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Preface

This book takes you through a journey of constructing grounded theory by
traversing basic grounded theory steps. The book will provide a path, expand
your vistas, quicken your pace, and point out obstacles and opportunities along
the way. We can share the journey but the adventure is yours. I will clarify
grounded theory strategies and offer guidelines, examples, and suggestions
throughout. Although some authors provide methodological maps to follow, I
raise questions and outline strategies to indicate possible routes to take. At each
phase of the research journey, your readings of your work guide your next moves.
This combination of involvement and interpretation leads you to the next step.
The end-point of your journey emerges from where you start, where you go, and
with whom you interact, what you see and hear, and how you learn and think. In
short, the finished work is a construction—yours.

Writing about methods can take unpredictable tums. In a recent issue of
Symbolic Interaction, Howard Becker (2003) recounts why the master ethnogra-
pher Erving Goffman avoided writing about his methods. Becker tells us that
Goffman believed any methodological advice would go awry and researchers
would blame him for the resulting mess. Offering methodological advice
invites misunderstanding—and constructive critiques. Unlike Goffman, how-
ever, I welcome entering the methodological fray and invite you to join me in
it. Possibilities for methodological misunderstandings may abound but also
openings for methodological clarifications and advances may occur. Bringing
any method beyond a recipe into public purview inevitably invites interpreta-
tion and reconstruction—and misunderstandings. Readers and researchers’ per-
spectives, purposes, and practices influence how they will make sense of a
method. In the past, researchers have often misunderstood grounded theory
methods. Published qualitative researchers add to the confusion when they cite
grounded theory as their methodological approach but their work bears little
resemblance to it. Numerous researchers have invoked grounded theory as a
methodological rationale to justify conducting qualitative research rather than
adopting its guidelines to inform their studies.

This book represents my interpretation of grounded theory and contains
methodological guidelines, advice, and perspectives. The method has evolved or
changed, depending on your perspective, since its originators, Barney G. Glaser
and Anselm L. Strauss, set forth their classic statement of grounded theory in
1967. Each has shifted his position on certain points and added others. My version
of grounded theory returns to the classic statements of the past century and
reexamines them through a methodological lens of the present century. Researchers
can use grounded theory methods with either quantitative or qualitative data;
however, they have adopted them almost exclusively in qualitative research,
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which I address here. Throughout the book, I refer to the materials we work with as
‘data’ rather than as materials or accounts because qualitative research has a place
in scientific inquiry in its own right.

In writing this book I aim to fulfil the following objectives: 1) to offer a set of
guidelines for constructing grounded theory research informed by methodo-
logical developments over the past four decades; 2) to correct some common
misunderstandings about grounded theory; 3) to point out different versions of
the method and shifts in position within these versions; 4) to provide sufficient
explanation of the guidelines that any budding scholar can follow who has a
basic knowledge of research methods; and 5) to inspire beginning and seasoned
researchers to embark on a grounded theory project. As consistent with
the classic grounded theory statements of Glaser and Strauss, I emphasize the
analytic aspects of inquiry while recognizing the importance of having a solid
foundation in data. For the most part, I have used published data and excerpts
so that you can seek the original sources, should you wish to see how excerpted
data fit in their respective narratives.

I hope that you find my construction of grounded theory methods helpful for
your construction of new grounded theories. These methods provide a valuable
set of tools for developing an analytic handle on your work, and taken to their
logical extension, a theory of it. Researchers who move their studies into theory
construction may find Chapters 5 and 6 to be of particular interest. I realize, how-
ever, that sometimes our research objectives and audiences do not always include
explicit theory construction, but providing a useful analytic framework makes a
significant contribution. Grounded theory methods foster creating an analytic
edge to your work. Evidence abounds that these methods can inform compelling
description and telling tales. Whether you pursue ethnographic stories, biograph-
ical narratives, or qualitative analyses of interviews, grounded theory methods
can help you make your work more insightful and incisive.

A long evolution precedes my traversing the grounds of this book. My
ideas arose from two separate sources: an early immersion in epistemological
developments in the 1960s and an innovative doctoral program that ignited
my imagination. As for many graduate students of the day, Thomas Kuhn’s
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions has had a lasting effect on me, but so did
the theoretical physicists who challenged conventional notions of scientific
objectivity, reasoning, and truth.

