out  of m y collaborat ion with Anselm  

St rauss when doing the dying study.  When we would discuss what  we were finding in the 

dying data we would becom e overloaded with conceptual ideas and possibili t ies of 

conceptual focus. So I  would t ry to write about  them  on index cards and further categorize 

them . But  that  becam e too st ructured and burdensom e and too early in developing suitable 

concepts to form ulate a theory about  dying.  So I  started jot t ing m em os to m yself which 

varied from  a jot  or scratch to four pages.   And thusly, I  discovered what  I  have laid out  in 

this book on m em oing and how useful and im portant  it  is in generat ing grounded theory.   

The reader who m em os will no doubt  find his own useful aspects of m em oing as he pursues 

his personal style.  This will help his growth in t rust ing his own personal creat ivity.  

Of course.m em oing was just  one of m any procedures discovered when doing and 

writ ing Awareness of Dying .   But  m em oing was least  pronounced as a GT procedure with in 

the popular discovered conceptual jargon of GT m ethodology. Procedures of which the 

reader knows m any with grab. Hence the neglect  of writ ing on m em oing.  This book will 

start  researchers thinking of possibilit ies within and using the variabilit y m em oing.  The 

reader will likely go beyond m y discussions, exam ples and topics on m em oing since I  cannot  

cover everything. Mem oing is not  opt ional.  I t  is a vital, im portant  research procedure.  So 

m em o, m em o, m em o cont inuously m em o.  Mem os ensure the qualit y of the em erging 

theory.

I  turn now to discussions on m em o free style writ ing and how m em os t rack the 

growth of the generat ing of a theory. They also t rack the growth and developm ent  of the 

researcher’s skill  in generat ing a grounded theory’s concepts and final int egrat ion by an 

em ergent  theoret ical code em erging in the final sort ing for a working paper (See Stop 

Write,  Glaser 2008) .
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Anna Sandgren, a GT teacher,  states the value of m em oing for students.  I  

paraphrase what  she says:  “Students som et im es worry about  the value of m em oing and 

worry about  not  seeing the value of m em oing in the beginning of their  researcher.  They say 

it  is not  necessary when start ing their  research, but  soon they understand its value and 

learn how im portant  it  is and that  they cannot  do a GT without  m em os.  With a r ich m em o 

bank it  is easy to write up a working paper on a theory and also to see which concepts are 

saturated or not .  Also when sort ing the m em os it  becom es easy enough to see gaps in the 

em erging theory.”  

Thus m em os have m uch value for generat ing a substant ive theory.  As the reader 

will see, m em oing is not  a sim ple norm al task.  I t  becom es m ore like a “ lifestyle,”  since the 

researcher has to be “on”  all the t im e, ready to write a m em o when ever an idea occurs, 

EVEN if it  is in the m iddle of the night  or during other act ivit ies, so ideas are not  lost .

Free style

Mem oing on schedule m ay be OK, but  m em oing at  any m om ent  the idea occurs is im portant

so the idea is not  lost .  No m at t er what  your act ivit y stop and m em o if an idea occurs.  Stop 

sleep, work, leisure, sex, dr iving a car etc., and m em o your ideas before they are lost .  At  

m inim um , m em o jot  to ask oneself to do a full m em o on a concept  later. Jot  a rem inder 

m em o so the idea is not  lost .  I f you do not  have enough t im e or are t ied up in a situat ion, 

m em o jot  to m em o later. A m em o jot  can be on any piece or scratch of paper. Gram m ar is 

irrelevant  as one never shows the m em o to anyone.  The cliché is “ stop, jot ”  at  any 

m om ent , anywhere.

As I  have writ ten in other books, a m em o has no prescribed st ructure or form at . 

They can vary from  a m em o jot  or grow to an alm ost  full length paper based on m ature 

m em os later during the grounded analysis. As m em os m ature, they can end up pages on 

conceptually int egrated grounded thought .  Mem os and sort ing them  assist  researchers’ 

thinking through the labyrinth of em ergent  m eanings and conceptualizat ions and their  

configurat ions while sim ultaneously recording a progression toward an em ergent  

substant ive GT.

Many teachers st ructure up m em os as a requirem ent  for GT research.  They want  

them  t it led and subt it led by categories etc.  They ruin the stop- jot , and they m ove away 

from  the flexible expression of m em oing or coding no m at ter what  length.  A m em o can be 

writ ten any way as they grow in m aturity as the researcher codes, select ively codes, and 

theoret ically sam ples etc.  Mem os t rack and grow in form ulat ion with the experient ialist ’s 

increased growth of the GT analysis and the growth of the researcher.

