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Research design in the context of grounded theory: the role of research 

philosophical position 

 

 

Summary: 

Grounded theory (GT) is becoming one of the popular research approaches in all 

management studies. However, not only is there no single agreed-upon definition of 

grounded theory but also what GT should be is contested. This is to some extent 

because of differences in research philosophical positions between GT approaches. 

This paper argues that in GT based studies, insight into the philosophical position to 

which the study is committed facilitates decision making about the details of the 

research design. Lack of this insight may result in inconsistent research design. The 

paper compares major stances on GT and then discusses the methodological issues 

highlighted in any of these approaches.    
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1. Introduction:  

 

Grounded theory (GT) is a research framework which is concerned with generating theories 

derived from data. Since its introduction in 1960s, GT has been developed by research 

methodologists, and various conceptualisations of GT emerged based on different research 

philosophical positions. Regardless of the research positions, all GT guidelines attempt to 

present research methods and procedures which generate theories based upon data without 

any preconceptions. However, there is disagreement between methodologists on what GT 

should be. This is because each of the research methodologists developed grounded theory in 

relation to the knowledge development principles to which they have been committed. 

Therefore, it is neither possible nor desirable to have a unique GT guideline which could be 

applied comprehensively to all theory building studies. 

The goal of this paper is not to defend one stance on grounded theory against the other; rather 

it places emphasis on the role of the research philosophical positions (known as research 

paradigm as well) in designing a study in the context of GT. To do this, the paper begins the 

discussion by highlighting the main characteristics of grounded theory. Then three major 

stances on GT including Glaser and Strauss (1967), Strauss and Corbin (1990), and Charmaz 

(2006) are discussed, compared, and contrasted. Finally, the role of research position in GT 

framework is discussed. In this paper, research position and research paradigm are used 

interchangeably.  

2. Grounded Theory Spirit and Its History 

 

Grounded theory (GT) is a research framework first introduced in 1967 by sociologists 

Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss based on their successful research collaboration 

between 1965 and 1967. They published their methodological development of GT in the book 

entitled ‘The Discovery of Grounded Theory’ (1967). Systematic generation of theories based 

upon data without a preconceived theory or hypothesis in social research is the spirit of 

grounded theory (Hunter and Kelly, 2008).  This spirit contrasts strikingly with theories 

generated by logical deduction from a series of hypotheses (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The 

term ‘grounded’ in this approach is used to show that the theory is grounded in data. 

Although GT was initially introduced in the context of health research, it has since been open 

to very diverse areas of social studies. 

It is important to consider the research context in which Glaser and Strauss’s book was 

published. By the mid 1960s the long tradition of qualitative research in sociology had lost 

ground (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), and quantitative research was such a dominant paradigm 

of inquiry that it was usually considered as ‘the’ scientific paradigm (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2003). This dominance rests on how scholars of the time viewed knowledge development 

principles. Keeping the research context of the 1960s in mind, it is fair to accept that not only 

did Glaser and Strauss’s book construct the grounded theory methods, but also it challenged 

the mainstream research paradigm of the time (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003).  

In ‘The Discovery of Grounded Theory’ (1967), audience are invited to flexibly use the GT 

guideline in relation to their own research. In addition, Glaser and Strauss introduced their 

book as an initial step in the journey of developing GT research framework. Since then, the 
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framework has been taken in different directions both by the research methodologists and the 

researchers carrying out GT based studies. 

While Glaser remained consistent with their book, Strauss with his more recent co-author 

Juliet Corbin, in a book entitled ‘Basics of Grounded Theory’ (1998) developed GT in a 

slightly different direction. Kathy Charmaz is another social researcher who has written 

extensively about grounded theory. Although she had been supervised by Strauss at the 

University of California (Puddephatt, 2006), she challenges the views of both Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) and Strauss and Corbin (1998). Her chapter in Denzin and Lincoln (2003) first 

moved the GT in a different direction and then her recent book (2006), entitled ‘Constructing 

Grounded Theory’ developed her view further on the grounded theory.   