As a member of the first cohort of doctoral students in sociology at the
University of California, San Francisco, I had the privilege of learning grounded
theory from Barney Glaser in multiple graduate seminars. Each student had a
class session when all members analyzed his or her material in a free-wheeling
discussion. The seminars sparkled with excitement and enthusiasm. Barney’s
brilliance shone as he led us away from describing our material and into con-
ceptualizing it in analytic frameworks. I am grateful for having had the oppor-
tunity to study with him. Anselm Strauss, my dissertation chair, kept tabs on my
work from the day of our first meeting until his death in 1996. He and Barney
shared a commitment to raising new generations of scholars to become pro-
ductive grounded theorists. When I gave Anselm a piece of writing—often just
a fragment—in the morning, he would call me by evening to talk about it.
Although Anselm would disagree with several points in this book, I hope that
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much of it might have caught his interest and have elicited the familiar chuckle
that so many generations of students cherished.

A book may have long antecedents that precede its writing. My journey with
grounded theory began with Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, whose lasting
influence has not only permeated my work, but also my consciousness. So, too,
in less transparent ways, my rendering of grounded theory contains lessons
learned during my doctoral studies from Fred Davis, Virginia Olesen, and
Leonard Schatzman about the quality of data collection and scholarship. Since
then, I have developed the ideas in this book. Varied requests to articulate my
version of grounded theory have enlarged my vision of it. Although none of the
following people were involved in this project, responding to their earlier
requests helped me to clarify my position and advance my understanding of
grounded theory. I thank Paul Atkinson, Alan Bryman, Amarda Coffey, Tom
Cooke, Robert Emerson, Sara Delamont, Norm Denzin, Uta Gerhardt, Jaber
Gubrium, James Holstein, Yvonna Lincoln, John Lofland, Lyn Lofland, and
Jonathan A. Smith.

This book could not have evolved without the support and encouragement
of my editor at Sage, Patrick Brindle, and the series editor, David Silverman.
I thank David Silverman for inviting me to join this series and appreciate his
faith that the book would materialize. Special thanks are due to Patrick Brindle
for his efforts to make it possible. I am grateful to Patrick Brindle, Antony
Bryant, Adele Clarke, Virginia Olesen, and David Silverman for their astute read-
ings of the manuscript and wonderful comments on it. Jane Hood, Devon Lanin,
and Kristine Snyder each read and made useful comments on a chapter. Several
times, I discussed chapters with members of the Faculty Writing Program at
Sonoma State University and always enjoyed our conversations. Anita Catlin,
Dolly Freidel, Jeanette Koshar, Melinda Milligan, Myrna Goodman, and Craig
Winston raised sound questions. In addition to participating in stimulating dis-
cussions, Julia Allen, Noel Byrne, Diana Grant, Mary Halavais, Kim Hester-
Williams, Matt James, Michelle Jolly, Scott Miller, Tom Rosen, Richard Senghas,
and Thaine Stearns also wrote insightful commentaries on chapters in various
stages of development. My conversations about grounded theory with Kath
Melia in the early stages of the project were always stimulating.

On a more technical level, Leslie Hartman managed several nagging clerical
tasks with skill and enthusiasm and Claire Reeve and Vanessa Harwood at Sage
kept me apprised of details. No book comes to fruition without time to think
and write. A sabbatical leave from Sonoma State University during Spring,
2004 greatly expedited my writing. Throughout the book, I draw on some
excerpted or adapted material from my past publications on grounded theory
with Sage Publications and I thank Patrick Brindle for permission to reprint.

xiii
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: An Invitation to
Grounded Theory

A journey begins before the travellers depart. So, too, our grounded
theory adventure begins as we seek information about what a
grounded theory journey entails and what to expect along the way.
We scope the terrain that grounded theory covers and that we expect
to traverse. Before leaving we look back into the history of grounded
theory in the twentieth century and look forward into its yet unreal-
ized potential for the twenty-first century. Our last step before
embarking is to lay out a map of the method and of this book.

n this book, I invite you to join a journey through a qualitative research project.

You might ask, what does the journey entail? Where do I start? How do 1
proceed? Which obstacles might lie ahead? This book takes a short trip through
data collection then follows a lengthy trail through analysis of qualitative data.
Along the way, numerous guides ease your way through the analytic and writ-
ing processes. Throughout the journey we will climb up analytic levels and
raise the theoretical import of your ideas while we keep a taut rope tied to your
data on solid ground.