The overwhelm ing pat tern in graduate school PhD t raining is the t raining of the 

candidates to do procedures correct ly so the student  can be cert ified.  Mem os are included.  

Thus it  is not  surprising that  PhD students want  to know if they are doing m em oing 

correct ly.  They want  to show them  to their  supervisors to be guided and ok’d.   And m any 
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supervisors want  to guide their  students’ m em o writ ing and som e write m em o guiding in 

their  books on doing GT.

Thus the quest  to be guided and corrected is norm at ive for PhD candidates.  This 

quest  m ust  be given up when it  com es to m em oing for analysis for a GT.  The candidate can 

and should use his autonom y to develop his own style and should not  show his m em os to

anyone, colleagues or supervisors.  They are pr ivate, which allows and fost ers his autonom y 

and creat ivity to let  em erge,  unadvised, the GT generat ive analysis as the research goes on.  

Personal pr ivacy st im ulates preconscious processing of the data as the research constant ly 

com pares and generates ideas and sees pat t erns.  There will  be plenty of t im e to show 

others the analysis is a working paper writ ten from  sorted m em os.  Thus the t raining of the 

PhD candidate to m em o is sim ple. I t  is to be personal and private as m em os go every which 

way as they grow in form ulat ing a theory from  grounded clar ity, as his m em os m ature.

Tom  Andrews, an exper ienced grounded theorist  and teacher,  writes to m e about  the 

quest  for guidance in m em oing by students and the difficulty of giving up the norm al quest .  

Tom  writes:  ”Those new to GT, but  part icular ly PhD students, want  to be told in a very 

prescript ive way how to write m em os.  I  am  constant ly being asked about  this.  They want  

to be told what  a m em o should contain and how it  should be writ ten.  They need constant  

reassurance that  they are doing them  “ r ight ” . Am  I  doing it  r ight? is the quest ion I  

frequent ly hear.  Students constant ly want  m e to look at  their  m em os to give them  som e 

support  or legit im acy but  they learn quickly not  to ask. I t  is alm ost  as if they want  detailed 

guidance on how to write m em os.  And indeed, som e supervisors and authors approve such 

guidance in an at tem pt  to provide m ore direct ion.   However, this only serves to com plicate 

what  should be an open and free thinking process.  Som e student s are unsure as the 

purpose of m em oing and default  to their  reflexivity of QDA.  I  tell students that  all they 

need to do is sort  their  m em os int o a theory.  I  do not  think that  m any students t ruly grasp 

that  it is through the m em os that  their  theory is developed.  Sort ing m em os is one of the 

least  understood procedures of GT.”   

Tom  is clear and correct . Hopefully t his book will  guide students to pr ivate, free style 

m em oing and then eventually in the end to theoret ical sort ing for a theoret ical code and a 

working paper.  Form al t raining to m em o can easily kill the autonom y and creat ivity of 

grounded m em oing as the t rained researcher t r ies to form alize up his m em os when t rying 

to conceptualize em ergent  pat terns.  Form ing up m em os fosters preconceptualizat ion to 

m eet  form at  requirem ents.

A  PhD candidate wrote m e:  “My other joy with the GT m ethod is that  it  gives m e 

perm ission to free write to develop m em os.  You have freed m e from  doing the im possible, 

constant ly quot ing and t rying to describe quotes under QDA m ethods.”   For sure, the 

freedom  to do pr ivate m em os knows no bounds am ong PhD candidates, especially those 

stuck in intensively supervisory required conform ity departm ents.

The student  cont inues, “ I  often think that  doing a PhD was the wrong career for m e.  

I  should have gone into creat ive writ ing.  But  with m y finding classic GT, m y creat ivity is 

taxed doing m em os which is a bet ter form  of creat ivit y for m e.”   The creat ivity tapped in 
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writ ing m em os is im portant  as long as it  is grounded.  Grounded creat ivity will flow through 

to good writ ing for the substant ive em ergent  theory.

