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Preface 

Mentioning the Department of Sociology at Colwnbia Uni­
versity brings to mind Merton's middle-range theory and Lazars­
feld's quantitative methodology. On the other hand, the "Chicago 
tradition" (from the 1920's to the 1950's) is associated with 
do.wn-to-earth qualitative research, a less than rigorous method­
ology, and an unintegrated presentation of theory. By an ironic 
conjunction of careers, the authors of this book were trained, 
respectively, at Columbia and Chicago. The point is noted only 
to emphasize our conviction that neither of these traditions­
nor any other in postwar sociology-has been successful at 
closing the embarrassing gap between theory and empirical 
research. The gap is as wide today as it was in 1941, when 
Blumer commented on it, and in 1949, when Merton optimis­
tically suggested a solution. 

Attempts to close the gap between theory and research have 
concentrated principally on the improvement of methods for 
testing theory, and sociologists, as well as other social and be,. 
havioral scientists, have been quite successful in that endeavor. 
Attempts to close the gap from the "theory side" have not been 
nearly so successful. In fact, "grand theory" is still so influential 
and prevalent that for many researchers it is synonymous with 
''theory"-and so they think of "theory" as having little rele­
vance to their research. They have resolutely continued to focus 
on their empirical studies and on their efforts to improve the 
methodology of verification. 

Our book is directed toward improving social scientists' capac­
ities for generating theory that will be relevant to their re-

vii 



viii Preface 

search. Not everyone can be equally skilled at discovering 
theory, but neither do they need to be a genius to generate 
useful theory. What is required, we believe, is a different per­
spective on the canons derived from vigorous quantitative veri­
fication on such issues as sampling, coding, reliability, validity, 
indicators, frequency distributions, conceptual formulation, con­
struction of hypotheses, and presentation of evidence. We need 
to develop canons more suited to the discovery of theory. These 
guides, along with associated rules of procedure, can help re­
lease energies for theorizing that are now frozen by the undue 
emphasis on verification. 

We argue in our book for grounding theory in social research 
itself-for generating it from the data. We have linked this 
position with a general method of comparative analysis-dif­
ferent from the more specific comparative methods now current 
-and with various procedures designed to generate grounded 
theory. Although our emphasis is on generating theory rather 
than verifying it, we take special pains not to divorce those two 
activities, both necessary to the scientific enterprise. Although 
our book is directed primarily at sociologists, we believe it can 
be useful to anyone who is interested in studying social phe­
nomena-political, educational, economic, industrial, or what­
ever--especially if their studies are based on qualitative data. 

BARNEY G. GLASER 

ANSELM L·. STRAUSS 
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I 

The Discovery of 

Grounded Theory 

Most writing on sociological method has been concerned 
with how accurate facts can be obtained and how theory can 
thereby be more rigorously tested. In this book we address our­
selves to the equally important enterprise of how the discovery 
of theory from dat(],-systematically obtained and analyzed in 
social research-can be furthered. vVe believe that the discovery 
of theory from data-which we call grounded theory-is a 
major task confronting sociology today, for, as we shall try to 
show, such a theory fits empirical situations, and is under­
standable to sociologists and layman alike. Most important, it 
works-provides us with relevant predictions, explanations, in­
terpretations and applications. 

As sociologists engaged in research soon discover, there are 
as yet few theories of this nature. And so we offer this book, 
which we conceive as a beginning venture in the development 
of improved methods for discovering grounded theory. Because 
this is only a beginning, we shall often state positions, counter­
positions and examples, rather than offering clear-cut proce­
dures and definitions, because at many points we believe our 
slight knowledge makes any formulation premature. A major 
strategy that we shall emphasize for furthering the discovery 
of grounded theory is a general method of comparative analysis. 

Previous books on methods of social research have focused 
mainly on how to verify theories. This suggests an overempha­
sis in current sociology on the verification of theory, and a 

1 
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resultant de-emphasis on the prior step of discovering what 
concepts and hypotheses are relevant for the area that one 
wishes to research. Testing theory is, of course, also a basic 
task confronting sociology. We would all agree that in social 
research generating theory goes hand in hand with verifying it; 
but many sociologists have been diverted from this truism in 
their zeal to test either existing theories or a theory that they 
have barely started to generate. 

Surely no conflict between verifying and generating theory 
is logicaHy necessary during the course of any given research. 
For many sociologists, however, undoubtedly there exists a con­
flict concerning primacy of purpose, reflecting the opposition 
between a desire ·to generate theory and a trained need to verify 
it. Since verification has primacy on the current sociological 
scene, the desire to generate theory often becomes secondary, 
if not totally lost, in speci£c researches. 

Our book-especially when we discuss the current emphasis 
on verification-will indicate many facets and forms that the 
resolution of this conflict takes among sociologists, but this dis­
cussion should not be taken as indicating that we endorse the 
existence of such a conflict. Rather, our position is that a con­
flict is created when sociologists do not clearly and consciously 
choose which will receive relative emphasis in given researches 
because of too great an adherence to verification as the chief 
mandate for excellent research. 

