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Abstract

The grounded theory approach has been used in nursing research
since 1970. Despite the extensive use of grounded theory over the past
40 years and the publication of papers and methodological textbooks,
many novice researchers faced difficulties in applying grounded the-
ory approach in their studies. The purpose of this paper is to discuss
what is grounded theory, how it came about, and how it is used that
may be useful for novice researchers and graduate nursing students as
they interested in using Classical or Glaserian grounded theory meth-
ods for the first time.
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Introduction

Glasser and Strauss in 1967 published “The Discovery of Ground-
ed Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research” and this intro-
duced the methodology of grounded theory (GT) [1]. Since then,
grounded theory has become a “global” phenomenon. Recent
years GT has seen there has been growing popularity and a rise
in the use of GT method as an approach in qualitative research,
and is often used in disciplines such as psychology, education,
nursing and anthropology, health science, business and manage-
ment [2, 3]. Moreover, previous studies have been conducted in
many countries, including such as the United States of America,
United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, France, Sweden and Finland.
Furthermore, not only are there thousands of publications that
report on studies applying grounded theory methods, but there
is also collection of seminal text that researchers can use to guide
their study and ensure the rigour of their work [4]. This can be
seen as evidence to the success of grounded theory [5]. Grounded
theory has been an important methodology for nursing research
[6]. However, literature has been identified and criticised for its
lack of adherence to the method as explicated by its originators
[7]. In this paper, the author describes grounded theory, how
it came about, and how it is used that may be useful for novice
researchers and graduate nursing students as they interested in
using grounded theory methods. Literatures that explained and
described GT method were reviewed.

What is grounded theory?

Glaser defines Grounded theory as a general inductive re-
search method for the systematic generation new theory from
data acquired by a rigorous research method and to present the
processes going on in the field of study [8, 9]. As a general meth-
odology, grounded theory can use either qualitative or quantita-
tive data or a combination of these [2, 8, 10, 11]. But it has mainly
been used with qualitative data and known as a qualitative meth-
odology [6, 12,13]. Glaser seems to avoid labeling grounded
theory as a qualitative methodology. Furthermore, rather than
attributing grounded theory to symbolic interactionism, as do
other grounded theories [8, 9]. According to Glaser suggested
that symbolic interactionism as one of sensitizing agents for de-
veloping concepts [2, 8]. However, since Strauss was influenced
by the Chicago School and Glaser notes that nursing research has
mainly been used with qualitative research data and it is for this
use that it is best known [6, 8,].

Grounded theory was developed for the purpose to create a new
theory that is generated accounts for a pattern of behaviour that
is relevant and also problematic for those involved who have an
understanding of the phenomenon, rather than testing existing
theory [2, 8,9, 11, 11,15].Grounded theory is based on assump-
tions that both knowledge and people are dynamic and that con-
text facilities, hinder, or otherwise affects human goals and social
psychological process [16]. The method is termed ‘grounded’ be-
cause the theory is systematically obtained from a broad array of
data through a rigorous process of constant comparison and no
time does researcher attempt to impose a theory from another
study onto the data [1, 2, 9, 17]. Put simply, grounded theory is a
method to develop theory from data. This means that data from
participants determine: (1) what is explored in the study; (2) the
literature searched; (3) the research question developed; and (4)
the number of participants in the study [17, 18].Grounded theory,
in contrast to theory obtained by logic-deductive methods, is the-
ory grounded in data which have been systematically obtained
and analyzed through “social” research [19].It means that they
worked out a way of developing theory empirically “from the bot-
tom up “as a challenge to the more conventional way of develop-
ing it rationally, “from the top down”.
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According to Glaser more than a framework for inquiry,
grounded theory refers to a specific methodology that moves
from the systematic of data collection to the development of
multivariate conceptual theory [10]. Glaser suggests grounded
theory as a complete methodological package which providing
systematic methods for collecting data and creating theoretically
complete, publishable theory, rich in imageric concepts and per-
ceptual power [10].

The generation of a new theory using this method is an evo-
lutionary process that occurs as the research is being conducted
[6]. This research method does not start out from the circum-
stance of predefined concepts or an existing theory; the concept
and properties emerge as the researcher gather, codes and analy-
ses data [1, 15, 20, 21, 22].

Grounded theory is a research approach that results in the de-
velopment of middle-range theory at a substantive or formal level
[2,9]. This explicit goal of theory generation makes grounded the-
ory unique and different from other qualitative research methods
[1, 2, 23, 24]. In their original text, Glaser and Strauss differen-
tiated ‘substantive theory’ from formal theory [1]. Substantive
theory is developed from research conducted in one specific area
or contextual situation, such as patient care. Formal theory devel-
opment is more conceptual. An example of the substantive theory
approach would be research into pain or violence [1].

Why is Grounded Theory an important method?

Because the GT method captures social process in social con-
text, this research approach is most useful when the goal is a
framework or theory that explains human behaviour in context
[1, 9]. Grounded Theory offers a useful approach for nursing re-
searchers who wish to investigate social-psychological processes
and generate theoretical explanations for them [14].

