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Generalizability and the Theory of Offset t ing the Affect ive Filter

Barry Cham etzky, Washington & Jefferson College

Abstract

When online, post -secondary foreign language learners wrest le wit h the course m aterial and 

environm ent because of their  inexperience or m isguided expectat ions, frust rat ion and 

anxiety often ensue.  The result ing im balance often hinders sat isfactory progress in the 

course.  Classic grounded theory was used to develop the substant ive theory of offset t ing 

the affect ive filter, which explains t he behaviors of learners in the substant ive area of online, 

post -secondary foreign language classes.  With the grab and conceptual generalit ies of this 

substant ive theory, it  is valuable for novice researchers to understand that the possibili t y is 

st rong to cont inue the research and develop a form al theory.  I n this paper, the author 

exam ines the aforem ent ioned theory  in light  of possibly developing a form al grounded 

theory.

I nt roduct ion

An im portant  elem ent  involving the classic grounded theory m ethod (CGT)  proposed by 

Glaser and St rauss ( 1967)  and subsequent ly by Glaser (1978)  is the idea of generalizabili t y.  

Generalizabilit y, along with the other com ponents—“ fit ,  work, relevance, and m odifiabilit y”  

(Glaser, 1992, p. 15)—allows the researcher to “broaden the theory so that  it  is m ore 

generally applicable and has greater explanatory and predict ive power”  (Glaser & St rauss, 

1967, p. 24) .  I n grounded theory term s, the newly discovered endogenous (1967)  theory 

m ust  apply to a variety of situat ions and environm ents within and out side of the substant ive 

area not  just  one situat ion (Glaser, 1996) .  The idea of generalizabilit y—especially for 

doctoral candidates—has im portant  ram ificat ions for researchers inside and outside of the 

init ial substant ive area.  I n this art icle, I  will  present  (a)  the five pillars of grounded theory,  

(b)  a br ief discussion of generalizabili t y, (c)  an overview of the grounded theory process vis-

à-vis generalizabilit y, (d)  a theory—Offset t ing the Affect ive Filter—developed using CGT, 

and finally, (e)  a br ief analysis of generalizabilit y vis-à-vis the aforem ent ioned theory.  By 

illum inat ing the im portance of the substant ive theory (Glaser, 1978)  outside the field of 

online foreign language educat ion, I  hope to present  a potent ially bigger picture of the 

theory thereby dem onst rat ing generalizabilit y and to show that  generalizing “a core 

category is st rong . .  .  [ and]  hard to resist ”  (Glaser, 2007, p. 14) .

The five pilla rs

When a novice researcher uses CGT as a design—perhaps for a doctoral dissertat ion—he or 

she quickly learns about  its five pillars necessary for developing a sat isfactory theory:   fit ,  
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grab, work, relevance, and m odifiabilit y (Glaser, 1978, 1992,  1998) .  To negat e or m inim ize 

one of them  is to create a unbalanced and inadequate theory.  Because these term s are 

vital to grounded theory , each is discussed briefly in this research.

I n the world of classic grounded theory, in order to have fit ,  researchers m ust  ask 

whether a “concept  adequately [ expresses]  the pat tern in the data which it  purports to 

conceptualize”  (Glaser, 1998, p. 18) .  I f such a connect ion exists between the concept  and 

the data, fit  exists.  With theories discovered using grounded theory, it  is vital that  the 

researcher not  force the data int o preconceived pat terns.   I f the theory is indeed developed 

through detailed analysis of the data according to the precepts of CGT (Glaser & St rauss,  

1967;  Glaser, 1965, 1992) , the theory is said to have fit  (Glaser,  2002a) .  On the other 

hand, if an idea is forced and therefore not  direct ly and solely derived from  the or iginal data, 

the theory has validity issues and does not  fit  the data (Cham etzky, 2013a) .

Grab is the abili t y of an idea to snag the at t ent ion of a person quickly (Glaser, 1978) .  