Grounded Theory 

The basic theme in our book is the discovery of theory from 
data systematically obtained from social research.1 Every chap­
ter deals with our beginning formulation of some of the processes 

1. Merton never reached the notion of the discovery of grounded theory 
in discussing the "theoretic functions of research." The closest he came was 
with "serendipity"; that is, an unanticipated, anomalous, and strategic :Snd­
ing gives rise to a new hypothesis. This concept does not catch the idea of 
purposefully discovering theory through social research. It puts the discov­
ery of a single hypothesis on a surprise basis. Merton was preoccupied with 
how verillcations through research feed back into and modify theory. Thus, 
he was concerned with grounded modifying of theory, not grounded gen­
erating of theory. Social Theory aud Social Structure (Glencoe, Ill.: Free 
Press, 1949), Chapter III. 



The Discovery of Crounded Theory 3 

of research for generating theory. Our basic position is that 
generating grounded theory is a way of arriving at theory suited 
to its supposed uses. We shall contrast this position with theory 
generated by logical deduction from a priori assumptions. In 
Chapter II we shall discuss what we mean by theory and 
compare it with other conceptions of theory. 

The interrelated jobs of theory in sociology are: ( 1) to 
enable prediction and explanation of behavior; ( 2) to be useful 
in theoretical advance in sociology; ( 3) to be usable in prac­
tical applications-prediction and explanation should be able 
to give the practitioner understanding and some control of situ­
ations; ( 4) to provide a perspective on behavior-a stance to 
be taken toward data; and ( 5) to guide and provide a style for 
research on particular areas of behavior. Thus theory in soci­
ology is a strategy for handling data 'in research, providing 
modes of conceptualization for describing and explaining. The 
theory should provide clear enough categories and hypotheses 
so that crucial ones can be verified in present and future re­
search; they must be clear enough to be readily operationalized 
in quantitative studies when these are appropriate.2 The theory 
must also be readily understandable to sociologists of any view­
point, to students and to significant laymen. Theory that can 
meet these requirements must fit the situation being researched, 
and work when put into use. By "fit" we mean that the cate­
gories must be readily (not forcibly) applicable to and indicated 
by the data under study; by "work" we mean that they must be 
meaningfully relevant to and be able to explain the behavior 
under study. 

To generate theory that fills this large order, we suggest as 
the best approach an initial, systematic discovery of the theory 
from the data of social research. Then one can be relatively sure 
that the theory will fit and work3 And since the categories are 
discovered by examination of the data, laymen involved in the 
area to which the theory applies will usually be able to under-

2. In principle any concept can be operationalized in quantitative ways, 
but the sociologist should develop his concepts to facilitate this operation­
alization. 

3. Of course, the researcher does nat approach reality as a tabula rasa. 
He must have a perspective that will help him see relevant data and ab­
stract significant categories from his scrutiny of the data. We shall discuss 
this issue more fully in Chapters II and XI. 
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stand it, while sociologists who work in other areas will recog­
nize an understandable theory linked with the data of a given 
area. 

Theory based on data can usually not be completely refuted 
by more data or replaced by another theory. Since it is too 
intimately linked to data, it is destined to last despite its inevi­
table modification and reformulation. The most striking exam­
ples are Weber's theory of bureaucracy and Durkheim's theory 
of suicide. These theories have endured for decades, stimulating 
a variety of research and study, constantly exciting students and 
professors alike to try to modify them by clever ways of testing 
and reformulation. In contrast, logically deduced theories based 
on ungrounded assumptions, such as some well-known ones on 
the "social system" and on "social action" can lead their follow­
ers far astray in- trying to advance sociology.4 However, 
grounded theories-which take hard study of much data-are 
worth the precious time and focus of all of us in our research, 
study and teaching. 

Grounded theory can help to forestall the opportunistic use 
of theories that have dubious fit and working capacity. So 
often in journals we read a highly empirical study which at its 
conclusion has a tacked-on explanation taken from a logically 
deduced theory. The author tries to give his data a more gen­
eral sociological meaning, as well as. to account for or interpret 
what he found. He uses this strategy because he has not been 
trained to generate a theory from the data he is reporting so 
that it will help interpret or explain the data in a general man­
ner. He does this also because he has been trained only to 
research and verify his facts, not also to research and generate 
his eJ,:planation of them. The explanation is added afterward. 
For instance, many papers dealing with deviance conclude with 
an interpretation based on Merton's anomie theory, a classic 
example of this use of logically deduced theory. An author 
could, of course, borrow the grounded theory of another soci­
ologist for its general relevance, but-since this lcind of theory 
fits and works-it would readily be seen whether it is clearly 
applicable and relevant in this new situation. It cannot be tenu-

4. And also in trying to advance their personal careers, for one cannot 
empirically dissociate the need to generate theory from the need to advance 
careers in sociology. 
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happenstance, fantasy, dream life, common sense, or conjecture 
-and then dress it up as a bit of logical deduction. 