In addition to the research methodologists, during the last fifty years, researchers who used 

GT guidelines have contributed to its methods and concepts. In some studies, GT strategies 

are used to complement other qualitative data analysis strategies (e.g. Shachak and Reis, 

2009). In addition, there are studies in which grounded theory and quantitative methods feed 

each other (e.g. Khazanchi and Zigurs, 2006). The wide diversity of research designs which 

claim to have used grounded theory makes it impossible to have any single-agreed upon 

definition of GT. Furthermore, what GT should be is contested (Charmaz, 2003).  As an 

example, Glaser and Holton (2007) expressed concerns about the ‘continuing enthusiasm but 

misunderstood embrace of GT’ by methodologists.  

In this paper, classic grounded theory refers to the research framework initially developed by 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) and then developed by Glaser himself. Classic GT has also been 

termed Glaserian GT (e.g. Hunter et al. 2005).   

3. Classic GT 

 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) took the position that in social research the quality of a theory is 

mostly dependent on how it has been generated. That is why in their conceptualisation of GT, 

they place emphasis on the research process. To describe a good quality theory, Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) coined the words ‘fit’ and ‘work’. By ‘fit’ they meant data readily (and not 

forcibly) applicable to the theory and by ‘work’ they meant that the theory should explain the 

reality.  

Although GT methods are usually used for interview transcript analysis, Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) clarify that in some research situations a combination of different kinds of data (e.g. 

field work, interview data) could represent the reality better, and any kinds of textual data 

could feed GT methods. 

On a practical level, the Glaser and Strauss book (1967) instructs researchers to code data. 

Coding is about labelling segments of data with a word (or a group of words) which is either 

extracted directly from the data itself or is constructed by the researcher. Categories are 

created based on the codes and the researcher is advised to continuously write memos on the 

analytical ideas developed during coding. The theory is written based on the memos. The 

final theory in this context should comprise reasonably accurate statements of the matters 

studied, which could then be used when studying a similar research area.  

Theoretical sampling and constant comparative analysis are the major strategies in the classic 

GT methods. 
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3.1. Theoretical Sampling 

Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection in which the emerging theoretical 

patterns in the research process lead the researcher to the next source of data. This is not 

possible unless the researcher analyses data alongside the data collection. Theoretical 

sampling facilitates the collection of focussed data and allows researchers to avoid wasting 

resources with irrelevant data. Through theoretical sampling, the research process includes 

the observation of some experiences specific to certain kinds of research participants, 

formation of some potential theoretical patterns, and then verification with similar research 

participants. It is worth highlighting that in theoretical sampling, in contrast with random 

sampling, the purpose is not to obtain accurate evidence on the distribution of research 

participants with the same experiences (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  

Classic GT uses the concept of theoretical saturation to instruct researchers when to stop 

sampling (Glaser and Holton, 2007). Inadequate levels of sampling may result in ‘thin’ 

theories which are not well-integrated and have too many unexplained exceptions. 

Researchers can claim saturation when they cannot thicken the properties of the data 

categories anymore. Saturation is about the stage in which gathering fresher data does not 

lead to any more new theoretical insights.  

To grasp better understanding of the situation under study, classic GT uses the Constant 

Comparative Analysis (CCA) strategy. In this strategy, the researcher constantly compares 

different kinds of data with each other. In practice, this comparison is mostly based on 

memory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  Although generating theory in classic GT is a 

continuously growing one, earlier stages do remain in operation. This is partly because of 

simultaneous data collection and analysis. Moreover, the researcher needs to re-visit the data 

again and again when new concepts emerge.    

3.2 . The Role of the literature review in classic GT 

To begin with the first samples, in contrast with most of the research frameworks, classic GT 

does not rely on the existing literature. Rather, it suggests that the researcher’s own partial 

concepts about the situation under study give, as they termed, the ‘beginning foothold’ on the 

research. Undoubtedly, these initial concepts may not be relevant but it is believed to lead the 

researchers to the concepts that matter to the situation being researched.  

To avoid pre-framed research questions and pre-conceptions, Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

suggest that researchers should avoid literature review until the very last stages of their 

research in which they have already generated a theoretical explanation of the situation under 

study. Then, the literature review is advisable for the purpose of comparison and integration 

of the analytical explanations with the existing theories. Glaser and Holton (2007) assert that 

undertaking an extensive literature review at the early stages of the research is inimical to GT 

spirits. 