When a reader senses that  he or she underst ands the idea and what  is going on (Glaser, 

2002a) , grab is achieved.  Grab and generalizabilit y are closely related as one aids the other .  

Sim ilar ly, without  one the other becom es difficult  to achieve, as each depends on the other.

I n exam ining a theory developed via grounded theory, a researcher m ust  ensure that  

it  speaks to “ the m ajor  variat ions in behavior in the area with respect  to the processing of 

the m ain concerns of the subjects”  (Glaser, 1992, p. 15) .  I f the theory is sufficient ly 

m ult idim ensional to tackle any variat ions within the substant ive area, the theory works.  A 

theory that  does not  work is insufficient .  Further, should a theory not  work ( though 

im plausible as it  m ight  be) , a researcher will  find generalizing the theory challenging 

because it  is not  sufficient ly m ult idim ensional.

According to Glaser (1998) , relevance is synonym ous with im portance.  I f a theory 

has relevance, it  has appeal to people.  Thus, relevance has a direct  connect ion with grab;  if 

one exists, the other is suggested (Glaser (1998) .

Finally, a theory derived using grounded theory needs to be sufficient ly flexible.  I f a 

researcher obtains new data represent ing variat ions in any of the “propert ies and cat egories”  

(Glaser, 1992, p. 15) ,  t he theory needs to be adaptable and m odifiable to accom m odate the 

new data.  I f the theory  is appropriately flexible to accom m odat e new data, it  is m odifiable.  

Together, the five pillars form  a foundat ion for all theories derived via the classic grounded 

theory m ethod.

Generalizability and t ransferability

I n research studies—especially doctoral dissertat ions—the concept  of generalizabilit y is 

often m andatory.  When talking about  external validity, a researcher asks him  or herself 

whether the findings or conclusions of the study are equally applicable to other people, in 

different  places, and at  different  t im es (Schram , 2006;  Trochim  & Donnelly, 2008) .  I f the 

response is posit ive, the study has generalizable results.
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Such an explanat ion of generalizabilit y is foundat ional in the field of educat ion.  I n 

CGT however, the term  generalizabilit y has a slight ly different  m eaning.  Following the 

precepts presented by Glaser (1978) ,  a theory  developed via grounded theory is based on 

the ideas a researcher finds in the data and not  from  the cont r ibutors or respondents in the 

project .  Thus, a theory m ust  have “conceptual generality [ rather than]  unit  generality”  

(Glaser, 1998, p. 125) .  I n other words, the theory m ust  be conceptual rather than 

descript ive (Glaser,  2007) and thus not  t ied to any specific locat ion, occasion, or person 

(Glaser, 2007) .

There exists, however, a potent ially sat isfying m edium  between the two definit ions.  

Generalizabilit y, perhaps m ore accurat ely term ed t ransferabilit y, as Glaser ( 1998)  used it ,  is 

the abilit y to extend the relevance or appropriateness of the study beyond the substant ive 

area of the researcher and delineate the relevant  boundaries (Glaser  & St rauss, 1967)  of 

the study.  With this extension, the researcher would be able to have the “ theory . .  .  apply 

to less obvious areas”  (p. 65) .  Because ideas and theories are conceptualized in CGT, and 

because theories m ust  have grab, a certain am ount  of generalizabili t y ( in the educat ional 

sense)  is appropriate and present .  Such generalizabili t y m ay aid the researcher should he 

or she wish to develop a form al grounded theory ( Glaser, 2007) .

Overview  of  CGT

According to Glaser and St rauss (1967) ,  grounded theory is " the discovery of theory from  

data" (p. 1) .  The object ive of a researcher using grounded theory is to uncover a theory  

explaining the behaviors of part icipants within a specific interest  area (Glaser, 1992) .  The 

non- linear (Glaser, 1978;  Sim m ons, 2008)  process by which a researcher uncovers the 

theory is m ult ipart ite, “ iterat ive, [ and]  cyclic”  (Cham etzky,  2013a, p. 14)  though som e 

researchers (Gat in, 2009;  Jones & Alony, 2011)  have endeavored t o display its non- linearity 

in a two dim ensional representat ion.