No crit ique 

Do NOT crit ique your own m em o style or your efforts at  writ ing t hem .  They are pr ivate and 

capture both your grounded and preconcept ive thinking.  And you never know when your 

ideas m ight  fit  with relevance in your em erging theory.  A m em o can suddenly becom e very 

im portant  as the com parat ive analysis proceeds.  There is lit t le or no ant icipat ing a m em o’s 

eventual relevance and fit  to an em erging theory.  Even with final sort ing for a working 

paper a dem oted m em o can becom e relevant  for a subsequent  paper/ theory from  a 

different  sort ing.  Writ ing m em os copiously w ill over t im e build a significant  m em o bank and 

can becom e a significant  int ellectual asset  all your own for generat ing m ore than one 

grounded theory from  the collected data.   But  for sure, focus only on one theory at  a t im e.

Novice GT researchers should not  be shy of m em oing.  There are no rules for them ,  

and m em os are pr ivate and grow in clar ity and precision and relevance as the novice 

develops skill  in writ ing them  and develops conceptual knowledge of his research data.  

Mem os are vital in t racking and keeping t rack of the em ergent  m ain concern of the 

part icipants and how they cont inually resolve it .   This discovered conceptualizat ion will be 

new t o the researcher and will be easy t o lose w ithout  m em oing by forget t ing t he unfam iliar 

new concepts. They are vital to t racking the collect ion of data and the conceptual changes 

that  m ay result  as new data surprise the researcher as he constant ly com pares the data for 

analysis.

Andy Lowe, an experienced GT researcher, wrote m e:  “Many pseudo and novice GT 

researchers fail to fully understand that  int ellectual creat ivity only flows freely when we 

externalize our thoughts by m em o writ ing.   Theoret ical m em os are a vital device to unlock 

the connect ions between the conscious, unconscious, and preconscious m ind. Mem o writ ing 

is a liberat ing process because it  encourages the GT researcher t o acknowledge and develop 

his latent  abilit y as an author autonom ist  of his theoret ical capitalist  supervisors and 

com m it tee m em bers. Mem o writ ing grows in skill and soon enough the GT researcher 

becom es disciplined and r igorous so his int ellectual developm ent  can evolve.  Once the 

m em o writ ing process becom es a daily pract ice, the GT researcher’s confidence increases 

dram at ically because he begins to understand that  concepts will  em erge and there is no 

need to worry or be tem pted to forcing the data int o a preconceived pat tern.  The m ain 

issue for the PhD candidate supervisors is not  to allow the GT researcher to do any talking 

BEFORE m em o writ ing has saturated and has run its course.”   So m uch so t rue.

Asking m e quest ions about  m em oing is not  an “ ignorance display”  as one student  put  

it .   The variabilit y that  occurs in pr ivate m em os is so great  that  there is no perfect  sure 

answer to describing a perfect  m em o.  I  never know which was “ I  will take answers t o em ail 

quest ions of how to”  or what  is a m em o. I  will ,  however, not  reveal to others who asked 

what  quest ions as they are pr ivate.  I  preserve the researcher’s autonom y.
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Mem os can facilit ate research t eam s or collaborat ive research, I F, and be careful, the 

collaborator understands the data and m em oing.  But  be careful, when collaborat ing, of 

giving up the autonom y and personal st rength of the r ight  to pr ivacy of your m em os.  The 

power of pr ivacy is not  to be given easily.  Having m em os read or reviewed by others 

always tends to m ake one sure of their  form ulat ion and their  level of perfect ion.  Judith 

Holton em ailed m e:  “Sharing m em os with others whether supervisors, collaborators or 

colleagues runs the r isk that  the research will shift  focus from  conceptual ideas to writ ing 

style, gram m at ical perfect ion. This prem ature perfect ion can underm ine the researcher’s 

openness in favor of get t ing ‘r ight ’.   I t  also will tend the researcher toward preconcept ions.”   

Judith is quite correct .  Yet  dangerously so, som et im es prem ature circulat ing pr ivate 

reflect ions  in m em o form  can be quite inspir ing when shown to team  m em bers who are 

support ively excited by the m em o.  But  do not  do this at  the r isk of autonom y and privacy.  

When a finished paper is subm it ted to a com m it tee, showing m em os, if need be or 

required, can provide a history of the generat ion and em ergence of the conceptual 

substance of the em ergent  theory. Lat er, aft er a paper is showable,  m em os can show how a 

substant ive theory was arr ived at .  This situat ion seldom  occurs as substant ive theories are 

not  proven.  They are grounded and general and m odifiable.  Som e authors give exam ples of 

their  m em os as extensive form ulat ions, som et im es with diagram s or charts as if all m em os 

should be like that . The answer is NOT SO. Mem os are just  ideas, any form , free style and 

pushing form ulat ion m isses t his point .  Extensive and m ature m em os that  border on being a 

part  of a paper, can be shown as just  that  – part  of a paper, not as m em os. Fine, but  m em o 

papers are a sm all part  of the m em oing procedure and process from  start  to working paper.