Probably we need to emphasize here what we shall discuss 
later more explicitly. Generating a theory from data means that 
most hypotheses and concepts not only come from the data, but 
are systematically worked out in relation to the data during 
the course of the research. Generating a theory involves a 
process of research. By contrast, the source of certain ideas, or 
even "models," can come from sources other than the data. The 
biographies of scientists are replete with stories of occasional 
flashes of insight, of seminal ideas, garnered from sources out­
side the data. But the generation of theory from such insights 
must then be brought into relation to the data, or there is great 
danger that theory and empirical world will mismatch. We shall 
discuss this issue again more fully, particularly in Chapter XI 
on "Insight, Theory Development, and Reality." 

For many colleagues, our position will be at best a hypothe­
sis, to be tested in the years to come; while for many others it 
is proven fact, and for still others an article of faith. However 
co11eagues may respond, our position is not logical; it is phe­
nomenological. We could not suggest a.· process of generating 
theory if we did not believe that people who might use it 
would arrive at results that potentially may be judged as suc­
cessful. Furthermore, we believe that grounded theory will be 
more successful than theories logically deduced from a priori 
assumptions. Our position, we hasten to add, does not at all 
imply that the generation of new theory should proceed in 
isolation from existing grounded theory. (We shall discuss this 
in Chapter II.) 

Purposes of This Book 

This book is intended to underscore the basic sociological 
activity that on.ly sociologists can do: generating sociological 
theory. Description, ethnography, fact-finding, verification (call 
them what you will) are all done well by professionals in other 
fields and by layman in various investigatory agencies. But 
these people cannot generate sociological theory from their 
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work. Only sociologists are trained to want it, to look for it, 
and to generate it. 

Besides reminding colleagues of a somewhat slighted task, 
we also are trying, through this book, to strengthen the man­
date for generating theory, to help provide a defense against 
doctrinaire approaches to verification, and to reawaken and 
broaden the picture of what sociologists can do with their 
time and efforts. It should also help students to defend them­
selves against verifiers who would teach them to deny the 
validity of their own scientific intelligence. By making genera­
tion a legitimate enterprise, and suggesting methods for it, we 
hope to provide the ingredients of a defense against internalized 
professional mandates dictating that sociologists research and 
write in the verification rhetoric, and against the protests of 
colleagues who object to their freedom in research from the 
rigorous rules of verification (so stilling to the creative energies 
required for discovering theory). 

In trying to stimulate all sociologists to discover grounded 
theory-from those who are only at the dissertation stage of 
their careers to those who are already "retired" professors-we 
hope to contribute toward the equalizing of efforts in gen­
erating theory, which are now often limited to the earlier 
stages of a sociological career. For example, Hammon, in 
presenting us with chronicles of some of the best sociological 
research (those with the highest theoretical yield), has chosen 
mainly chronicles of dissertations or studies done as soon as the 
dissertation was finished.6 Similar studies could be done by 
mature sociologists, and with more speed (less fumbling, clearer 
purpose) and more sophisticated theoretical yields. Indeed, that 
the growth of a theorist is linked to the increasing sophistication 
of his output is clearly seen in the work of men like Coffman, 
Lipset and Wilbert Moore. Yet many sociologists as they 
mature disregard whatever fledgling potential for generating 
theory they showed in their dissertations and early monographs. 
They cease or slow up their research and writing of monographs 
and tum to scholarship and the mastery of others' works, par­
ticularly earlier "great man" theories. One respected scholar, by 

6. Philip E. Hammond (Ed.), Sociologists at Work (New York: Basic 
Books, 1964). 
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virtue of his position and prominence, has encouraged this trend, 
by saying, in effect, at a recent sociological meeting, that he 
would like to see older sociologists cease writing their mono­
graphs and start worrying about teaching the next generation 
of students. We urge them to continue writing monographs and 
to try to generate theory! 

Throughout this book we call for more theory, but not just 
any theory. The general comparative method for generating 
grounded theory that will be discussed in Part I provides 
criteria for judging the worth of all theory, as well as grounded 
theory. This theme pervades the whole book. It is our intent to 
give colleagues an effective means for evaluating the worth of 
any theory that they will teach, apply or use in research, for 
describing, explaining, predicting, interpreting and testing. 

VVhat about this book's usefulness for those sociologists who 
already are deeply involved in generating theory? Many may 
be able to use it effectively to help systematize their theoriz­
ing; for until they proceed with a bit mare method their theo­
ries will tend to end up thin, unclear in purpose, and not well 
integrated (see Chapter VI). Our suggestions for systematizing 
should not curb anyone's creativity for generating theory; in 
contrast to the ways of verification, they should encourage it. 
Our strategies do not insist that the analyst engage in a degree 
of explicitness and overdrawn explanation in an effort to coerce 
the theory's acceptance by "dmgging the reader's imagination 
and beating him into intellectual submission." 7 Our suggestions 
for systematizing the rendition of theory allow, even demand, 
room for including both propositions and the richness of infor­
mation leading to them.s 

Our principal aim is to stimulate other theorists to codify 
and publish their ow·n methods for gene1·ating theory. We trust 
that they will join us in telling those who have not yet attempted 
to generate theory that it is not a residual chore in this age of 
verification. Though difficult, it is an exciting adventure. 