As soon as data collect ion begins, the researcher at tem pt s to connect  the elem ents 

of the data with m ore general concepts and then those concepts with other ones.  Such 

conceptualizat ions lead the researcher to form ulate a theory that  explains behaviors or 

problem s in the part icular area of invest igat ion.  Developing conceptualizat ions occur     

through a process of constant  com parison of data (Glaser,  1965)  and m em o writ ing 

(addressed later  in this art icle) .  As a researcher conceptualizes, com pares, and m em os, he 

or she uncovers these em erging them es (Charm az, 2008;  Glaser, 2002b)  and organizes 

these “em ergent  conceptualizat ions int o integrated pat terns, which are denoted by  

categories and their  propert ies”  (Glaser, 2002a, p. 23) .  By iterat ively com paring (Mavetera 

& Kroeze, 2009)  the codes, a researcher begins to discover code relat ionships (Raduescu & 

Vessey, 2011) . As these relat ionships and groupings solidify (Glaser, 1992)  and r ichen, 

theoret ical saturat ion occurs (Holton, 2010) .  Ult im ately, a core category and a single core 

variable em erge (Raduescu & Vessey, 2011;  Glaser & St rauss, 1967) .  A core category is 

necessary in the study “as it  resolves the m ain concern”  (Glaser,  1998, p. 115)  and form s 

the heart  of the theory. I t  is the concept  that  reflects what  the researcher believes is the 

pr incipal issue in the substant ive area (Glaser & Holton, 2005) .
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Mem os form  the “ ideat ional and conceptual”  (Glaser, 1998, p. 180)  link between the 

codes, categories, and propert ies (Glaser, 1998) .  The purpose is to write down any ideas 

about  concepts and their  possible connect ions with one other.  Mem os are the conscious 

m anifestat ion of the preconscious (Glaser, 1998)  t hought .  Mem o writ ing, l ike the process of  

coding, is iterat ive. 

As a researcher raises the conceptual level of the codes and categories, and as the 

m em os becom e increasingly conceptual, two things will invariably happen.  First , the 

researcher will  explain (without  preconcept ion)  the behaviors of part icipants in the 

substant ive area.  Explaining (without  preconcept ion)  the behaviors of part icipants is the 

heart  of any theory developed using CGT.  Second, the conceptualized theory will  not  be 

t ied to “ t im e, place, [ or]  people”  (Glaser, 2009, p. 24) .  As previously m ent ioned, grab is 

one of the pillars that  form  a good theory developed using CGT.  When people can relate to 

a theory (or its elem ents) , because of its grab and “conceptual generality”  (Glaser, 1998, p. 

125) , the theory has a certain am ount  of generalizabilit y ( in the educat ional sense)  outside 

the substant ive area (Glaser, 2007) .

Does this “conceptual generality”  (Glaser, 1998, p. 125)  of a core category m ean 

categorically that  a substant ive theory is a form al grounded theory?  The answer to this 

quest ion m ust  be no at  least  init ially.  Though a certain am ount  of applicabilit y or 

t ransferabilit y of a substant ive theory m ay exist , the leap to a form al theory m ust  not  be 

m ade without addit ional work (Glaser, 2007) .   The am ount  of work is not  t r iv ial.  However, 

“doing [ a form al grounded theory] is just  a natural, next  step to the general im plicat ions of 

a [ substant ive grounded theory’s] core category” (Glaser,  2007, p. 40) .

Offset t ing the affect ive filter

The substant ive area for the research involving offset t ing the affect ive filter is post -

secondary, online foreign language classes and learners.  Given the cont inued increase of 

online courses (Allen & Seam an, 2010)  throughout  the world, it  is reasonable to presum e 

that  research dealing with e- learning—even tangent ially—would be relevant  to m any people.  