What might a path between collecting and analyzing data look like? For a
moment, pretend that you have begun conducting interviews for a new research
project exploring the sudden onset of a serious chronic illness. Imagine meet-
ing Margie Arlen during her senior year in high school. Margie tells you about
her troubles that accompanied a rapid onset of rheumatoid arthritis. You piece
together the following sequence of events from her story:

At age 14, Margie was a star student and athlete. She was clearly slated
for success in college and beyond. Her teachers saw the makings of a
scholar, her coaches marveled at her athletic prowess, and her peers
viewed her as in a class beyond them. Then her health rapidly deteriorated
from arthritis. In a few months, she went from being lightning on the soccer
field to hardly walking. The awe that other students had accorded her shifted
to distance and disdain. Once, her talents and skills had set her apart
from the crowd that clamored around her. Then her neck brace and belabored
movements kept her apart as fellow students silently shunned her. Still,
Margie learned deeper lessons. She said:
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It's [her iliness and disability] taught me that the important things—Iike,
I used to be real introverted and scared to talk with other people in a
way. But now it's like | feel | can take my talents, not the sports and
things like that, but | can take my talents and | go out and talk to people
and become their friend, like, encouraging peopie and things like that,
and i found that that's, like, more important and that builds more
self-esteem, just being able to do things for other people, iike serving
missions and things like that, than, you know, being able to go out and
prove that you are a good athlete. So it's changed me in that I'm a lot
more outgoing now, and it's changed me in that I've realized more
what's important.

Then, iike her interviewer, you gently inquired, ‘So what's important?’
to which Margie replied,

| think in a lot of ways it's instead of making myseilf look good, it's mak-
ing others look good. | was always a perfectionist, and | wanted to do
things fast. If | said | was going to do something, | was going to do it no
matter how late | had to stay up at night ... And those type of things
take a toll on our body, and when | realized it's okay to say, !'m sorry |
can't get this done in time or something, or | just can’t do it—say ‘no’
in the first place—then | think that's important because otherwise you
totally run yourself into the ground if you have a chronic disease, and
you're going to make yourself worse. So that took a long time to learn.
But | think it's really important, like setting your priorities. Concentrating
on what's important and then doing that first and then letting go of
whatever else. (Charmaz, 2002b: 39s)

Now think about how to study stories like Margie’s. How do you make sense
of the events that Margie Arlen describes? What might you see in her state-
ments that you would like to explore further with her and others who have
experienced physical losses? Imagine that you pursued these questions in a
qualitative study and aimed to develop a conceptual analysis of the materials.
How would you go about conducting your research and creating the analysis?

Grounded theory methods will help you get started, stay involved, and finish
your project. The research process will bring surprises, spark ideas, and hone
your analytic skills. Grounded theory methods foster seeing your data in fresh
ways and exploring your ideas about the data through early analytic writing. By
adopting grounded theory methods you can direct, manage, and streamline your
data collection and, moreover, construct an original analysis of your data.

What are grounded theory methods? Stated simply, grounded theory meth-
ods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing
qualitative data to construct theories ‘grounded’ in the data themselves. The
guidelines offer a set of general principles and heuristic devices rather than for-
mulaic rules (see also Atkinson, Coffey, & Delamont, 2003). Thus, data form the
foundation of our theory and our analysis of these data generates the concepts
we construct. Grounded theorists collect data to develop theoretical analyses
from the beginning of a project. We try to learn what occurs in the research set-
tings we join and what our research participants’ lives are like. We study how
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they explain their statements and actions, and ask what analytic sense we can
make of them.

‘We begin by being open to what is happening in the studied scenes and inter-
view statements so that we might learn about our research participants’ lives.
We would attend to what we hear, see, and sense during Margie Arlen’s inter-
view. Grounded theorists start with data. We construct these data through our
observations, interactions, and materials that we gather about the topic or set-
ting. We study empirical events and experiences and pursue our hunches and
potential analytic ideas about them. Most qualitative methods allow researchers
to follow up on interesting data in whatever way they devise. Grounded theory
methods have the additional advantage of containing explicit guidelines that
show us how we may proceed.

Margie Arlen’s intriguing remarks about learning to attend to other people
and to limit her activities could serve as starting points for analysis as well as
for further data collection. In subsequent interviews, we would listen to the sto-
ries of other young people who have suffered recent physical losses and explore
how they handled their changed lives. If possible, we would add ethnographic
data by joining our research participants while at school, physical therapy, a
support group, or just hanging out with friends. How do young people respond
to serious illness and disability? What contributes to their different responses?
We raise questions that emanate from thinking about our collected data and
shape those data we wish to obtain.

As grounded theorists, we study our early data and begin to separate, sort,
and synthesize these data through qualitative coding. Coding means that we
attach labels to segments of data that depict what each segment is about. Coding
distills data, sorts them, and gives us a handle for making comparisons with
other segments of data. Grounded theorists emphasize what is happening in the
scene when they code data.

