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Introduction to Grounded Theory

Glaser and Strauss were pioneering sociologists who introduced the concept of grounded theory in
the 1960s. Their seminal work, "The Discovery of Grounded Theory," published in 1967,



fundamentally reshaped qualitative research methods. Grounded theory is a systematic methodology
that involves the construction of theories through the collection and analysis of data. Unlike
traditional approaches that prioritize existing theories, grounded theory emphasizes the emergence of
theories from the data itself, making it a powerful tool for social scientists and researchers across
various disciplines.

The Origins of Grounded Theory

Grounded theory emerged from the dissatisfaction with existing research methodologies that often
relied on pre-existing theories. Glaser and Strauss believed that these methods were too rigid and
failed to capture the complexities of social phenomena. Their work was influenced by various
intellectual traditions, including:

* The Chicago School of Sociology, which emphasized qualitative research and the importance of
context.

e Symbolic Interactionism, focusing on the meanings individuals attach to social phenomena.

¢ Qualitative research methods that prioritize the subjective experiences of participants.

The duo's collaboration stemmed from their experiences and observations in the field, particularly in
the context of their research on dying patients and the care provided in hospitals. This context
provided a fertile ground for the development of grounded theory.

Key Concepts in Grounded Theory

Grounded theory is characterized by several key concepts that distinguish it from traditional research
methods:

1. Inductive Reasoning: Grounded theory relies on inductive reasoning, where theories are developed
based on the data collected rather than testing existing theories. This allows for a more flexible and
adaptive approach to research.

2. Constant Comparative Method: This method involves continuously comparing data, codes, and
categories throughout the research process. As new data is collected, researchers assess how it fits
with existing codes or whether it necessitates the development of new categories.

3. Theoretical Sampling: Rather than using random sampling methods, grounded theory advocates for
theoretical sampling, where researchers deliberately select participants based on their potential to
provide insights into the emerging theory.

4. Coding: Coding is a central process in grounded theory, where researchers break down data into
manageable pieces to identify patterns and themes. This often involves three stages: open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding.



5. Emerging Theory: The ultimate goal of grounded theory is to develop a substantive theory that is
grounded in the data. This theory offers explanations and insights into the studied phenomenon.

The Process of Conducting Grounded Theory Research

The process of conducting grounded theory research is iterative and involves several stages:

1. Data Collection

Data collection in grounded theory is not a linear process. Researchers typically begin with qualitative
data, which may come from interviews, observations, focus groups, or documents. The initial goal is
to gather rich, detailed information about the phenomenon of interest.

2. Initial Coding

Once data is collected, researchers engage in open coding. This involves identifying key concepts,
phrases, and patterns within the data. Researchers break the data into discrete parts, labeling these
parts with codes that reflect their content or meaning.

3. Axial Coding

Following open coding, researchers move to axial coding, where they begin to connect codes and
identify relationships among them. This stage helps to refine the categories and understand how they
interact with one another.

4. Selective Coding

In the selective coding phase, researchers focus on the core categories that emerge from the data.
They develop a narrative that integrates these categories and provides a comprehensive explanation
of the phenomenon being studied.

5. Theory Development

The final stage is theory development, where researchers synthesize their findings into a substantive
theory. This theory is not simply a summary of the data but is grounded in the evidence collected
during the research process.



Impact of Glaser and Strauss's Work

The introduction of grounded theory has had a profound impact on qualitative research across various
disciplines. Some of the key contributions include:

e Methodological Innovation: Grounded theory challenged traditional methodologies,
encouraging researchers to develop new ways of thinking about data analysis and theory
construction.

* Interdisciplinary Applications: Grounded theory has been adopted in fields beyond
sociology, including psychology, education, nursing, and management, demonstrating its
versatility as a research method.

* Focus on Participant Perspectives: The methodology emphasizes understanding the
perspectives and experiences of participants, leading to richer and more nuanced insights.

e Evolution of Qualitative Research: Grounded theory has contributed to the growth and
legitimacy of qualitative research as a credible and valuable approach to social inquiry.

Critiques and Challenges

Despite its contributions, grounded theory has faced critiques and challenges over the years. Some of
the notable criticisms include:

1. Ambiguity in Methodology: Critics argue that the flexible nature of grounded theory can lead to
ambiguity in the research process, making it challenging for researchers to replicate studies.

2. Overemphasis on Data: Some scholars contend that grounded theory places too much emphasis on
data while neglecting the theoretical framework that can guide the research.

3. Subjectivity: The inductive nature of grounded theory raises concerns about researcher bias and
subjectivity in data interpretation.

4. Diverse Approaches: The evolution of grounded theory has led to various interpretations and
adaptations, which can create confusion regarding its core principles and practices.

Conclusion

Glaser and Strauss revolutionized qualitative research with their introduction of grounded theory,
providing researchers with a systematic approach to theory development grounded in empirical data.
Their work encourages a deeper understanding of social phenomena by emphasizing the importance
of participant perspectives and the iterative nature of research. Despite facing critiques, grounded
theory remains a vital methodology in qualitative research, influencing scholars and practitioners



across diverse fields. As research continues to evolve, grounded theory will likely adapt and inspire
new generations of researchers seeking to explore the complexities of human behavior and social
interactions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Glaser and Strauss's grounded
theory?

The main premise of Glaser and Strauss's grounded theory is to develop theories that are grounded in
data systematically gathered and analyzed from the social world, emphasizing the importance of
generating theory from the data rather than testing existing theories.

How did Glaser and Strauss's work challenge traditional
qualitative research methods?

Their work challenged traditional qualitative research methods by advocating for a systematic
approach to data collection and analysis, arguing that researchers should be open to discovering
theories rather than imposing preconceived notions on their data.

What are the key steps involved in the grounded theory
methodology?

The key steps in grounded theory methodology include data collection through interviews or
observations, open coding to identify key concepts, axial coding to explore relationships between
concepts, and selective coding to develop a core category around which the theory is built.

What impact has Glaser and Strauss's grounded theory had on
social sciences?

Grounded theory has significantly impacted social sciences by providing a robust framework for
qualitative research, encouraging researchers to derive theories directly from empirical data, which
has led to richer and more nuanced understandings of social phenomena.

Why is the concept of ‘constant comparison' important in
grounded theory?

The concept of 'constant comparison' is important in grounded theory because it allows researchers
to continuously compare new data with existing categories and theories during the research process,
facilitating the refinement and development of concepts and ensuring the theory remains grounded in
the data.
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