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Agenda

• The Grounded Theory Method 
– Introduction (what is it?)
– Methodological approach 
– Issues, risks and considerations
– Q&A
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The Grounded Theory Method

• Is an “inductive theory discovery methodology that 
allows the researcher to develop a theoretical account of 
the general features of the topic while simultaneously 
grounding the account in empirical observations of data”

Martin and Turner (1986 p.141)

• A grounded theory “is not findings, but rather is an 
integrated set of conceptual hypotheses” (Glaser, 1998 p.3)

This set provides a conceptual representation of the behavior 
and processes enacted by the participants in the substantive 
area of research
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When to Adopt GTM?

GTM can help when you:
• Have a novel problem or an old problem in a new context 

(thus the potential for emerging middle-range theory)
– Usually this problem is of social or psychological nature 

(socio-technical in IS) 

• Need a systematic approach, with a rigorous coding process
• Need an efficient method of research (and you are an 

effective researcher who can learn and follow a methodology!)
• Have valuable professional experience and need to deal with 

the bias aspects of this experience
• Are able to be immersed in data
• Want to increase the likelihood of relevance/impact
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GTM’s Research Tradition

Symbolic interactionism
(William James, John Dewey, Charles Horton Cooley, G.H. Mead, Herbert 
Blumer)
– Humans act toward things in accordance to the meaning those things have for 

them. The meaning of those things is created by the social interaction between 
human actors who, via an interpretive process, assign, accept or modify the 
received meaning through their own interactions with those things (Blumer, 
1969).

Quantitative methodology and middle-range theories
(Paul Lazarfeld, Robert King Merton - Columbia University)
– Lazarsfeld was interested in a number of data analysis techniques, including: 

sampling surveys to gather quantitative data, multivariate analysis, qualitative 
interviewing, accounting models of sociological factors, and content analysis of 
communications (Barton, 2001).

– Merton was an expert in middle-range theories applicable to substantive fields.  
From Merton, Glaser learned theory construction, in particular theoretical coding, 
which Merton learned from Talcott Parson and others (Glaser, 1998). Glaser also 
received training in explication of text at the University of Paris (Glaser, 1998).

Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated the limitations of these traditions in ‘closing 
the embarrassing gap between theory and empirical research.’
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Why Grounded Theory?

• Applies a systematic and rigorous coding processes 
that helps to eliminate speculative, unfounded, 
assumptions (Martin and Turner 1986; Strauss & Corbin 1990, 
1997; Sarker et al. 2001; Orlikowski 1993; Urquhart 2001)

• Guards against preconceived ideas and bias (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967; Urquhart 1997; Glaser 1998; Sarker et al. 2001; 
Urquhart 2001)

• The researcher does not need to ignore pre-existing 
theories as in ethnomethodology (Sarker et al. 2001)

• It is a general approach that allows access and 
processing of a rich variety of data (Glaser 1978, 1998)



GTM Seminar (ANU)  - © W Fernández 2008 7

Why Grounded Theory?

• Values the professional experience of the researcher 
(Glaser 1998, Urquhart 2001)

• Provides an effective and appropriate way of 
researching emerging phenomena in its own 
organisational and human context (Van de Ven & Poole 
1989, Orlikowski 1993)

• It is an efficient method of research; efficiency is built 
into the methodology (Lehmann 2001)

• It can contribute to practice by providing “conceptual 
grab” to knowledgeable people in the substantive 
area, contributing to a superior understanding of their 
own situation (Martin & Turner 1986; Glaser 1998)

• It aims at achieving rigour and relevance (Glaser 1978, 
1998; Fernández & Lehmann 2004,)
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Epistemological Assumptions

assumptions for my research

Qualitative 

Research

Positivist Interpretive CriticalUnderlying 

epistemology

influences/guides

Research Method

(based on Myers 1997)
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Two Critical Tenets

• The research must not start with a theory 
to prove 

• Grounded theory is discovered through
Constant comparison between incidents 
and properties of a category 

Part 2: a GTM Research Model
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Actual world 
(potentially available 

information)

Perceptual 
exploration

Schema of 
present 
environ- 

ment
Locomotion 
and action

Cognitive 
map of 

the world 
and its 

possibilities

Samples

Modifies Samples

Modifies

Directs

Directs

Actual present environment 
(available information)

Neisser's
Schemata

[Neisser, 1976 p.112]
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Iterative and 
Simultaneous 

Processes

12

Getting Started

1

Selecting Data Source(s)

2

Crafting Instruments & 
Protocols

3

Entering the Field / Theoretical 
Sampling

4

Analysing Data 

5

Shaping Hypotheses

6

Enfolding Literature

7

Reaching Closure

8

(Following Eisenhardt 1989)
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Research model
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Entering the Field

1. Set the pre-conditions to discover ‘The problem’ ensuring that: 
– Pre-research assumptions must be  handled according to the 

method; that is, by producing a ‘slice of data’ to be compared with 
other slices

– The initial research question must be as broad as possible and not 
include a priori constructs or guiding theories