Lora Lam pert  in her art icle on m em oing in the Sage Handbook of Grounded theory

supports the pr ivate style, “ones own, and not  prerequired by form ats. ”  She says her paper  

presents “m y own variat ion on the them es of m em oing.  Any one variat ion of m em oing 

should not  be taken as general or bet ter than another. Learning to m em o is a pr ivate skill 

suit able to the psychology of the researcher alone. What  is im portant  is no m at ter what  the 

researcher’s style of m em os is that  he m em os to help generate the em ergent  

conceptualizat ions from  the data so too m uch to rem em ber is not  lost .  Reviewing m em os 

on a category  can help generate new em ergent  concepts and links between them .  But  the 

reviewing is a pr ivate personal m at ter of the researcher.”   Lam pert  agrees with personal 

style, even though m uch of her art icle deals with how to form ulate and form at  them .  Hard 

to resist  form at t ing.

One student  has captured the freedom  of m em oing to the m ax.   Robb Shoaf em ails 

m e, “Mem os are free verse.  The free associat ion of ideas that  begin as inspired by a 

category or incident  of a category that  takes on a life of its own and go in direct ions we 

could not  have foreseen, som et im es parallel or som et im e deeper.  The researcher should 

allow him self this ult im ate freedom  from  the beginning.  To be sure, m em os will  form  up as 

they m ature with clar ity.”   Yes, indeed, m em os lead to excit ing discovery when the style of 

m em oing is free.

A teacher wrote m e to paraphrase the free style of m em oing:   “ I  had a student  who 

drew picture diagram s to m em o, so while she was talking about  the diagram s, I  
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m em oedthem  in writ ing to show her how they could recorded for later sort ing.  When I  

dem onst rate m em oing to m y students, I  realize it  is m y style, which m ay not  be their  style.  

They eventually just  get  it  according to their  own style. When t rying to teach m em oing, I  

found it  is best  to relax and just  let  it  happen as part  of the m agic of the GT process.   I  

should not  worry m uch about  teaching m em oing and just  encourage its happening.”   Thus, 

doing m em os com e naturally like note taking. Thus, a teacher need only advise the novice 

student  to do them  in their  own style and not  worry any so called established style. But  

m em oing they m ust  do from  the start  of their  research.”

Another teacher wrote m e that  “m any students are not  t rained in the ongoing 

process of taking notes in class.  With all the inform at ion available on the int ernet  why 

spend the t im e on writ ing one’s own not es?  This m akes no sense, as t he inform at ion can be 

quite different  between self and the I nternet  and the student  loses the creat ivity of 

m em oing.  Also, m em oing m ethods m edia abound today for taking good notes and 

m em oing on the spot .  One can do m em os on a cell phone, in an em ail, a sm art  phone or a 

tablet  or a com puter.”   Whatever the choice or choices, the m edia should be available to 

constant ly m em o as the st ream  of analysis occurs to keep t rack of.  And m ost  im portant , 

the m em os should be pr int able so they can be cut  up, piled and sorted.  Otherwise they  

m ay be easily neglected or forgot ten. Sort ing a pile of m em os is their  end use for analysis.”

The norm al fear of get t ing m em o style “ r ight ”  in our academ ic world of seeking 

perfect ion disappears as the experience of generat ing theory grows.   Another student  wrote 

m e:  “Mem o writ ing unt il I  worked at  it  and gave m yself perm ission to free write seem ed 

daunt ing, I  so wanted to get  it  r ight .  Now it  has becom e part  of m e so I  think I  m ust  of 

have got ten it  r ight .  My style has becom e a part  of m e.”  To be sure, as the analysis 

cont inues, the fear of not  m em oing “perfect ly”  dim inishes and m em o skill increases and 

becom es natural.  The fear of not  get t ing it  “ r ight ”  will dim inish over t im e as the skill  of 

writ ing them  in one’s pr ivate style grows and with it  is r ich product ion and power of 

analysis.  I t  is part  of the growing experient ialityof generat ing GT.

Anna Sandgren, a GT teacher, writes kernel wisdom s on fear  of learning m em oing. 