In our own attempt to discuss methods and processes for 
discovering grounded theory, we shall, for the most part, keep 

7. Melville Dalton, "Preconceptions in Methods in Men Who Manage," 
in Hammond, op. cit., pp. 57-58. 

B. Compare to Merton's strictures on codification of theory, which re­
quire leaving out the "irrelevant" richness of connotation! Op. cit., p. 14. 
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the discussion open-minded, to stimulate rather than freeze 
thinking about the topic. Our suggestions are deliberately inter­
spersed with occasional frank polemic-always, we hope, with 
purpose-though not at the expense of stopping the How of 
suggested procedures or the logic lying behind them. In using 
examples from research, we have drawn heavily upon our own 
work-and for a very good reason. We know others' work as 
published product; we know our own better as work-in-process 
-and discovering theory as a process is, of course, the central 
theme of this book. 

In the first section-Comparlltive Aoolysis-we shall present 
a strategy whereby sociologists can facilitate the discovery of 
grounded theory, both substantive and formal. This strategy in­
volves the systematic choice and study of several comparison 
groups. In Chapter II we discuss the purpose of our use of 
comparative analysis. In Chapter III we discuss theoretical 
sampling-the process of collecting data for comparative analysis 
designed to generate substantive and formal theory. In Chapter 
IV we take up the transition from substantive to formal theory. 
And in Chapter V we offer our method for the comparative 
analysis of qualitative data. In Chapter VI we clarify and assess 
a number of previous comparative studies in terms of several 
important questions. 

In the second part of the book-The Flexible Use of Data­
we consider in detail the generation of theory from qualitative 
(especially documentary) and quantitative data (in Chapters 
VII and VII, respectively). 

In the third part of the book-Impliootions of Grounded 
Theory-we consider the credibility of grounded theory (Chap­
ter IX) and its practical implications (Chapter X). Lastly, in 
Chapter XI we discuss insight, theory development and reality. 
We close with an epilogue summarizing our position on the 
relations of theory to research. 

Before moving on to these chapters, we shall discuss the 
contemporary emphasis on verification, the influential sty1e of 
Iogico-deductive theorizing, which encourages the drive toward 
verification, and the distinction usually drawn between qualita­
tive and quantitative data-a distinction useless for the genera­
tion of theory. 
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by training young sociologists to test their teachers' work but 
not to imitate it.10 

In the face of this prevalent attitude, we contend, however, 
that the masters have not provided enough theories to cover all 
the areas of social life that sociologists have only begun to 
explore. Further, some theories of our predecessors, because of 
their lack of grounding in data, do not fit, or do not work, or 
are not' sufficiently understandable to be used and are there­
fore useless in research, theoretical advance and practical appli­
cation. On the other hand, the great theorists have indeed given 
us models and guidelines for generating theory, so that with 
recent advances in data collection, conceptual systematization 
and analytic procedures, many of us can follow in their paths: 
from social research we can generate .theories for new areas, 
as well as better theories for areas where previous ones do not 
work. II 

We contend also that it does not take a "genius" to generate 
a useful grounded theory. It does take some codification of the 
method of doing it, as well as recognition of its legitimacy for 
student training and academic careers. Our book provides some 
of both. It is well known that in science the highest rewards 
have always gone to those who generate an important new 

10. The following are the words of a young theoretical capitalist 
modestly asking the proletariat testers to correct his conjectured the­
ory: "Whereas empirical tests would W1doubtedly prove a good proportion 
of the inferred predictions to be incon-ect, these negative findings would 
provide a basis for refining the theory, whereas as no such refinements are 
possible if a theory fails to yield operational hypotheses that can be negated 
by empirical evidence." Thus to encourage the testers he ca:refully writes 
his theory so it can be readily operationalized and proven wrong in several 
ways-a temptation for those who like to prove the theorist wrong. These 
proletariat testers do not realize that allowing themselves to be tempted sim­
ply puts the refined theory and the theorist .on firmer ground, while they 
are soon forgotten. See Peter Blau, Exchange and Power in Social Life 
(New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1964), p. ·9. We can only say that it is 
our position that theorists be responsible for the grounding of their theories 
from the start. 

For another attempt at theoretical capitalism and request for colleagues 
to test him out, see Thomas J. Scheff, Being Mentally Ill (Chicago: Aldine 
Publishing Co., 1966), especially p. 101. 

11. For example, this is happening in the study of deviance. See Mar­
shall B. Clinard (Ed.), Anomie and Deviant Behavio1• (New York: Free 
Press of Glencoe, 1964). 
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simpler elements." In contrast, the monograph was directed at 
furthering general sociological theory and giving a very detailed 
interpretation of Polish peasant society in Europe and America. 