Further, because of (a)  the lim ited am ount  of research in the field of online foreign language 

learning, (b)  the incidents that  learners experience (Myers,  2008) ,  and (c)  the general 

nature of individuals to be inquisit ive (Gazzaniga, 2009) , it  is reasonable to presum e that  

the study regarding Offset t ing the Affect ive Filter has appeal (Glaser, 1992)  and relevance 

to m any people in the field of educat ion.

Students in an asynchronous, online, post -secondary foreign language class m ight  not  

have the experience or understanding of how learning occurs or why online course 

presentat ion m ethods are not  always com plem entary with their  preferred m ethods of 

learning.  Their lack of experience and underst anding will increase their  st ress and anxiet y 

levels.  I n these courses, learners often get  out  of their  realm  of fam iliar ity (Cham etzky,  

2013b) .  When student s feel anxious with an online course and its technological tools, their  

affect ive fil ters—the psychological barr ier that  prevents people from  internalizing t he subject  
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m at ter, concepts, or ideas presented to them —becom e elevated.   The result is the 

progressively challenging task of com plet ing the foreign language course successfully.

When som e learners step beyond their  zone of fam iliar ity and com fort  (Cham etzky, 

2013b) , they have great  problem s overcom ing challenges caused by an increased affect ive 

filter while sim ultaneously t rying to grasp onto any posit ive com ponents in the course.  

Based on the theory of offset t ing the affect ive fil ter (Cham etzky , 2013b) , students in online 

foreign language classes at tem pt  to st rategize and to stabilize them selves in their  academ ic 

lives in three ways:   (a)  through interact ing with other people, (b)  by adapt ing to the 

situat ion, and (c)  by negot iat ing the im portance of the given task.  

Because of their  increased affect ive filters, foreign language learners will  interact  with 

classm ates, relat ives, or inst ructors in order to vent  their  frust rat ions.  When such 

interact ion is insufficient  to reduce their  elevated affect ive filters, som e learners feel 

overwhelm ed.  As the feeling of being overwhelm ed persists or increases, som e learners 

isolate them selves.  

Another way that  that  students counterbalance their  discom fort  is through adapt ing.  

At  t im es, learners need to focus on the course m aterial in a highly m yopic m anner in order 

to com plete the course successfully.  Sim ply lum bering through the course and adapt ing to 

the subopt im al environm ent  as m uch as possible is m andatory for other learners.  

Throughout  the online course, students need to be independent , self-directed, and highly 

m ot ivated in order to succeed and to “m ove past  the ‘daunt ing’ feeling of ‘Am  I  really the 

only one not  understanding?’”  (Cham etzky, 2013a, p. 132) .  Sadly, as with any venture, 

som e learners give up because they are unable to restore the needed balance.

Every act ivity people do is accom plished because a choice was m ade.  Making 

decisions “ is based on several cr it er ia not  the least  of which is balance”  (Cham etzky, 2013b, 

p. 13) .  For exam ple, when an act ivit y is easy to accom plish sat isfactor ily, stabilit y is easily 

sustainable.  An overly com plicated or unim portant  task, however, m ight  cause the learner 

to discont inue or not  start  it  (Lee, 2010) .  As learners t ry to offset  their  affect ive filters, 

they negot iate “ what  elem ents [ are]  overly st ressful and what  they  [ are] will ing to t olerate”  

(Cham etzky,  2013a, p. 123) .  Stabili t y m ight  be restored when learners are aware than an 

im balance exists and when they engage in act ivit ies to counterbalance the instabilit y such 

as int eract ing, adapt ing, and/ or negot iat ing.  Such “give and take”  (Cham etzky, 2013a, p. 

138)  helps com pensate for an elevated affect ive filter and is often crucial for online foreign 

language students to succeed in the course.