“ I t  is good for the students to see varied exam ples of different  ways of m em oing,to see t hat  

they can m em o in their  own personal way.  They can m em o in a way that  suit es them  best  

and it  is ok.”    Of course since m em os are pr ivate, it  will be difficult  to see varied exam ples. 

Trust ing to variat ion is in order, but  it  will not  m at ter so m uch as personal style takes over. 

Anna cont inues:   “ I f students want  to type write on paper, on com puter or in their  

own scribble  etc., it  is ok.  Mem os can be in any form  in writ ten word or in figures etc.”   I  

add to Anna’s thought s and em phasize that  whatever the init ial form , be sure your m em os 

can end up in writ ing on paper so they can be sorted easily.  Diagram s are difficult  to sort  

clearly since they are of varied purpose.  

Anna cont inues that  “drawing figures helps m e a lot  during the theoret ical coding 

process.  I  draw figures of the different  opt ions of theoret ical codes to see how m y concepts 

relate to each other.  Som e of m y drawings m ight  not  be so grounded all the t im e, but  it  

helps m e to t r igger m y creat ivit y so when I  go back to m y m em os and write m ore m em os 
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on m em os I  see how everything finally fit s.”   So obviously free st yle spawns m any routes to 

a final working paper.  Drawings and diagram s m ay help, but  they indicate m any variables, 

which then should be writ ten up singular ly so they can be sorted.

Anna closes with the sam e observat ion as m any other teachers. . She says “At  the 

sam e t im e that  m em oing without  any rules are freedom  for  som e people, it  could be difficult  

for other students that  are not  used to having such freedom . They are used to following 

guides on ‘how to do’ and only feel safe with guides when they do not  know, they think, 

how to write m em os. They feel insecure and confused as a consequence.”    To be sure, this 

is a possible beginning of m em oing, but  as these students focus on writ ing and not  talking 

they soon becom e confident  in style and privacy.  Experient iality solves the fear and lost  

issue.

Style is what  it  is for each researcher and develops in skill  and coverage over t im e as 

the research progresses. A student  wrote m e “ I  seem  to m em o best  in the m orning.  

Morning m em os are a purging of all the work m y m ind has the night  before.  I  get  som e 

pret ty good ideas in the m orning and it  flows.  I  st ill  do not  have the habit  of constant  

m em oing if that  m akes sense.  As a result , I  think I  m iss the random  ideas that  occur 

during the day.  I  have an I pad and use pages t o docum ent  m y m em os although I  really like 

to hand m em o. I  think m em oing on a com puter forces m e to edit  and I  m iss som e of the 

free flow aspects that  happen when I  hand m em o.  I  also like the idea of hybrid m em oing 

where I  scr ibble notes in a big think notebook, in m y m em o bank and m em o j ots in m y field 

notes.”

A challenging learning curve

Obviously, the learning curve of free style m em oing using recent  com puter and cell 

technology is bum py and challenging. The curve raises its own individual problem s to solve 

unique for each individual researcher. Two item s students m ust  resolve is that  all m em os 

m ust  finally be pr int ed so they can be piled and be hand sorted.  Then with sort ing the 

m em o ideas will  finally find their  place in the generated theory with fit  and relevance.   

Mem os that  seem  out  of fit  with the em erging theory will  find them selves when being 

sorted.  Keep in m ind that  m em o learning curves vary, since they are about  a pr ivate style. 

Private m em oing is another dim ension of the autonom y that  GT research br ings int o the 

researchers career.  Learning m em oing is a vital part  of the experient iality of going 

conceptual which fosters the researcher pr ide and excitem ent  in knowing with confidence 

how to do GT research.

The constant  quest ioning of oneself, of one’s m em o, such as are they conceptual or 

abst ract  enough, am  I  relat ing concepts correct ly, have I  discovered the best  theoret ical 

code when sort ing etc., etc., is autonom ous.  This quest ioning goes on constant ly and 

answers im prove with constant  self learning.  I t  is norm al to quest  an academ ic ok from  a 

supervisor or colleague, but  unnecessary and likely to be subversive to the researcher free 

individual style. Wait ing for an ok will get  t iresom e.  The researcher learns that  outside 

com m ents are m om entary.  The m erit  of ones m em os com es out  in sort ing for a theoret ical 

code and doing a working paper (see Stop Write,  Glaser 2012)  which he can show to others.  
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Worrying their  goodness for future sort ing and subsequent  writ ing will st im ulate any 

necessary changes to one’s m em os by com paring to other m em os suit able for sort ing and 

generat ing m ore m em os if changes in som e m em os becom e necessary for discovery of a 

good theoret ical code and conceptualizat ion that  organizes the m em os bet ter for a working 

paper. Mem os correct  each other.  Thus, the researcher is by personal style and privacy not  

locked into a part icular preconceived theory as em ergent  changes and m odificat ions occur in 

his m em os as he sorts them  for a working paper.  This paper will  show to others how he 

sees all the concepts fit t ing together.  To be sure, the working paper can then be shown to 

significant  others for com m ents.