Blumer's principal criticism of The Polish Peasant was di­
rected at what he believed was an important methodological 
flaw in it-one that needed to be discussed as an issue basic to 
sociological research rather than as pertinent merely to this par­
ticular monograph. The authors claimed that their analyses 
rested largely on numerous "human documents": letters, agency 
records, life histories, court records. Blumer noted first that not 
all-perhaps not even the major-theoretical conceptions used 
by Thomas and Znaniecki were grounded on those documents. 
Indeed, "the major outlines are foreshadowed in the previous 
writings of Thomas," and even "their particular interpretations 
of Polish peasant life were not formed solely from the materials 
they present; we have to assume that the famiHarity with Polish 
peasant life which enabled their interpretations was made in a 
wide variety of ways." 

But this was only a minor criticism. Blumer's major concern 
was this: "the important question is whether the materials ade­
quately test the generalizations (regardless of their source) 
which are being applied to the materials .... " But "the answer 
is very inconclusive." Some interpretations seemed to him to 
be borne out by the materials; some did not. 'vVorse yet, usually 
one could not say that "the interpretation is either true or not, 
even though it is distinctly plausible," (pp. 74-75). Blumer 
agreed that these plausible interpretations made the materials 
more significant and made "theoretical interpretation more 
understandable." Yet the very puzzling issue of plausibie inter­
pretation versus genuine verification remained. 

Therefore Blumer concluded, first, that the materials were 
not a decisive test of theoretical interp1;etations, although they 
did more than simply illustrate them; .second, that a test of 
"theory would have to come in other ways, such as in its 
internal consistency, in the character of its assumptions, in its 
relation to other theories, in its consistency with what seems to 
be 'human,' or in other kinds of data than those provided by 
human documents"; and, third, that the authors'· use of human 
documents would seemingly imply that their essential function 
"would be to . . . yield to a sensitive and inquiring mind 
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hunches, insights, questions suitable for reflection, new per­
spectives, and new understandings" (pp. 75-76). In short, the 
data were useful for theorizing but not adequate for verification. 

Blumer's critique was written during the period when 
Stouffer, Chapin, Lazarsfeld, Guttman and other advocates of 
better (quantitative) measures for checking theory began to 
exert great influence in sociology. The emphasis in Blumer's 
critique on verification, then, fit the mood of the day. Yet the 
enormous inHuence of The Polish Peasant for two decades was 
less the result of its demonstrable findings than of its stimulating 
theory. With hindsight, we can wonder what might have hap­
pened if Blumer had focused less on the problem of verification 
and more on generation. He did, of course, come close to 
emphasizing the latter, since he raised the issue of how to 
theorize from data rather than from the armchair. But, as we 
see it, whatever his intent, Blumer threw the weight of his 
analysis toward an examination of verification, rather than 
toward the question of bow to generate grounded theory. He 
left that latter problem largely untouched, apparently assuming 
that the most one could say was that good theory is produced 
by a fortunate combination-an inquiring mind, rich experience, 
and stimulating data.l5 

Znaniecki's rejoinder to Blumer's critique on the verification 
issue is also instructive. He agreed that his monograph's materi­
als did not always provide a good test of the theoretical formu­
lations, but he attributed this to "the inadequacy of that general 
conceptual framework with which we approached. our data." 

15. A year later, Blumer published an admirable article,. addressing 
himsell to the gap between ungrounded theories and the countless empiri­
cal studies unguided by any theories. Operationalism was then coming into 
dominance, and he attacked it effectively as not offering a solution to clos­
ing the gap. Closing it, he believed, would depend on "developing a rich 
and intimate familiarity with the kind of conduct being studied and in em­
ploying whatever relevant imagination observers may fortunately possess. 
The improvement in judgment, in observation, and in concept will be in 
the future, as ... in the past, a slow maturing process." His emphases on 
the meaning of the theory-data gap and on the requisite need for good 
qualitative data, we agree with thoroughly. Blumer's solution to getting 
better theory, and in close relation to data, was-again-blunted because 
he was poised in too sharp a posture against verification (operationalism in 
this instance), and too ready to give up on the problem of how to generate 
better theory except by the general formula of .sticking close to the data 
being studied. See his "The Problem of the Concept in Social Psychology," 
American Journal of Sociology (1940), 707 -19; the quotes are from pp. 
718-19. 
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By "framework," Znaniecki referred to the "excessive simplicity 
of the 'attitude-value' conceptual combinations"-the principal 
theoretical conception that organized the monograph. Znaniecki 
would substitute a more sophisticated conception involving 
"system" and "pattern" (which he believed had been implicit 
anyhow in the monograph) which would have demanded fuller 
qualitative data of various kinds. He was still thinking of the 
generation of theory largely in terms of a pre-existent concep­
tualization; he was still not emphasizing methods for generating 
grounded theory. 