4. Straus and Corbin (1998) 

Strauss and Corbin’s book (1998) entitled ‘Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and 

Procedures of Developing Grounded Theory’ is one of the most frequently cited materials in 

the context of GT. This book differs from ‘The Discovery of Grounded Theory’ (1967) both 

in terms of the style of writing and way of studying social issues. Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

developed their GT guideline in a detailed and explanatory manner. In addition, they 

crystallise the methodological concepts behind GT’s main strategies. In comparison with 

classic GT, Strauss and Corbin (1998) place less emphasis on the GT process. They consider 
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the GT concepts, methods, and procedures as tools which help the researchers to build 

theories grounded in data.  Generally tools are used at the discretion of users for a purpose, 

and specifically GT tools are used to help the researcher to achieve a certain degree of 

objectivity and sensitivity. As Strauss and Corbin (1998) place more emphasis on the end 

goal (i.e. generating theories) rather than the research process, they take into account practical 

issues which may stop the researcher from carrying out the GT methods and procedures. Not 

only do they consider these practical issues, but they also respond to them. Moreover, they 

crystallise the methodological status of their GT version after this consideration.   

4.1. Interplay between Deduction and Induction 

Inductive and deductive studies are usually considered as two completely separate research 

approaches. However, Strauss and Corbin (1998) highlight the subtle interplay between 

induction and deduction in the grounded theory research framework. Before continuing 

further, it is worth making explicit that deduction in this context is different from logical 

deduction. Rather, it is a flexible approach. In GT, the researcher derives concepts, their 

properties, and dimensions from data (induction), and then the researcher hypothesises about 

the relationships between the concepts (deduction). These hypotheses guide the researcher 

where to go next for data. This interplay between induction and deduction is the main 

methodological concept behind the theoretical sampling strategy in GT.  

4.2. The Role of the Literature Review and the Issue of Objectivity 

One of the practical issues with using the classic GT framework is that professional 

researchers are usually familiar with existing literature in the subject area under study. In 

addition, success with research proposals usually requires clear understanding of extant 

theories in the research subject area. However, this could conflict with the timing of a 

literature review in classic GT. Strauss and Corbin (1998) take into account this issue and 

approach the timing of a literature review in their GT guideline flexibly. Instead, they place 

emphasis on the researcher to ensure compatibility with the literature review and GT spirits. 

In the discussion of knowledge development principles, getting distance from the research 

materials and representing them accurately is usually referred to as objectivity. It is worth 

clarifying that in the context of qualitative research, objectivity does not mean controlling the 

variables. Rather, it refers to giving a voice to the respondents. Therefore, techniques which 

facilitate objectivity are meant to reduce the bias of the researcher. However, to make sense 

of data and to respond to the subtle nuances of data, inevitably, the researcher needs to 

interact with the data; the sensitivity of the researcher is one of the core skills in GT. 

Theoretical sampling leads to a constant interaction between the researcher and the research 

material, and the sensitivity of the researcher plays an important role in choosing the next 

source of research data. Maintaining a balance between objectivity and retaining sensitivity is 

one of the problems which challenges the methodologists in the context of GT. 

Classic GT attempts to deal with this challenge by introducing GT techniques (i.e. CCA and 

theoretical sampling) and postponing the literature review until the very last stages of the 

research.  The latter is advised in order to avoid the researcher’s bias. In other words, to see 

the world as it is rather than through theory laden observation, classic GT changed the role 

and timing of literature review.  

Strauss and Corbin (1998) tackle the challenge of the balance between objectivity and 

sensitivity by taking the position that a state of complete objectivity is impossible; each 

researcher brings his own baggage of concepts and experiences to the research, and this is not 

necessarily because of the literature review carried out specifically for the purpose of the 
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research in hand. Therefore, a neutral observer in the context of social studies is impossible. 

In relation to the bias which intrudes into interpretation because of familiarity with the 

existing literature, their GT guideline advises the researchers to recognise their subjectivity 

and to attempt to minimise it.  

To minimise the bias coming from familiarity with the existing literature, Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) advise researchers not to treat literature as data. Instead, they should use it for the 

purpose of comparison. In addition, researchers should constantly question themselves to see 

if they are seeing particular concepts because they are truly emergent in data or because of 

the familiarity with them.  