Stop, jot

Stop, jot  is the m em oing style jargon.  I nterrupt  any act ivity to stop and write a m em o on 

any idea.  Do not  talk the idea alternat ively as you will likely to lose it  because talk dilutes 

energy and m ot ivat ion.  Catch the idea any way any t im e in writ ing and note its grounding 

or preconcept ion if possible.  Capture the idea with im puted correct ion if need be.  Writ ing 

the m em o any way you can when you get  an idea usually m eans you are capturing 

preconscious realizat ions that  are grounded as your m ind wanders over constant  

com parisons of incidents in your data.  Note preconcept ions which m ay lead to theoret ical 

sam pling and use select ive coding to check them  out .  Not e possible theoret ical sam pling for 

select ive coding.  You are on your own style, these are just  ideas.  But  as the analysis 

proceeds and m em os m ature, theoret ical sam pling, select ive coding, and possible 

theoret ical codes will start  to appear with in you free style fram ework.  Your free style should 

be open to surprising realizat ions and especially so for a eureka m om ent  about  a m ain 

concern, or a core category or a subcategory or a theoret ical code.  Expressing the m em o 

any which way to capture ideas m eans you do not  worry about  gram m ar,  English, spelling 

type of note etc.  Just  get  the realizat ion or plain idea down without  talking. Do not , if 

possible, preconceive the ideas, their  fit  or relevance prem aturely for the em erging theory.

As I  have said, novices go through a period of som e doubt s and confusion beginning 

m em oing.  No showing m em os to colleagues or supervisors puts the resolut ion of these 

doubts firm ly on the researcher’s shoulders.  The tendency is to get  them  ok’d, which 

dim inishes as one style develops during the progress of the research.   These doubts occur 

even for those novices who have m em o’d for other aspects of li fe or study and thus are 

experienced.

Here is som e thought  from  a student  who t rusts to the future value of m em oing and 

his growing skill.   He writes m e:  “Mem oing seem s to be t he key t o GT research.  However, I  

am  in a bit  of confused state about  m em oing.  At  this point  I  am  m em oing about  quest ions 

that  pop up as I  code m y int erviews.  I  do not  have a problem  generat ing ideas and I  think 

m y m em os will help put  the ideas together.   Mem os are the only way I  can rem em ber  

ideas.  Mem os m ake m e think about  what  is going on in the data, which I  l ike.  Yet , m em os 

st ill seem  to be an elusive concept  t o m e, but  I  am  t rust ing t he m em oing process. So I  keep 

m em oing.  I  m ay have to force longer m em os.  I  am  st ill m em oing ideas as quest ions 

hoping answers will follow.   I  reserve m y private r ight  to writ e disjointed m em os.”  
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  We see that  growing pains surely com e with the developm ent  of m em oing skill.    

The m em oing skill  grows m ore and m ore to suit s the needs of GT research.  Doubts and 

confusion about  m em oing dim inish as m em os m ature.  Most  researchers go through these 

growing skill  pains and discover in due course the great  benefits of m em oing for GT 

analysis.  And all this goes on privately so experienced m em o m akers have no perfect ive 

m odel pr ior it y. Fear of m em oing properly has no bearing on the researcher’s analysis.  

Exam ples of so called good m em os seen in som e books on doing GT are derailing as they 

m iss the point  that  from  beginning to end of the analysis as m em o t rack the em ergent  

theory pr ivately.  Also “good”  m em os book style easily derails the analysis with proper 

preconcept ions.  Free st yle is far m ore creat ive.

And of course, not  showing m em os also m eans not  talking about  them  to m aintain 

free style.  Som e colleagues’ talk can be about  the sam e as m em o on your m em o, which 

st im ulates cr it iques, blocks, feeds fear, and derails your m em o.  Talk about  or showing 

m em os can m ake for over form alizat ion m em os that  paralyze em ergence before sort ing, 

m em os that  yield a theoret ical code that  organizes the int egrat ion of the em erging theory.  