Several initial codes stood cut to me in Margie’s interview: ‘being changed,’
‘concentrating on what’s important,” and ‘learning limits.” Such codes and our
ideas about them point to areas to explore during subsequent data collection.
We would compare the events and views that Margie talks about-and our
codes with the next person we talk with, and the next person, and the next.

By making and coding numerous comparisons, our analytic grasp of the data
begins to take form. We write preliminary analytic notes called memos about
our codes and comparisons and any other ideas about our data that occur to us.
Through studying data, comparing them, and writing memos, we define ideas
that best fit and interpret the data as tentative analytic categories. When inevitable
questions arise and gaps in our categories appear, we seek data that answer
these questions and may fill the gaps. We may return to Margie and other
research participants to learn more and to strengthen our analytic categories.
As we proceed, our categories not only coalesce as we interpret the collected
data but also the categories become more theoretical because we engage in
successive levels of analysis.

Our analytic categories and the relationships we draw between them pro-
vide a conceptual handle on the studied experience. Thus, we build levels of
abstraction directly from the data and, subsequently, gather additional data to
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check and refine our emerging analytic categories. Our work culminates in a
‘grounded theory,’ or an abstract theoretical understanding of the studied expe-
rience. Margie’s remarks may start us on a research journey; doing compara-
tive analysis and developing our categories advances our progress. In short,
grounded theory methods demystify the conduct of qualitative inquiry—and
expedite your research and enhance your excitement about it.

Emergence of Grounded Theory

The Historical Context

Grounded theory methods emerged from sociologists Barney G. Glaser and
Anselm L. Strauss’s (1965, 1967) successful collaboration during their studies of
dying in hospitals (see Glaser & Strauss, 1965, 1968; Strauss & Glaser, 1970). In
the early 1960s in the United States, hospital staff seldom talked about or even
acknowledged dying and death with seriously ill patients. Glaser and Strauss’s
research team observed how dying occurred in a variety of hospital settings;
they looked at how and when professionals and their terminal patients knew
they were dying and how they handled the news. Glaser and Strauss gave their
data explicit analytic treatrnent and produced theoretical analyses of the social
organization and temporal order of dying. They explored analytic ideas in long
conversations and exchanged preliminary notes analyzing observations in the
field. As they constructed their analyses of dying, they developed systematic
methodological strategies that social scientists could adopt for studying many
other topics. Glaser and Strauss’s book The Discovery of Grounded Theory {1967)
first articulated these strategies and advocated developing theories from research
grounded in data rather than deducing testable hypotheses from existing theories.

Glaser and Strauss entered the methodological scene at a propitious time.
Qualitative research in sociology was losing ground. By the mid-1960s, the long
tradition of qualitative research in sociology had waned as sophisticated quan-
titative methods gained dominance in the United States and quantitative method-
ologists reigned over departments, journal editorial boards, and funding agencies.
Despite the awe accorded to a few qualitative stars, the presence of several
strong qualitative doctoral programs, and sharp critiques of quantification from
critical theorists, the discipline marched toward defining research in quantita-
tive terms.

What kinds of methodological assumptions supported the move toward
quantification? Every way of knowing rests on a theory of how people develop
knowledge. Beliefs in a unitary method of systematic observation, replicable
experiments, operational definitions of concepts, logically deduced hypotheses,
and confirmed evidence—often taken as #he scientific method—formed the assump-
tions upholding quantitative methods. These assumptions supported positivism,
the dominant paradigm of inquiry in routine natural science.

Mid-century positivist conceptions of scientific method and knowledge stressed
objectivity, generality, replication of research, and falsification of competing
hypotheses and theories. Social researchers who adopted the positivist paradigm
aimed to discover causal explanations and to make predictions about an external,
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knowable world. Their beliefs in scientific logic, a unitary method, objectivity, and
truth legitimized reducing qualities of human experience to quantifiable variables.
Thus, positivist methods assumed an unbiased and passive observer who collected
facts but did not participate in creating them, the separation of facts from values,
the existence of an external world separate from scientific observers and their meth-
ods, and the accumulation of generalizable knowledge about this world. Positivism
led to a quest for valid instruments, technical procedures, replicable research
designs, and verifiable quantitative knowledge.