Grounded theorists support the view that each member expe-
riences a basic social psychological problem not usually made ex-
plicit or articulated by the group [7]. Grounded Theory is known
as an effective way of discovering the participants’ primary con-
cern, the core category or core concern/problem; and how the
participants handle their life circumstances, the core process [1,
6,25,26,27]. Thus, GT provides tools to discover the participants’
core problem and to generate a theoretical conceptualization de-
rived from living phenomena. By developing theory, researchers
seek to understand the problem situation as experienced by a
group of participants and how they deal with this problem [2, 8].
It is problem-focused because this approach involves investigat-
ing how people experiences and resolve their everyday problems
[2,5, 8]. Thus the theory emerged through this method is focused
on explaining how those problem are resolved [8].Thus, in a GT
study, participants provide data that reflect their concerns. It is
important that the researcher understand, and ask questions
about, what is happening. In GT the researcher must continually
ask, ‘What is going on?" and, ‘What is the main problem of the
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participants and how are they trying to solve it?’ [2, 8, 9]. These
questions will be answered by discovering the core category and
its sub-categories, and the properties of the data. A core category
is the highest-level concept of the theory, relating to other catego-
ries and properties of the grounded theory; however it does not
indicate how the different categories are related to each other [2,
8,9].

Classical GT or Glaserian Grounded Theory (GGT) is better
equipped than other forms of GT to produce a clear, accurate un-
derstanding of what is actually happening in the data and what
is really going on [8, 9, 28]. Grounded Theory does not aim for
‘truth’ but to conceptualize what is going on by using empirical
data [1, 2, 9]. Thus the researcher must be immersed in the data
in order to understand the events described and proceed from
data collection to analysis, and on to organizing concepts and
relationships into a theory [2]. The theory gathered by this ap-
proach can be clarified and refined by asking questions which
can provide more in-depth knowledge about categories. Implicit
in this process is the practice of constantly comparing data [14].

How does grounded theory approach work?

Glaser suggests that it is important to understand ground-
ed theory as a package of research methods, which includes”..
data collection, coding and analyzing through memoing, theo-
retical sampling and sorting to writing, utilizing the constant
comparative method” [8]. It means that the sampling methods,
data collection and data analysis cannot be considered as sepa-
rate procedural steps in research process but instead should be
considered as a continuous process of sampling, data collection
and analysis. Glaser suggested that grounded theory refers to a
specific methodology provides systematic methods for collect-
ing data and establishing theoretical complete, publishable the-
ory, rich in imageric concepts and perceptual power [10]. In GT
method theoretical sampling and constant comparative method
are specific unique method [2, 9]. Theoretical sampling regards
the process data collection, where new targets for participant
are directed by the result collected from the preceding sample,
when the theory emerges and the investigation become focuses,
so too does purposive sampling or selective sampling. Constant
comparative method is the simultaneous and concurrent process
of coding and analyzing the collected data [1, 2, 8, 9]. Therefore,
the grounded theory, along with its constant comparison tech-
nique, allows a researcher to identify patterns and relationships
between these patterns [2, 9].

Grounded theory approach is as a research process [2, 8, 9].
The research theory approach is difference with the traditional
research approach (Figure 1). According to the traditional re-
search approach, a research process is replicated by identifying
the phenomena and by naming the research problems. Then after
the data have been collected and analyzed, the results and con-
clusions are reported. Meanwhile, when the grounded theory ap-
proach is applied, however, the research process does not need

Citation: Mediani, HS (2017) An Introduction to Classical Grounded Theory. SO] Nur Health Care 3(3): 1-5.

Page 2 of 5 IIII



An Introduction to Classical Grounded Theory

to follow chronological stages of the traditional research pro-
cess [20]. In grounded theory study, data collection, coding and
analysis is occurring at the same time [1, 2, 9]. The process is
not impeded by the development of research problems, theoreti-
cal understanding, or literature review. Instead the researcher
is granted the freedom to enter the field and discover the main
concern of participants and to identify participant approaches
to resolving the problems experienced [8, 9]. Grounded theory is
founded on the conceptualization of data through coding, using
constant comparative method. Through analysis, data—mainly
in the form of transcripts, field-note observations, written data
or literature—are sorted into conceptual codes. Then, during a
process of comparison, these individual codes are compared, and
arranged to form meaningful categories. Finally, through a pro-
cess of abstraction, these categories build, and are refined until
they are able to lead the researcher toward the development of
substantive theory or conceptual hypotheses [1, 2.9, 15]

Traditional
Read Formulate Collect Testhypotheses |—,
literature hypothesis data with data
Grounded theory
Collect | Analyz Develcp. Readliteratureto |,
data edata substantive explain findings
theories

Figure 1:Comparison of traditional research methods to Grounded
theory [29]