Do not  yield your autonom y by preconceiving a theoret ical code ahead of sort ing for it .   Do 

not  allow yourself to st ructure up by preconcept ion a theory before sort ing. Som e 

researchers just  assum e it ’s always a basic social process involved way before sort ing, 

which is pure preconcept ion.  The m em o bank of free style m em os is there to sort  for the 

theoret ical code that  fit  with relevance.  I t  is a sham e to force when the m em os are there 

for sort ing.

Tape recording int erviews gives a researcher the “ feeling of hearing it  all,”  not  

m issing anything etc.  Tape recording, I  have warned over and over in m y books, is too 

m uch coverage and too slow to get  to analysis because of wait ing for type writ ten form .  I  

have always advised taking field notes during interviews, to develop the field note skill  and 

also to have data to start  constant ly com parat ive analysis THAT night  the data is collected.  

And of course, start  m em oing along with the analysis so no ideas are lost .  Forget t ing ideas 

in the beginning is especially easy. Yes, free style m em oing starts im m ediately with 

constant  com parisons of the first  int erview data and even before analysis starts. Yes, 

m em oing starts im m ediately with data collect ion, if not  started before.  I t  starts with note 

taking at  the sam e t im e as taking field notes and very soon after as the researcher is filled 

with thoughts from  listening to answers to interview quest ions.

Mem oing holds preconscious thoughts

Eventual theoret ical com pleteness is GT’s conceptual goal.  I ts goal is not  achieved by full 

descript ive coverage provided by tape recording.  I t  is achieved by the constant  

com parat ive analysis m ethod t racked by m em os and achieved by beginning to see the 

plat ter in the field notes.  Mem oing holds intuit ive preconscious thought  that  generates 

em ergent  concepts that  nam e pat terns of behavior that  fit ,  are relevant  and delim it  the 

conceptual theory.  I t  is difficult  to m em o conceptual pat terns from  tape recordings that  are 

not  yet  typed. Also, collect ing data by tape collects too m any int erchangeable indicators of 
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pat terns. I t  is over coverage and beyond concept  saturat ion of int erchangeable indicators.  

Adequate m em oing catch all this by warning of waste of t im e and effort . The conceptual 

analysis is kept  on t rack by m em oing.  The dictum  is to start  m em oing im m ediately with 

start ing data collect ion by field notes.  And start ing requires an autonom ous free style to 

m em o, since “who knows”  what  they should look like from  the start . Mem os take on a 

com panionat ing power with the GT analysis, and worrying about  the analysis is far m ore 

im portant  than worrying about  a “ r ight ”  or “perfect ”  m em o style.  A suit able personal style 

will grow with the analysis.

Nudist  recording of interview or observat ion data does away with the power of 

interchangeabilit y of indices indicat ing pat terns of behavior, thus,  the power  to delim it  data 

collect ion, or descript ive coverage and thus delim it  conceptualizat ion.   Or why keep 

collect ing data on an already em ergent  concept  and its relat ion to the em erging theory?  

Mem oing t racks and helps cont rol this waste of t im e, energy, and power of conceptualizing 

once a pat tern has been discovered.  Subsequent  indices are int erchangeable. The m em o

style is irrelevant  as long as it  gives the researcher this power. Mem os take the researcher 

on to the int uit ive grasp for select ive sam pling and coding for related concepts.  Mem oing 

field notes keeps up the current  generat ing analyt ic act ivit y of where, what ,  and who to 

interview next  for m ore related concepts.   The researcher learns to t rust  his style of 

m em oing m ore and m ore as he m em os his way to the sort ing of m ature m em os for a 

working paper.  Recording interviews no m at ter the device use stalls, if not  totally blocks, 

this process. Recordings are not  flexible enough for sort ing and provide too m uch 

descript ive coverage. Hand sorted typed or writ ten m em oing can t rack and rescue this stall 

in favor of conceptual theory em erging quicker.

Asking m e or other experienced GT researchers how to m em o is not  an “ ignorance 

display,”  as one student   put  it .   The variabilit y that  goes on in pr ivate m em oing is so great  

that  there is no perfect  answer for what  a perfect  m em o looks like.  I  never know which way 

I  will  give an answer to both relieve insecurity yet  not  tell him  what  to do.  Em ail m e 

(bglaser@speakeasy.net )   For sure I  will  not  reveal the quest ion, nor who asked it  in order 

to m aintain m em o privacy.