Only narrowly scientific—that is, quantitative—ways of knowing held validity
for positivists; they rejected other possible ways of knowing, such as through
interpreting meanings or intuitive realizations. Thus, qualitative research that
analyzed and interpreted research participants’ meanings sparked disputes
about its scientific value. Quantitative researchers of the 1960s saw qualitative
research as impressionistic, anecdotal, unsystematic, and biased. The priority
they gave to replication and verification resulted in ignoring human problems
and research questions that did not fit positivistic research designs. If propo-
nents of quantification acknowledged qualitative research at all, they treated it
as a preliminary exercise for refining quantitative instruments. Thus, some
quantitative researchers used interviews or observations to help them design
more precise surveys or more effective experiments.

As positivism gained strength in mid-century, the division between theory
and research simultaneously grew. Growing numbers of quantitative researchers
concentrated on obtaining concrete information. Those quantitative researchers
who connected theory and research tested logically deduced hypotheses from
an existing theory. Although they refined extant theory, their research seldom
led to new theory construction.

Glaser and Strauss’s Challenge
In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss countered the ruling
methodological assumptions of mid-century. Their book made a cutting-edge
statement because it contested notions of methodological consensus and offered
systematic sirategies for qualitative research practice. Essentially, Glaser and
Strauss joined episternological critique with practical guidelines for action.
They proposed that systematic qualitative analysis had its own logic and could
generate theory. In particular, Glaser and Strauss intended to construct abstract
theoretical explanations of social processes.

For Glaser and Strauss (1967; Glaser, 1978; Strauss, 1987), the defining com-
ponents of grounded theory practice include:

Simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis
Constructing analytic codes and categories from data, not from precon-
ceived logically deduced hypotheses

¢ Using the constant comparative method, which involves making compar-
isons during each stage of the analysis i

e Advancing theory development during each step of data collection and
analysis
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o Memo-writing to elaborate categories, specify their properties, define
relationships between categories, and identify gaps

e Sampling aimed toward theory construction, not for population
representativeness

¢ Conducting the literature review affer developing an independent analysis.

Engaging in these practices helps researchers to control their research process
and to increase the amalytic power of their work (see also Bigus, Hadden &
Glaser, 1994; Charmaz, 1983, 1990, 1995b, 2003; Glaser, 1992, 1994; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Stern, 1994b; Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1994). Glaser
and Strauss aimed to move qualitative inquiry beyond descriptive studies into the
realm of explanatory theoretical frameworks, thereby providing abstract, con-
ceptual understandings of the studied phenomena. They urged novice grounded
theorists to develop fresh theories and thus advocated delaying the literature
review to avoid seeing the world through the lens of extant ideas. Glaser and
Strauss’s theorizing contrasted with armchair and logico-deductive theorizing
because they began with data and systematically raised the conceptual level of
their analyses while maintaining the strong foundation in data. Consistent with
their reasoning, a completed grounded theory met the following criteria: a close
fit with the data, usefulness, conceptual density, durability over time, modifiabil-
ity, and explanatory power {Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967) provided a powerful argument that
legitimized qualitative research as a credible methodological approach in its
own right rather than simply as a precursor for developing quantitative instru-
ments. In the book, Glaser and Strauss (1967) challenged:

o Beliefs that qualitative methods were impressionistic and unsystematic

e Separation of data collection and analysis phases of research

o Prevailing views of qualitative research as a precursor to more ‘rigorous’
quantitative methods

e The arbitrary division between theory and research

¢ Assumptions that qualitative research could not generate theory.

Glaser and Strauss built on earlier qualitative researchers’ implicit analytic pro-
cedures and research strategies and made them explicit. During the first half of
the twentieth century, qualitative researchers had taught generations of students
through mentoring and lengthy immersion in field research (Rock, 1979).
Previous guides for conducting field research primarily dealt with data collec-
tion methods and researchers’ membership roles in field settings. Authors told
their readers little about how to tackle analyzing the piles of collected data.
Glaser and Strauss’s written guidelines for conducting qualitative research
changed the oral tradition and made analytic guidelines accessible.

Merging Divergent Disciplinary Traditions
Grounded theory marries two contrasting—and competing—traditions in sociol-
ogy as represented by each of its originators: Columbia University positivism and
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Chicago school pragmatism and field research. The epistemological assumptions,
logic, and systematic approach of grounded theory methods reflect Glaser’s rig-
orous quantitative training at Columbia University with Paul Lazarsfeld. Glaser
intended to codify qualitative research methods as Lazarsfeld had codified quan-
titative research (see, for example, Lazarsfeld & Rosenberg, 1955). Codifying
qualitative research methods entailed specifying explicit strategies for conducting
research and therefore demystified the research process.