Qualitative vs. Quantitative Data 

Historically linked with the change in relative emphasis 
from generation to verification of theory was the clash between 
advocates of quantitative and qualitative data. The generators 
of theory in the late 1930's, by and large, had used qualitative 
data in a nonsystematic and nonrigorous way (when they used 
data at all), in conjunction with their own logic and common 
sense. In addition, monographs based on qualitative data con­
sisted of lengthy, detailed descriptions which resulted in very 
small amounts of theory, if any. 16 The effort in these mono­
graphs was to "get the story straight." In short, the work based 
on qualitative data was either not theoretical enough or the 
theories were too "impressionistic." 

Meanwhile, beginning in the late 1930's, and especially after 
World War II, quantitative researchers made great strides both 
in producing accurate evidence and in translating theoretical 
concepts into research operations. The result was an ability to 
begin the challenge of testing theOI'j rigorously. 

Thus, advances in quantitative mc;thods initiated the zeal 
to test unconfirmed theories with the "facts." Qualitative re­
search, because of its poor showing in producing the scientifically 
reproducible fact, and its sensitivity in picking up everyday 
facts about social structures and social systems, was relegated, 
by men like Stouffer and Lazarsfeld, to preliminary, exploratory, 
groundbreaking work for getting surveys started. Qualitative 
research was to provide quantitative research with a few sub-

16. For example, see the various studies of the Chicago school on the 
gang, the ghetto, the taxi-dance hall, the hoboes, etc. 
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stantive categories and hypotheses. Then, of course, quantitative' 
research would take over, explore further, discover facts and'· 
test current theory. . 

The strength of this position, which soon swept over Ameri- \ 
can sociology, was based on the emerging systematic canons • 
and rules of evidence of quantitative analysis: on such issues as 
sampling, coding, reliability validity, indicators, frequency dis­
tributions, conceptual formulization, hypothesis construction, 
and parsimonious presentation of evidence. The methods of 
qualitative researchers on these issues had not been developed 
to the point where they offered any assurance of their ability 
to assemble accurate evidence and to test hypotheses. Indeed, 
in sociology the only qualitative methods receiving much devel­
opment were for the quantification of qualitative datal The 
assumption behind; and because of, these developments was 
that sociology was embarked on a straight-line course of prog­
ress towards becoming a science, by virtue of quantitative veri­
fications of hypotheses. 

A smaller number of sociologists did take other positions, 
in their research and teaching, but they began-and still con­
tinue today-to use the verification rhetoric in talking of quali­
tative data (testing, proving, tentativeness, demonstrating, and 
so forth). One position was "since we are so accustomed to 
qualitative data, let's verify with su'ch data, as they do with 
quantitative data." These advocates tried to systematize the 
ways they collected, assembled and presented qualitative ma­
terials. Sometimes they used quantifying techniques, but their 
systemization was far broader. Virtually every maneuver was 
accomplished according to precise patterns-for example, how 
interviews or observation were recorded, coding procedures ac­
complished, modeled analyses done, and concepts clarified. The 
path to systematization was guided (as this book bas been) by 
the pressure that quantitative verifications had put on all sociol­
ogists to clarify and codify all research operations, no matter 
what the type of data or the content of the research report. 17 

17. For clari:llcations and codifications of qualitative methods see, for 
example, the articles in Richard N. Adams and Jack J. Preiss (Eds.), Human 
Organization Re:;earch (Homewood, ill.: Dorsey Press, 1960). The call to 
codify and clarify all methods, including qualitative research was earlier 
given in 1949 by Robert K. Merton, op. cit., p. 390. 
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of data is meful for both verification and generation of theory, 
whatever the primacy of emphasis. Primacy depends only on 
tbe circumstances of research, on the interests and training of 
the researcher, and on the kinds of material he needs for his 

theory. 
In many instances, both f01'11LS of dnta are necessary-not 

quantitative used to test qualitative, but both used as supple­
ments, as mutual verification and, ·most important for us, as 
different forms of data on the same subject, which, when com­
pared, will each generate theory (see Chapter III). 

To further this view, we seek in this book to further the 
systematization of the collection, coding and analysis of quali­
tative data for the generation of theory. We wish particularly 
to get library and field research off the defensive in social 
research, and thereby encourage it. Although the emphasis on 
qualitative data is strong in our book, most chapters also can 
be used by those who wish to generate theory with quantitative 
data, since the process of generating theory is independent of 
the kind of data used. (See particularly Chapters II and VIII, 
on theoretical sampling and quantitative data.) 

We focus on qualitative data for a number of other reasons: 
because the crucial elements of sociological theory are often 
found best with a qualitative method, that is, from data on 
structural conditions, consequences, deviances, norms, processes, 
patterns, and systems 19; because qualitative research is, more 
often than not, the end product of research within a substantive 
area beyond which few research sociologists are motivated to 
move; and because qualitative research is often the most "ade­
quate" and "efficient" way to obtain the type of information re­
quired and to contend with the difficulties of an empirical situa­
tion. We wish also through this book to provide sociologists 
with a set of categories for writing their theories within a 
rhetoric of generation, to balance out that of verification. 