One student  wrote m e about  how private m em os filled with descript ion funct ion to 

spare the reader all the boring details of descript ion that  go into conceptualizing a pat tern.  

They are not  necessary to detail when writ ing up the induct ive result  which is abst ract  of 

t im e, place and people.  And thus, when descript ions which yield the concept ion will soon be 

forgot ten, and the substant ive theory takes on a life of its own.  The student  further said:  

“ I t  becam e clear to m e that  data do not  speak them selves. There has to be a conceptual 

idea that  helps them  speak in m em os as they are m em oed when going back and forth 

between data and concept .  I t  is not  necessary or required in GT research to detail to the 

reader in the final paper how one generated their  theory using all the GT procedures  (such 

as coding, sam pling com paring etc)  to eventually end up with an abst ract  theory.  Mem os 

preserve this generat ing detail  data pr ivately.”  

Hans Thulesius, a well known grounded theory  researcher and teacher , confirm s m y 

dictum  of free style m em oing.  Hans says “Mem oing is very im portant  in GT research, but  
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you can m em o in whatever way you like. Hand writ ing, typing or drawing diagram s but  keep 

them  private. When you have a big stack of m em os you can begin hand sort ing them , 

placing them  in sm aller piles on a big table.  Then writ ing m ore m em os are t r iggered by the 

sorted m em os which when you reach saturat ion will  eventually lead to a working paper.’’  

Hans cont inues about  free style m em oing:  “Every person finds his or her own way of writ ing 

and organizing one’s m em os.  The m ost  im portant  thing about  m em os is that  you get  out  

your ideas onto paper.  Glaser warns against  rules for m em os since they can st ifle the 

creat ive m em o writ ing.  Mem os should be writ ten at  any t im e to capture the ideas that  

com e when you com pare and code data.  And stay open to whatever em erges and m em o it  

at  all stages of doing GT.”

Many students write m e about  the joy of free style m em oing.  I t  br ings out  their  

autonom y with the freedom  to discover and then keep it  m em oed.  The variat ion that  

occurs in free style m em oing is am azingly wonderful.  Brian Steven, a PhD candidate, wrote 

m e “Can I  say as a PhD, I  am  so excited having discovered GT, but  oh I  wish I   had done so 

m uch earlier in m y PhD.  My write ups have been ham pered by t rying to fit  QDA m ethods.  I  

am  free of t rying to describe quotes under QDA m ethods.  My other joy is that  it  allows m e 

to free write and develop m em os.”   Yes, indeed, the excitem ent  of free style m em oing is 

part  of the total excitem ent  that  com es with generat ing an em ergent  theory from  data.  

Mem os t rack th is excitem ent  as we shall discuss in the next  chapt er.

The variat ion that  occurs from  free style m em oing is t ruly am azing, and wonderful, 

and unpredictable.    Another student  said that  his dayt im e m em os are increasing since he 

switched from  int ernet  m em oing, which m ade him  edit  them , to doing handwrit ing in large 

notebook pads.  His m em o jots are increasing and he has a growing lessening need to have 

his m em os ok’d.  I  t rust  m any readers feel in their  own story this growth of autonom y in a 

lessening need to be ok’d as they grow with the analysis.

Further this student  says:  “ I t  gets t iresom e wait ing for approval of m y m em os, so I  

am  m em oing as I  think m em os should be.  I  write m em os on m em os on ideas about  what  

concepts m ean and how they m ay fit  together.”    Thus, m em oing in pr ivate has taken over 

his GT analysis and it  works.  Many novices and researchers experience this take over of 

pr ivate m em oing on concepts with delight  as they work toward saturat ion of concepts and 

sort ing m em os for a working paper. They find that  sort ing their  m em os gives too what  they 

think about  their  concepts the m eaning and sense and need for personal ok’ing their  pr ivate 

m em os.  And they realize no one else could have ok’dtheir m em os properly.  Private ok’ing 

of m em o styles grows with the analysis.  Ending with sort ing m em os finally gives all the 

m eaning, creat ivit y, autonom y, and ok sense wished for in personal m em o style for 

generat ing one’s grounded theory.   Mem o styles vary widely but  no m at ter what  the style 

the consequence of sort ing them  has to be the sam e:  an int egrated, conceptual substant ive 

theory.  I  deal with sort ing m em os at  length in the next  chapter and chapter 6.

.
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