Throughout the analysis process, memos are written to cap-
ture emerging ideas about concepts and their relationships [8,
9]. This process of collecting data to develop the hypotheses and
further identify properties and relationships among concepts is
called theoretical sampling [1, 9]. The emerging theory is further
integrated by theoretical coding, a process of examining the data
in theoretical rather than descriptive terms [9]. Diagramming
relationships among concepts increases the level of abstraction.
As data collection and analysis proceed, a core category that ex-
plains the main concern for the participants is identified [8, 9].
A core category becomes the central phenomenon around which
all other categories are integrated into a conceptual framework
[1,9, 23]. A core category can be theoretically modeled as a basic
social process that accounts for most of the variation over time, in
context and in behaviour, in the studied area [2, 9]. When the core
category is identified, researchers conduct a literature review
to learn what has been published about the emerging concepts
[17]; the literature is theoretically sampled for what it can con-
tribute to the developing theory [24]. An important characteristic
of grounded theory is modifiability as new data are generated [2,
9, 24].
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When is Grounded Theory an appropriate ap-
proach?

Because the GT method captures social process in social con-
text, this research approach is most useful when the goal is a
framework or theory that explains human behaviour in context
[1, 9]. Grounded Theory offers a useful approach for nursing re-
searchers who wish to investigate social-psychological processes
and generate theoretical explanations for them [14]. Grounded
theorists support the view that each member experiences a ba-
sic social psychological problem not usually made explicit or
articulated by the group [7]. Grounded Theory is known as an
effective way of discovering the participants’ primary concern,
the core category or core concern/problem; and how the par-
ticipants handle their life circumstances, the core process [1, 6,
26, 27]. Thus, GT provides tools to discover the participants’ core
problem and to generate a theoretical conceptualization derived
from living phenomena. By developing theory, researchers seek
to understand the problem situation as experienced by a group of
participants and how they deal with this problem [2, 8].

Grounded theory and nursing research

Grounded theory has been embraced by nurses since the
early 1970s [6, 15, 30, 31]. Grounded theory is useful for direct-
ing nursing practice because it is an explanatory theory of human
behaviour within a social context [24, 30]. A grounded theory
approach provides nursing with a feasible means of generating
theory about dominant psychosocial processes that present with-
in human interactions, theory that is grounded in the realities of
everyday clinical practice [6]. Grounded theory has been used
to study a wide range of issues in practice settings such as pain
management in children’s wards in Indonesia [32]. the quality of
nursing care in acute-care hospitals managing depression among
black West Indian Canadian women examining the way parents
access health care for their children and restructuring life for fire
victims [33-37]. Grounded theory is applicable to a wide variety
of issues relevant to clinical practice and can make an important
contribution to the development of a theoretical base for clinical
nursing and midwifery practice [31].

Conclusion

Grounded theory is well suited to nursing inquiry because it
explains what is actually occurring in a situation at a certain time,
rather than simply describing what is predicted to occur. It is the
method of choice when knowledge about how people organize
their lives within the framework of nursing in the contemporary
health care system is sought. Moreover, grounded theory is rec-
ognized as a desirable research method when examining the field
of nursing, because it produces a substantive or formal theory. As
such, this method facilitates the generation of rich, complex and
dense theory and can be used to generate new theory and under-
standing about a phenomenon, rather than test existing theory.
Grounded theory as a methodology has the potential to provide
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insight into a complex phenomenon, such as nurses’ pain man-
agement practice when caring for hospitalized children. From a
nursing perspective, grounded theory provides a method to fa-
cilitate researchers who need to engage the clinical situation in
an attempt to discover and construct a meaningful account of the
phenomenon being studied. Thus, the grounded theory method-
ology is valuable to nursing studies as its objective of a develop-
ing a substantive theory grounded in the realities of everyday
clinical situations provides a way to inform both nursing practice
and research. This paper will enhance beginning researchers’
awareness of the scientific rigour required of grounded theory
research.

The methodology is based on a systematic set of data collec-
tion and constant comparative analysis among or between groups
of participants in the area of research interest [1, 2, 9]. Grounded
theory is a combination of both inductive and deductive approach.
In order to identify the emerging substantive theory and gain an
understanding of the phenomena under scrutiny, the primary ap-
proach taken in grounded theory is inductive, as the researcher is
continually guided by the data and its subsequent patterns, codes
and categories [1, 2, 6, 9].Grounded theory researchers do not
formulate their hypotheses in advance since preformed hypoth-
eses are prohibited [1, 20].Thus the researcher investigates and
tries to get an in-depth understanding of a particular phenome-
non by examining the similarities and differences that exist in the
data collected in the field. The researcher analyses the data and
tries to look for links that exist within the data, and hypothesizes
about the data’s relationship with the phenomenon, to generate
a draft theory. The researcher aims also to discover the partici-
pants’ main concern and how they continually try to solve it [29].
However, there is also a deductive element to the method. Once
initial data have been collected and analyzed, the researcher fol-
lows a process of theoretical sampling, using the initial analysis
to deduce where to go next to further data collection and enhance
the developing theory [2, 8, 9].
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