Glaser also advocated building useful ‘middle-range’ theories, as the Columbia
University theorist Robert K. Merton (1957) had proposed. Middle-range theories
consisted of abstract renderings of specific social phenomena that were grounded
in data. Such middle-range theories contrasted with the ‘grand’ theories of mid-
century sociology that swept across societies but had no foundation in system-
atically analyzed data.

Glaser imbued grounded theory with dispassionate empiricism, rigorous cod-
ified methods, emphasis on emergent discoveries, and its somewhat ambiguous
specialized language that echoes quantitative methods. Although The Discovery
of Grounded Theory transformed methodological debates and inspired gen-
erations of qualitative researchers, Glaser’s book Theoretical Sensitivity (1978)
provided the most definitive early statement of the method.

Nonetheless, Strauss’s Chicago school heritage also pervades the grounded
theory method. Strauss viewed human beings as active agents in their lives and
in their worids rather than as passive recipients of larger social forces. He
assurned that process, not structure, was fundamental to human existence;
indeed, human beings created structures through engaging in processes. For
Strauss, subjective and social meanings relied on our use of language and
emerged through action. The construction of action was the central problem to
address. In short, Strauss brought notions of human agency, emergent processes,
social and subjective meanings, problem-solving practices, and the open-ended
study of action to grounded theory.

All these ideas reflected the pragmatist philosophical tradition that Strauss
embraced while in his doctoral program at the University of Chicago (Blumer,
1969; Mead, 1934). Pragmatism informed symbolic interactionism, a theoreti-
cal perspective that assumes society, reality, and self are constructed through
interaction and thus rely on language and communication. This perspective
assumes that interaction is inherently dynamic and interpretive and addresses
how people create, enact, and change meanings and actions. Consider how
Margie Arlen told of reinterpreting what had become important to her and of
changing her actions accordingly. Symbolic interactionism assumes that people
can and do think about their actions rather than respond mechanically to stim-
uli. Through the influence of Herbert Blumer and Robert Park, Strauss adopted
both symbolic interactionism and the Chicago legacy of ethnographic research
(Park & Burgess, 1921).

Glaser employed his anaiytic skills to codify qualitative analysis and thus con-
structed specific guidelines for doing it. Glaser and Strauss shared a keen interest
in studying fandamental social or social psychological processes within a social
setting or a particular experience such as having a chronic illness. Thus, for them,
a finished grounded theory explains the studied process in new theoretical terms,
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explicates the properties of the theoretical categories, and often demonstrates
the causes and conditions under which the process emerges and varies, and
delineates its consequences.

Most grounded theories are substantive theories because they address delim-
ited problems in specific substantive areas such as a study of how newly disabled
young people reconstruct their identities. The logic of grounded theory can
reach across substantive areas and into the realm of formal theory, which means
generating abstract concepts and specifying relationships between them to
understand problems in multiple substantive areas (see Kearney, 1998). For
example, if we developed a theory of identity loss and reconstruction among
young people with new disabilities, we could examine our theoretical categories
in other areas of life in which people have experienced a sudden major loss, such
as occurs with a partner’s sudden death, lay-off from work, or loss of place due
to a natural disaster. Each exploration within a new substantive area can help us
to refine the formal theory. Glaser and Strauss’s logic led them to formal theo-
rizing when they took the theoretical categories that they had developed about
status passage during their studies of dying and examined it as a generic process
that cut across varied substantive areas (see Glaser & Strauss, 1971).

The Discovery book found receptive audiences and became a major force in
igniting the ‘qualitative revolution’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994: ix) that gained
momentum throughout the latter part of the twentieth century. Glaser and
Strauss’s explicit strategies and call for developing theories from qualitative data
spread throughout disciplines and professions. Their book inspired new genera-
tions of social scientists and professionals, especially nurses, to pursue qualitative
research. Many doctoral students in nursing at the University of California, San
Francisco learned grounded theory methods from Glaser or Strauss and later
became leaders in their profession and experts in qualitative inquiry (see
Chenitz & Swanson, 1986; Schreiber & Stern, 2001).