Strauss and Corbin (1998) believe that using a literature review in the early stages of the 

research process to define the general area of focus for the study (research problem) does not 

conflict with their version of GT. However, in this context, researchers should avoid 

formulating detailed and specific questions which set parameters for their research as this 

would be inimical to the GT spirit.     

4.3. Practical Steps for GT 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest three levels of coding. The first step is ‘open coding’ in 

which the categories of information are developed. Then, the categories and codes are 

interconnected (axial coding), and finally in ‘selective coding’ the researcher identifies the 

core categories.  These core categories are capable of elucidating many aspects of the 

situation under study. Similar to classic GT, the researcher is advised to continuously write 

memos on the analytical ideas developed during the research. 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest microanalysis of data at the beginning of a study. 

Therefore, the open coding is usually done on a line-by-line analysis. However, it could be 

word-by-word as well. During the process of coding the researcher is constantly using the 

comparison strategy. Strauss and Corbin (1998) used two techniques of ‘flip-flop’ and 

‘waving red flag’ to facilitate comparison without bias. The flip-flop technique is about 

extreme situations. For example, facing the concept of ‘easy access’ in their study of ‘drug 

use’, they turn the concept inside out and compare the situation with ‘difficult access’ Strauss 

and Corbin (1998).  In addition, the researcher should be sensitive towards the extreme 

phrases such as ‘never’, ‘always’, etc. as they might show that the respondents are biased 

(waving red flag). Both these techniques help the researcher to respond to the subtle nuances 

and meanings in data.   

5. Charmaz Attitude  

Kathy Charmaz added a new methodological dimension to the debate about grounded theory. 

She brought constructivist approach to the GT framework and coined the word ‘constructivist 

grounded theory’. Although Charmaz (2003) clarifies that her GT guideline could be used by 

researchers working within any other theoretical frameworks, her works on GT are usually 

cited because of her methodological developments and not merely because of her GT 

methods and procedures. 

5.1. Constructivist GT and Symbolic Interactionism 

Charmaz (2003) argues that both Glaser and Strauss (1998) and classic GT to some extent 

hold the objectivist account of reality. She highlighted that the statements such as “data does 

not lie” and “the reality of data” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990. p. 85) all imply the belief that 

there is a reality outside of the researcher’s mind which will be uncovered by the research 
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process. Charmaz (2003, 2006) holds the constructivist approach to knowledge development 

principles in social studies. Within this approach knowledge is created mutually by the 

researcher and the object being studied. Constructivism believes in multiple realities of social 

issues. Therefore, any research within this context seeks to represent a reality of social issues. 

In other words, constructivist grounded theory does not attempt to present the truth as a 

single, universal and lasting situation. Rather, it attempts to represent one reality of the social 

issues under study (Charmaz 2003, 2006).    

Using the constructivist approach to GT changes the conception of generating theory from a 

theory to be ‘discovered’ to a theory which should be ‘constructed’. That is why Charmaz 

terminology is slightly different from the one in classic GT. For example, in classic GT, 

researchers talk about ‘data collection’ and ‘discovery of theory’ but in Charmaz GT 

researchers usually talk about ‘data construction’ or ‘constructing theory’.  

Symbolic interactionism underpins the constructivist view of theory generation in qualitative 

studies (Charmaz 2003, 2006). According to Blumer (1986), symbolic interactionism takes 

the position that for a person meanings of objects are constructed through social interactions 

that one has with his/her fellows. Moreover, meanings are interpreted by persons. One acts 

towards things based on the meanings they have for him/her (Blumer, 1986).  In the context 

of symbolic interactionism, this view of meaning can be applicable to everything. Therefore, 

in any conversation, human beings reply to one another on the basis of the interpretations. In 

other words, responses are not made directly to the stimulation. Rather, the respondent acts 

towards the question on the basis of the meaning derived by him/her from the conversation in 

an interpretive manner (Blumer (1969) as cited by Annells, 1996).  Language is known as 

one of the most symbolic systems in interpretive interactions (Charmaz, 2006; Blumer (1969) 

as cited by Annells, 1996). Considering the key role of language in any qualitative studies, 

the researcher’s involvement in such studies might be to some extent because of the symbolic 

nature of language (Charmaz, 2006; Gill and Johnson, 2010).  