2. Address practical issues such as:
– Crafting ethical protocols
– Obtaining approvals (i.e., from University’s Ethics Committee)
– Selecting the software and hardware required for interviewing and 

processing the data, producing transcription protocols 
– If required, being trained to use specific software(s)

3. Conduct final preparation tasks such as:
– Selecting an appropriate site/case to start the study 
– Obtaining access to the site/case, 
– Getting consent and contacting the participants to arrange meetings

SUBSTANTIVE AREA
Additional  Slice(s)

Additional  Slice(s)

Additional  Slice(s)

Additional  Slice(s) 
of Data

Theoretical Sampling

Entering 
the Field
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Data collection example
SUBSTANTIVE AREA

Additional  Slice(s)

Additional  Slice(s)

Additional  Slice(s)

Data Slice(s)

• Interviews (15 interviews)
• Surveys (MLQ and 

MLQTeams)
• Phone interviews and phone 

conferences (15+)
• Project documents (807 

documents)
• Electronic correspondence 

(>4000 e-mails)
• Direct observations (7 major 

events + many minor events)
• Extant literature 

Data Acquisition 

Interviews Documents

e-mails Observations

Literature

Data Analysis 

Open Coding
Selective 

Coding

Memos
Theoretical 

Coding

Provisional 
Hypotheses

Phone-calls

Saturation is important, 
no numbers
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Open Coding
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Example of Open Codes

Communication
Communication - barriers 
Communication - Body-language
Communication - Decentring
Communication - delay
Communication - face-to-face
Communication - filtering
Communication - how
Communication - immediate access
Communication - indirect
Communication - informal
Communication - Language barriers
Communication - meetings
Communication - need based
Communication - openness
Communication - richness
Communication - skills
Communication - task-bounded
Communication - Transparency
Communication – Virtual
Company's interest at heart
Competitive advantage

Complaining
Complexity
Conflicting requirements
Conflicting views
Confrontational/adversarial attitude
Consulting with SMEs
Contempt
Contract negotiation
Controlling change
Cost of adapting
Cost of resolving the issue
Cost of virtual communication
Crying-wolf
Customer-awareness
Customer focus
Customer satisfaction
De-skilling
Dealing with advice

Dealing with uncertainty
Defects
Deliverables - Acceptance

Deliverables - delay
Deliverables - fixing
Delivery-focus
Directing personnel
Disagreement
Disagreement-intrateam
Disagreement - Dealing virtually
Distance

Documenting
Dogmatic approach
Emotional behaviour
Erosion of patience
Escalating
Evolution
Exaggerating
Expectations

Explaining
External influences
Extra effort
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Theoretical and Selective Coding
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The concept-indicator model

I2

Concept

I3 I4 I5 I8 I9I6 I7I1
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Mindmap of “Communication”

nature

barriers

Skills

quality

outcome

Type

Communication

face-to-face
one-on-one
group 
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phone-conference
video-conference
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management
collaboration

improved understanding

technical
managerial

business needs
project needs

personal needs
risks

fears confirmed
rectification
realignment
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resentment

communicative
instrumental
discursive
strategic
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Conceptual relationships 
Network view (Atlas.ti)

Key: “=>” causes
“==” is positively related to
“-“ is negatively related to
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BUSN8018 – 2007 © W 
Fernández

Example of focused network (Sorting) 
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Extant Literature

CODING

SUBSTANTIVE THEORY
Category

Category

Category 
(Properties)

Theoretical Coding 
and/or Selective Coding 

 Saturation?

Category

Category
Densifying  
Theoretical 

Concepts
Category

Category 
(Properties)

Relations

Informs  
and Refines

Enables
Generates

Generates

Informs and 
Relates 

Enables Enables

Memos

Guides

Guides

Contributes

Generates

Extant literature and memos
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Induction and Deduction

Substantive 
data

Set of concepts 
(i.e., codes)

Provisional 
hypotheses

deduction

induction

verify, 
modify, 
reject

induction
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Iterative data collection & analysis

Data Acquisition 

Interviews Documents

e-mails Observations

Literature

Data Analysis 

Open Coding
Selective 

Coding

Memos
Theoretical 

Coding

Provisional 
Hypotheses

Phone-calls

Sampling is theoretically driven: you are sampling for converging and 
diverging data to test your emerging propositions and to saturate
concepts
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What’s 
going on?