Developments in Grounded Theory
Since Glaser and Strauss’s classic statements in 1967 (Glaser & Strauss) and 1978
(Glaser), they have taken grounded theory in somewhat divergent directions
(Charmaz, 2000). For years, Glaser remained consistent with his earlier exegesis
of the method and thus defined grounded theory as a method of discovery,
treated categories as emergent from the data, relied on direct and, often, narrow
empiricism, and analyzed a basic social process. Strauss (1987) moved the
method toward verification.and his co-authored works with Juliet M. Corbin
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998) furthered this direction.
Strauss and Corbin’s version of grounded theory also favors their new tech-
nical procedures rather than emphasizing the comparative methods that distin-
guished earlier grounded theory strategies. Glaser (1992) contends that Strauss
and Corbin’s procedures force data and analysis into preconceived categories
and, thus, contradict fundamental tenets of grounded theory. Despite Glaser’s
numerous objections to Strauss and Corbin’s version of grounded theory, their
book serves as a powerful statement of the method and has instructed graduate
students throughout the world.
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In the 1960s, Glaser and Strauss fought the dominance of positivistic
quantitative research. Ironically, by 1990 grounded theory not only became
known for its rigor and usefulness, but also for #is positivistic assumptions. It has
gained acceptance from quantitative researchers who sometimes adopt it in
projects that use mixed methods. The flexibility and legitimacy of grounded
theory methods continues to appeal to qualitative researchers with varied the-
oretical and substantive interests.

Meanwhile, a growing number of scholars have moved grounded theory
away from the positivism in both Glaser’s and Strauss and Corbin’s versions of
the method (see Bryant, 2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2002a, 2006a; Clarke,
2003, 2005; Seale, 1999). Like any container into which different content can
be poured, researchers can use basic grounded theory guidelines such as cod-
ing, memo-writing, and sampling for theory development, and comparative
methods are, in many ways, neutral.

Grounded theory guidelines describe the steps of the research process and pro-
vide a path through it. Researchers can adopt and adapt them to conduct diverse
studies. How researchers use these guidelines is not neutral; nor are the assump-
tions they bring to their research and enact during the process. Antony Bryant
{2002) and Adele Clarke {2003, 2005) join me in contending that we can use basic
grounded theory guidelines with twenty-first century methodological assumptions
and approaches. This book takes on the challenge of how to do that.

Constructing Grounded Theory .

In their original statement of the method, Glaser and Strauss (1967) invited
their readers to use grounded theory strategies flexibly in their own way. I
accept their invitation and return to past grounded theory emphases on exam-
ining processes, making the study of action central, and creating abstract inter-
pretive understandings of the data. This book provides a way of doing grounded
theory that takes into account the theoretical and methodological developments
of the past four decades.

I view grounded theory methods as a set of principles and practices, not as
prescriptions or packages. In the following chapters, I emphasize flexible guide-
lines, not methodological rules, recipes, and requirements. During our journey
through the research process, I aim to clarify what grounded theorists do and
to show you how we do it. Hence, I discuss the guidelines throughout subse-
quent chapters with sufficient detail so that you can use them on your own and
give them a sound appraisal.

Grounded theory methods can complement other approaches to qualitative
data analysis, rather than stand in opposition to them. I occasionally draw on
excellent examples from qualitative studies whose authors do not claim grounded
theory allegiance or whose writing only acknowledges specific aspects of the
approach. These authors bring an imaginative eye and an incisive voice to their
studies—and inspire good work. Their works transcend their immediate circles.

The classic grounded theory texts of Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Glaser
(1978) provide an explicit method for analyzing processes. I have talked about
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the research process and studying process, but what is a process?' A process
consists of unfolding temporal sequences that may have identifiable markers
with clear beginnings and endings and benchmarks in between. The temporal
sequences are linked in a process and lead to change. Thus, single events become
linked as part of a larger whole. Even the most regimented process may con-
tain surprises because the present arises from the past but is never quite the
same. The present emerges with new characteristics (Mead, 1932). Thus the
experience and outcome of a specific process has some degree of indeterminacy,
however small it might be.

Throughout the book, I build on my earlier discussions of the grounded the-
ory method (see esp. Charmaz, 1990, 2000, 2002a, 2003, 2005) and on a sym-
bolic interactionist theoretical perspective. Grounded theory serves as a way to
learn about the worlds we study and a method for developing theories to
understand them. In the classic grounded theory works, Glaser and Strauss talk
about discovering theory as emerging from data separate from the scientific
observer. Unlike their position, I assume that neither data nor theories are dis-
covered. Rather, we are part of the world we study and the data we collect. We
construct our grounded theories through our past and present involvements and
interactions with people, perspectives, and research practices.

My approach explicitly assumes that any theoretical rendering offers an inter-
pretive portrayal of the studied world, not an exact picture of it. (Charmaz, 1995b,
2000; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994). Research participants’ implicit
meanings, experiential views—and researchers’ finished grounded theories—are
constructions of reality. In keeping with its Chicago school antecedents, I argue
for building on the pragmatist underpinnings in grounded theory and advancing
interpretive analyses that acknowledge these constructions.