Generalizing the theory:  I ts im plicat ions

The object ive ofgeneralizing the theory of offset t ing the affect ive fil ter is possible with and 

because of CGT.  As a researcher codes and writes m em os, he or she takes the conceptual 

codes, propert ies, and categories, and further conceptualizes relat ionships without  forcing 

any connect ions.  Ult im ately, when a core variable and theory are developed,  both address 
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the behaviors of part icipants in the substant ive area as well as people outside that  area.  As 

Glaser (2007)  com m ent ed, 

Core category im plicat ion applicat ions are seen all around in social life.  They start  to 

com pare to see variat ion.  I t  is only a short  step to conceptualizing the com parison 

into a category or property of a category t o start  a FGT. (p. 42)

Again, a researcher m ust  be careful not  to presum e categorically that  a substant ive theory 

equates to or will becom e a form al theory.

With respect  to anxiety ,it  is perhaps not  difficult  to see how a person m ight  want  or 

need to regain balance when his or her affect ive filter—the psychological barr ier between 

the person and the object  (whether it  be knowledge, sat isfact ion, need, safety, or desire)—

is elevated.  During t im es of high anxiety, when a person wishes to regain stabilit y, he or 

she needs to negot iate with him  or herself to determ ine whether the object ive is sufficient ly 

im portant , to interact  with other people in order to m ake his or her anxiet ies known, and/ or 

to adapt  his or her perspect ive.  Specifically how a person at tem pts to regain stabilit y 

depends on the situat ion and theindividual’s abilit ies and at t itude during the st ressful 

situat ion.

While the theory of offset t ing the affect ive fil ter has its roots in the field of educat ion, 

the theory m ay also have wider im plicat ions across m ult iple areas.  Offset t ing the Affect ive 

Filter is “pervasive [ and m ay]  occur over t im e [ . .  .  .   I t  is]  abst ract  of any specific unit ’s 

st ructure and [ thus]  can vary sufficient ly to go on in very different  other units”  (Glaser, 

1978, pp. 100-101) . The idea of regaining stabilit y, through negot iat ing, int eract ing, and 

adapt ing, could be a universal behavior.

A theory discovered using CGT could and should have im plicat ions not  only within the 

substant ive area but  also in other areas.  I  am  int ent ionally not  stat ing that  the substant ive 

theory of Offset t ing the Affect ive Filter equates to a form al theory but  m erely that  the 

possibili t y exists for further research to develop one.  “ I t  is only a short  step to 

conceptualizing the com parison int o a category  or property  of a category  to start  a FGT”

(Glaser, 2007, p. 42) .I n order for t he theory of Offset t ing the Affect ive Filter to develop int o 

a form al theory, it  will be necessary for the researcher to“ [ extend]  the general im plicat ions 

of a core variable by sam pling wider in the or iginal substant ive area and in other 

substant ive areas and then constant ly com paring with the purpose to conceptualize the 

general im plicat ions”  (Glaser, 2007, p. 5) .  I f a theory does not  have the potent ial to be 

t ransferable to a wider audience beyond the substant ive area, it  is potent ially inadequate 

and possibly too descript ive.  The grab and thus t ransferabilit y of a core category  is a 

desirable thing.

Conclusion

I n grounded theory, researchers at tem pt  to explain people’s pat terns of behavior.  The 

behavior pat terns of post -secondary, online foreign language learners, as evidenced in their  
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at tem pts to offset  their  affect ive fil ters, are easily t ransferable to people in other 

environm ents because of “ concept  generali ty rather than unit  generality”  (Glaser, 1998, p. 

125) .  Because of this t ransferabilit y, it  is reasonable to state that  the consequence of 

stepping outside of one’s com fort  zone results in a person’s need to reestablish stabilit y 

through negot iat ing, interact ing, and/ or adapt ing.  The specific way a person accom plishes 

this task—regardless of the cause that  elevated the affect ive filt er—is not  “a one-step, linear 

process;  [ it ]  requires people to em ploy . .  .  different  st rategies depending on different  

external influences affect ing the part icipant  at  a given m om ent ”  (Cham etzky, 2013a, p. 

148) .  The im plicat ions for this substant ive theoryare potent ially far- reaching and 

generalizable to areas outside the init ial substant ive area thereby naturally leading to a 

form al grounded theory (Glaser,  2007) .  However, addit ional research is warranted before 

the substant ive theory could becom e a form al grounded theory.
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