19. See James Coleman's discussion of the relative merits of qualitative 
and quantitative research in analyzing the "working parts of a system," 
"Research Chronicle: The Adolescent Society," in Philip E. Hammond, op. 
cit., pp. 190-193, 206. Coleman agrees with us, but he is not aware that 
the benefits that he suggests for a "comparative quantitative analysis" can 
also be obtained with a "comparative qualitative analysis," as we shall show 
in this book. 



PART I: 

GENERATING THEORY BY 
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 
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Accurate Evidence 

On the factual level, evidence collected from other com­
parative groups-whether nations, organizations, counties, or 
hospital wards-is used to check out whether the initial evi­
dence was correct. Is the fact a fact? Thus, facts are replicated 
with comparative evidence, either internally (within a study), 
externally (outside a study), or both. Sociologists generally 
agree that replications are the best means for validating facts. 

Although this use of comparative analysis is not, of itself, 
our goal, it is definitely subsumed under our goal. Naturally we 
wish to be as sure of our evidence as possible, and will therefore 
check on it as often as we can. However, even if some of our 
evidence is not entirely accurate this will not be too trouble­
some; for in generating theory it is not the' fact upon which we 
stand, but the conceptual category (or a conceptual pPOperty 
of the category) that was generated from it. A concept may be 
generated from one fact, which then becomes merely one of a 
universe of many possible diverse indicators for, and data on, 
the concept.3 These indicators are then sought for the compara­
tive analysis. (See Chapters III and IV.) 

In discovering theory, one generates conceptual categories 
or their properties from evidence; then the evidence from 
which the category emerged is used to illustrate the concept. 
The evidence may not necessarily be accurate beyond a doubt 
(nor is it even in studies concerned only with accuracy), but 
the concept is undoubteclly a relevant theoretical abstraction 
about what is going on in the area studied. Furthermore, the 
concept itself will not change, while even the most accurate 
facts change. Concepts only have their meanings respecified at 
times because other theoretical and research purposes have 
evolved. , 

For example, one theoretical categm:y related to the care of 
dying patients is their social loss-loss to family and occupa­
tion.-! This category clearly affects how nurses care for dying 

3. We are applying here Lazarsfeld's rule of "interchangeability of in­
dices" in a new connection. See Paul F. Lazarsfelcl and Wagner Thielens, 
The Academic Mind (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1958), pp. 402-407. 

4. For an explication and theoretical discussion of the category of social 
loss, see Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, "The Social Loss of 
Dying Patients," American Journal of Nursing, 64 (June 1964), pp. 119-22. 
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patients. The category of "social loss" can be generated from 
either the observation that VIP's receive special care on inten­
sive care units or that lower-class Negroes often are neglected 
on city hospital emergency wards. Even if the evidence changes 
(or is different in other hospitals for various other reasons), we 
can be sure that social loss is a category related to nursing 
care, and we can make predictions on its basis. We can predict 
that patients who have high social loss will receive better care 
than those who have low social loss. If that prediction proves 
incorrect, then we are likely to find out next what structural 
conditions have tended to negate this relationship; for example, 
how the medical staff has overcome this ·socially induced tend­
ency in one type of hospital. In short, the discovered theoretical 
category lives on until proven theoretically defunct for any 
class of data, while -the life of the accurate evidence that indi­
cated the category may be short. 

Empirical Generalizations 

Another standard use of comparative studies is to establish 
the generality of a fact. Does the incest taboo exist in all soci­
eties? Are almost all nurses women? Is basic research the most 
revered goal of scientists in all research organizations? Accuracy 
is not at stake so much as establishing the structural boundaries 
of a fact: where is the fact an accurate description? For some 
sociologists and anthropologists this purpose becomes a quest 
for "universals"-facts and their explanations by other facts­
that apply to all men irrespective of their society or culture. 

Our goal of generating theory also subsumes this establish­
ing of empirical generalizations, for the generalizations not only 
help delimit a grounded theory's boundaries of applicability; 
more important, they help us broaden the theory so that it is 
more generally applicable and has greater explanatory and 
predictive power. By comparing where the facts are similar or 
different, we can generate properties of categories that increase 
the categories' generality and explanatory power. 

For example, dying of cancer in America can be character­
ized as occurring in a "closed awareness context"-while the 
hospital staff does, the patient does not know he is dying. Most 
doctors do not tell their patients that their illness is terminal, 
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and patients find that cues that might alert them that they are 
dying are vague and hard to read until the last stages of their 
dying.s In a Japanese hospital we once visited, cancer patients 
typically know they are dying (an "open awareness context''). 
Why? Because the hospital ward is openly labeled "Cancer." 
The patient entering the ward reads a clear cue that makes him 
aware that he is dying. While in America the cues tend to be 
vague and fleeting, we discovered through the Japanese example 
that they can be clear even at the beginning stage of a long 
term of dying. Until then, we had not realized that cues can 
vary in clarity at the beginning of such a disease as cancer. 
We had thought that clear cues emerged only during the final 
stages; for example, when the priest arrives, or the patient's 
pain is beyond endurance, or massive. bodily degeneration 
occurs. 