Constructing Grounded Theory at a Glance

The organization of this book reproduces the logic of grounded theory in linear
form. We start with gathering data and end by writing our analysis and reflect-
ing on the entire process. In practice, however, the research process is not so
linear. Grounded theorists stop and write whenever ideas occur to them. Some
of our best ideas may occur to us late in the process and may lure us back to the
field to gain a deeper view. Quite often, we discover that our work suggests pur-
suing more than one analytic direction. Thus, we may focus on certain ideas first
and finish one paper or project about them but later return to our data and
unfinished analysis in another area. Throughout this book, I treat grounded
theory methods as constituting a craft that researchers practice. Like any craft,
practitioners vary in their emphasis on one or another aspect but taken together
share commonalities, which I address in the book (see Figure 1.1).

Chapter 2, ‘Gathering Rich Data,’ considers decisions about getting started
and choosing approaches to data-gathering. Researchers can use grounded
theory strategies with a variety of data collection methods. I treat these
methods as tools to use rather than as recipes to follow. I advocate gathering
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FIGURE 1.1 The grounded theory process

rich—detailed and full-data and placing them in their relevant situational and
social contexts. This chapter introduces several major approaches to data-gathering
and gives guidelines for using data to learn how people make sense of their
situations and act on them.

As we learn how our research participants make sense of their experiences,
we begin to make analytic sense of their meanings and actions. Chapter 3,
‘Coding in Grounded Theory Practice,” shows how to do coding and thus label
bits of data according to what they indicate. The chapter focuses on two main
types of grounded theory coding: 1) initial line-by-line coding, a strategy which
prompts you to study your data closely—line-by-line~and to begin conceptual-
izing your ideas, and 2) focused coding, which permits you to separate, sort,
and synthesize large amounts of data.

Certain codes crystallize meanings and actions in the data. Writing extended
notes called memos on telling codes helps you to develop your ideas. In
Chapter 4, ‘Memo-writing,” I show how grounded theorists take these codes
apart and analyze them in memos. You write memos throughout your research.



12

CONSTRUCTING GROUNDED THEORY

Memos provide ways to compare data, to explore ideas about the codes, and
to direct further data-gathering. As you work with your data and codes, you
become progressively more analytic in how you treat them and thus you raise
certain codes to conceptual categories.

Chapter 5, ‘Theoretical Sampling, Saturation, and Sorting,” explains theoreti-
cal sampling, the grounded theory strategy of obtaining further selective data to
refine and fill out your major categories. In this chapter, I also question the mean-
ing of theoretical saturation as indicating that no new properties of the category
emerge during data collection. I next discuss sorting memos to fit the theoretical
categories and show relationships that integrate the work. I introduce diagram-
ming because increasing numbers of grounded theorists use it as an alternative
way to integrate their ideas and to establish the logic of their ordering.

Chapter 6, ‘Reconstructing Theory in Grounded Theory Studies,” asks you
to reassess what theory means. I explore meanings of theory in the social sci-
ences and conceptions of theorizing in grounded theory. I juxtapose positivist
and interpretive kinds of grounded theory to clarify how contrasting forms of
analysis flow from different starting points. The chapter ends with a discussion
of three examples of theorizing in grounded theory and a reconstruction of
their respective theoretical logic. Each example differs in theoretical emphasis,
scope, and reach but taken together they show the versatility and usefulness of
grounded theory methods.

Chapter 7, ‘Writing the Draft,’ explains differences between writing to develop
an analysis and writing for an audience. Grounded theory strategies lead you to
concentrate on your analysis rather than on arguments about it, to delay the
literature review, and to construct an original theory that interprets your data.
These strategies contradict traditional requirements for reporting research. The
chapter reconciles tensions between grounded theory methods and traditional
forms of social scientific reportage by offering guidelines for constructing argu-
ments, writing the literature review, and developing a theoretical framework. The
chapter ends by addressing ways to render our ideas through writing.

Last, Chapter 8, ‘Reflecting on the Process,” discusses criteria for assessing
grounded theories as products of research and ends the book with questions
about ouz.quest for knowledge and a call for action.

And now our journey through the research process begins ...

NOTE

1 My defiunon of process draws heavily on pragmatist conceptions of emergence and
partly concurs with aspects of varied views expressed by Russell Kelley, Dan E. Miller,
Dennis Waskul, Angus Vail, and Phillip Vanmini during a listserv discussion on SSSITalk,
January 25, 2005. (www.soct.nu.edu/~archives/SSSITALK)
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