5.2. The Role of the Literature Review in Charmaz’s version of GT 

Charmaz (2006) argues that researchers bring their own background assumptions and 

disciplinary perspectives to the research. These assumption are formed because the existing 

literature or the partial understanding of the researcher from the subject under study.  

Charmaz (2006) referred to these assumptions and perspectives as ‘sensitising concepts’. The 

influence of the sensitising concepts starts at the very early stages of shaping the research 

questions. Then, their influence continues by sensitising the researchers to ask particular 

kinds of questions.  The role of the researchers’ assumptions and interpretations may also 

continue in the data construction phase. 

Not only does Charmaz (2006) admit the influence of the sensitising concepts in one’s 

research process, but she also considers them as vantage points. This is because sensitising 

concepts give loose frameworks to the researchers at the early stages of research. However, 

the main point is to use these concepts as departure points and to be open to the data. 

Therefore, if a particular sensitising concept proves to be irrelevant, then in the context of 

GT, researchers must leave it and accept the concepts that emerge from the data. 

5.3. GT Practical Steps in Charmaz’s version of GT 

In Charmaz’s method (2003, 2006) the coding process involves at least two levels: the initial 

coding and the focussed coding. In initial coding, the researcher labels each line of data by a 

concise term which sticks closely to the data. Initial coding is open ended. The openness of 
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initial coding facilitates the emergence of new ideas and its closeness to the data leads 

researchers to label data with what they are exactly about rather than preconceptions.  

The second level of coding is called focussed coding in which the most important and/or 

frequent initial codes are selected. Charmaz (2003, 2006) clarifies that the move from open 

coding to the focussed coding is not a linear one, and the researcher may go back and forth 

between the steps. In focussed coding a larger segment of data is labelled with conceptual 

terms (Charmaz, 2006). Then, the researcher constructs the categories based on the focussed 

codes. Charmaz method does not include axial coding according to Strauss and Corbin 

method. However, to show the full dimensions of categories and the links between them, she 

defines sub-categories. Charmaz (2003 and 2006) similar to the other two stances on GT uses 

Constant Comparison Strategy, theoretical sampling, and writing memos. 

6. Discussion  

On a practical level, the role and timing of the literature review are different in the three main 

grounded theory guidelines.  However, in all of these guidelines the researcher is advised to 

construct codes, constantly compare data with data, and write memos. While the practical 

procedures might seem similar in all GT guidelines, the underlying research positions 

(paradigm) in each of the guidelines are different.  

At most general level, a paradigm is a worldview; it includes a set of premises which explain 

how the world is perceived (Guba and Lincoln, 2005). A paradigm of inquiry contains 

epistemological, ontological, and methodological beliefs which guide and consequently 

evaluate a study. The ontological aspect of each paradigm defines how the nature of reality is 

perceived. The epistemological premises of each paradigm clarify its perception of the 

relationship between the researcher (inquirer) and the what can be known, and finally, the 

methodological aspects of each paradigm are about the best ways to find out the research 

aims (Saunders et al, 2005). One of the most frequently cited classifications of the current 

research paradigms is the one offered by Guba and Lincoln in 1994 and later updated in 

2005. According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), the major classes of research paradigms are 

positivism, postpositivism, critical theory et al, and constructivism. In their later update they 

have added participatory research as a new research paradigmatic strand to their classification 

(Guba and Lincoln, 2009). Table 1 shows this classification. It is worth highlighting that the 

boundaries between different paradigm classes are not clear and new research paradigms will 

emerge as social studies expand.  

While Classic GT has perceived reality in the context of critical realism, Straus and Corbin 

and Charmaz stances on GT have some notions of relativism (Locke, 2001). This difference 

in how reality is perceived makes differences in their epistemological premises. While classic 

GT takes a more objectivist position, Charmaz’s version of GT takes the constructivist 

position on the study of social issues, and Strauss and Corbin do not assume any link between 

generating theory driven from data in social studies and any of the theoretical frameworks 

such as symbolic interactionism, Haberams’ theory of communicative action (1984), etc. 
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In other words, the way of thinking in any of the main GT guidelines is different from the 

other but they are indeed just as insightful and valuable. In addition, undoubtedly, there are 

many other valuable approaches to generating theories driven from data. Table 2 shows the 

differences in the three major stances on GT (Bryant and Charmers, 2007).  