26

Analysis Steps: example only

Open Coding

1
Create Conceptual 

Network

2
Write Quick Memos on 

Conceptual Network

3

Produce MindMap

4
Connect Accounts in Story 

Form

5

1. Open Coding - Memoing
2. Theoretical Coding - Memoing
3. Memoing
4. Sorting - Memoing
5. Conceptual relationships – theoretical formulation
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Theoretical Saturation
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Theoretical Densification
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Substantive Theory
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The Emerging Model (example only)

Communication

Trust

Conflict

Cost

P1 P2 P3

P9

P10

P11

P15

P16

P14

P4 P5 P6 P8P7

P13

P12



Part 3: Issues, misconceptions & risks
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Demands & Risks (Glaser 1978, 1998, 2001)

• tolerate confusion
• tolerate regression
• trust emerging data without worrying about justification 

— the data will provide the justification if the 
researcher adheres to the rigour of the method

• have someone to talk to
• be open to emerging evidence, and ready to act on the 

new evidence
• be able to conceptualise - to derive theory from the 

data
• be creative —devising new ways of obtaining and 

handling data, combining the approach of others, or 
using a tested approach in a different way
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Two Extra Risks

• The researcher’s ability to deal with intensive, 
time consuming and all-absorbing work

• Minus-mentoring - Stern (1994)
– networking with GT researchers – external 

supervisor?
– participating in relevant discussion groups
– reading the wide Grounded Theory bibliography
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GTM sources from Glaser & Strauss
• Glaser, B.G. Organizational Scientists: their professional careers The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., Indianapolis, 1964, pp. xvii, 140.
• Glaser, B.G. "The Constant Comparative Method fo Qualitative Analysis," Social Problems (12) 1965, pp 436-445.
• Glaser, B.G. Theoretical Sensitivity: Advances in the methodology of grounded theory Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 1978, pp. x, 164.
• Glaser, B.G. Emergence vs. Forcing: Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis Sociology Press, Mill Valley, CA, 1992.
• Glaser, B.G. (ed.) Gerund Grounded Theory: The Basic Social Process Dissertation. Sociology Press, Mill Valley, CA, USA, 1996.
• Glaser, B.G. Doing Grounded Theory: Issues and Discussions Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 1998, pp. vii, 254.
• Glaser, B.G. "Keynote Address from the Fourth Annual Qualitative Health Research Conference: The future of Grounded Theory," 

Qualitative Health Research: November 1999), 11 January 2001 1999, pp 836-845.
• Glaser, B.G. The Grounded Theory Perspective: Conceptualization Contrasted with Description Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 2001, 

pp. vii, 232.
• Glaser, B.G. "Conceptualization: On theory and theorizing using grounded theory," International Journal of Qualitative Methods (1:2), Spring 

2002 2002a, pp 1-31, Article 33.

• Glaser, B.G. "Constructivist Grounded Theory?. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 3(3)," 2002b.
• Glaser, B.G. The Grounded Theory Perspective II: Description's Remodelling of Grounded Theory Methodology Sociology Press, Mill 

Valley, Calif, 2003, pp. v, 217.
• Glaser, B.G. The Grounded Theory Perspective III: Theoretical Coding Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 2005, pp. vii, 160.
• Glaser, B.G., and Lowe, A. "Grounded Theory: An interview with Dr. Barney Glaser with Dr. Andy Lowe," University of Sterling, 1999.
• Glaser, B.G., and Strauss, A.L. Awareness of Dying Aldine Publishing Company, New York, 1965a, pp. xi, 305.
• Glaser, B.G., and Strauss, A.L. "Discovery of Substantive Theory: A Basic Strategy Underlying Qualitative Analysis," American Behavioural 

Scientist (8) 1965b, pp 5-12.
• Glaser, B.G., and Strauss, A.L. The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research Aldine Publishing Company, New 

York, 1967, pp. x, 271.
• Strauss, A.L. Qualitative analysis for social scientists Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1987, p. 319 p.
• Strauss, A.L., and Corbin, J.M. Basics of qualitative research: grounded theory procedures and techniques Sage Publications, Newbury 

Park, Calif, 1990, p. 270.
• Strauss, A.L., and Corbin, J.M. Grounded theory in practice Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, 1997, pp. viii, 280.
• Strauss, A.L., and Corbin, J.M. Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing grounded theory, (2nd ed.) Sage 

Publications, Thousand Oaks, 1998, pp. xiii, 312.
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The key Classic GTM Texts
Glaser, B.G., and Strauss, A.L. The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies 

for qualitative research Aldine Publishing Company, New York, 1967, pp. x, 
271.

Glaser, B.G. Theoretical Sensitivity: Advances in the methodology of grounded
theory Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 1978, pp. x, 164.

Glaser, B.G. Doing Grounded Theory: Issues and Discussions Sociology Press, 
Mill Valley, Calif, 1998, pp. vii, 254.

Glaser, B.G. (ed.) Gerund Grounded Theory: The Basic Social Process 
Dissertation. Sociology Press, Mill Valley, CA, USA, 1996.

Glaser, B.G. The Grounded Theory Perspective: Conceptualization Contrasted 
with Description Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 2001, pp. vii, 232.

Glaser, B.G. The Grounded Theory Perspective II: Description's Remodelling of
Grounded Theory Methodology Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 2003, pp. 
v, 217.

Glaser, B.G. The Grounded Theory Perspective III: Theoretical Coding
Sociology Press, Mill Valley, Calif, 2005, pp. vii, 160.

35
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• GTM appropriateness
• GTM cycle
• GTM Risks and Requirements

36

Conclusion
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???
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