Each research project is different from the other. Therefore, each researcher is likely to 

encounter special conditions in his/her research, and it is not possible to follow formulaic 

rules for all studies (Elliott and Higgins, 2012). Consequently, researchers need to decide 

about methods and procedures for their own projects. This paper argues that cherry picking 

approach within the methods and procedures of GT might be the result of creative 

development of solutions to the research environment. However, the danger is that 

incompatible choices may be lumped together.  

While making decisions about the GT methods and procedures is inevitable, this paper 

suggests that insight into the research philosophical position and the theoretical framework to 

which the study is committed facilitates decision making about the details of the research 

design. Lack of this insight may result in inconsistent research design.   
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                    Authors      

Distinctive  

features 

Glaser and Straus (1967) 
Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) 
Charmaz (2003, 2006) 

Key works 
The Discovery of Grounded 

Theory (1967) 

Basics of Qualitative 

Research: Techniques 

and Procedures for 

Developing Grounded 

Theory  

 ( first edition in 1990- 

second edition in 1998, 

and the third edition in 

2008) 

Constructing Grounded 

Theory  (2006) 

Inductive/deductive 

Inductive; all three approaches aim to generate theories. Research does not start with a 

hypothesis or a theory.  

Systematic methods  

 All three approaches placed emphasis on the systematic methods of collecting and 

analysing data.  

The data analysis stage happens alongside the data collection stage. 

Key focuses 
Reflective reading of text and constructing conceptual categories. 

Combination of data collection stage with data analysis 

Position of the 

researcher 

Both of the approaches aim to limit the intrusion of 

subjectivity of the researcher into the research. They offer 

strong advice to make sure the researcher stay with what 

the data says.  

Disapproval of too much 

emphasis on limiting the 

subjectivity of the researcher. 

Reality is not independent of 

the researcher.  

Epistemological 

approach 
Modified Objectivism/ Critical Realism 

recognition of multiple reality 

Terminology 

Coding, constant 

comparative analysis, 

theoretical sampling, etc. 

3 levels of coding: open 

coding, axial coding, 

selective coding, 

theoretical sampling, 

theoretical saturation, etc 

2 levels of coding: initial and 

focused coding.  

theoretical sampling 

Bringing ideas from 

the literature? 

Conducting the literature 

review after developing an 

independent analysis, 

delaying the literature 

review to avoid being 

biased 

the research might be 

driven by a research 

question 

There is no problem in having 

ideas about the literature 

around the subject area. The 

researcher can use these ideas 

from the literature as a 

vantage point. 

 Work style 

A high level of abstraction 

and dense writing style, not 

accessible for junior 

students, not prescriptive.  

Wide audience, very 

process oriented 

Fairly straightforward, 

accessible writing style 

 Table 2. Three major stances on grounded theory      

 

5. Conclusion 

During the last fifty years different grounded theory guidelines have been developed. The 

research positions in any of the main GT stances are different from the other but they are 

indeed just as insightful and valuable.  
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To design a study in social sciences, each research is likely to experience special conditions. 

Therefore, it is not possible to follow fixed rules for all studies. That is why all the main GT 

guidelines advise the researchers to use the methods and procedure flexibly. Therefore, 

researchers need to make decisions about the details of their own research designs. This may 

result in inconsistent research designs. To avoid this problem, the paper argues that in GT 

based studies, insight into the research paradigm to which the study is committed facilitates 

decision making about the details of the research design.   

In this paper the spirit of GT was briefly reviewed, and subsequently three major 

methodological works in the subject area of grounded theory including Glaser and Straus 

(1967), Strauss and Corbin (1990), and Charmaz (2006) were compared. The paper attempted 

to show the importance of research position in designing a study in the context of GT.  

6. Further Works 

A further comparative research between studies done under these three different GT stances 

would tell more about the research process in any of the major guidelines.   
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