This comparative data from Japan stimulated us to find 
locations in America where clear cues are provided at the start 
of dying. We found that in a veterans' hospital and in a prison 
medical ward, patients from the· outset were given clear cues 
that they had cancer. Thus we discovered that under the struc­
tural condition of being a captive patient in a government hos­
pital, one tends to die in an open awareness context. But most 
patients in America do not die under such circumstances. 

Specifying a Concepi: 

Another (usually detailed and painstaking) use of compara­
tive data is to specify a unit of analysis for a one-case study. 
This is done by speci:f.;ing the dimensions of the concept desig­
nating the unit. To make certain the reader understands what 
a given monograph 'Nill be about, in comparison ·with seemingly 
similar units, the author compares his· unit for analysis with 
these other units. His comparison brings· out the d]stinctive ele­
ments or nature of the case he has studied. For instance, 
Cressey painstakingly compared taxi-dance halls with all other 
forms of dance halls before proceeding with his analysis.6 Lipset, 

5. Glaser and Strauss, Awareness ... , op. cit., Chapters 3 and 8. 
6. Paul Cressey, The Taxi-Dance Hall (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1932). 
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Trow and Coleman compared the distinctive political nature 
of the ITU with the characteristic political structure of other 
unions to establish their "deviant" case study.? Wirth compared 
the Chicago ghetto with the European to establish distinctive 
changes in the new-world ghetto.8 Coleman, with the aid of 
IBM equipment, carefully distinguished between types of high 
schools on three dimensions, themselves checked out empirically 
to assure us that they are different in more than script.9 

This standard, required use of comparative analysis is accom­
plished early in the presentation of a study for the purpose of 
getting the ensuing story straight. This ·use is, of course, sub­
sumed under the purpose of generating theory. However, when 
the analyst's purpose is only the specifying of a unit of analysis, 
he stiHes his chances for generating to a greater degree than 
with any other use of comparative analysis; The distinctive 
empirical elements distinguishing the units of comparison are 
kept on the level of data, to insure clear understanding of dif­
ferential definitions. As a consequence, the units' general proper­
ties in common, which might occur to the analyst as he com­
pares, are carefully unattended. No ambiguity of similarity, 
such as a general underlying property pervading all of them, 
is allowed between the competing units. Comparative analysis, 
then, is carefully put out of the pictpre, never to "disrupt" the 
monologue again. 

Verifying Theory 

When the analyst turns to theoretical concerns, evidence is 
invariably used as a test of his hypotheses-and thereby of the 
relevance of his categories; comparative data give the best test. 
Both implicitly and explicitly, the analyst continually checks 
out his theory as the data pour in. Explicit verification beyond 
testing his hypotheses may lead to establishing major uniformi-

7. S. M. Lipset, Martin Trow and James S. Coleman, Union Democracy 
(New York:. Free Press of Glencoe, 1956). 

8. Louis Wirth, The Ghetto (new ed.) (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1962). 

9. James Coleman, The Adolescent Society (New York: Free Press of 
Glencoe, 1961). 
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knew his theory was "right.'' 14 This focus on evidence para­
doxically allows cantankerous colleagues, with their own dif­
ferent comparative evidence or personal experience, to "pooh­
pooh" his theory, wholly or in part. 

Generating Theory 

While verifYing is the researcher's principal and vital task 
for existing theories, we suggest that his main goal in develop­
ing new theories is their purposeful systematic generation from 
the data of social research. Of course, verifying as much as 
possible with· as accurate evidence as possible is wquisite 
while one discovers and generates his theory-but not to the 
point where verification becomes so paramount as to curb gen­
eration. Thus, generation of theory through comparative analy­
sis both subsumes and assumes verifications and accurate 
descriptions, but only to the extent that the latter are in the 

·service of generation. Otherwise they are sure to stifle it. To be 
sure, the urge to generate is normal; and sociologists, students 
and professors alike, if they are not "hooked" on verifying, tend 
to give themselves enthusiastically tp generating. But when 
generating is not clearly recognized as the main goal of a 
given research, it can be quickly killed by the twin critiques of 
accurate evidence and verified hypotheses. This happens espe­
cially when the critiques are made by an influential colleague 
or professor. The analyst's confidence is destroyed because 
everyone involved fails to realize that accurate description and 
verification are not so crucial when one's purpose is to generate 
theory. This is especially true because evidence and testing 
never destroy a theory (of any generality), they only modify it. 
A theory's only replacement is a better theory. 15 

When the vital job of testing a newly generated theory 
begins, the evidence from which it was generated is quite likely 

14. Becker et al. (ibid. ) tells of "5000 single-spaced typed pages" of 
field notes and interviews ( p. 30); and Dalton (ibid.) tells of his research 
"which continued over a decade." They imply that one cannot doubt notions 
and findings based on such mountains of time and evidence. 

15. This is a basic finding in Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure af Scien­
tific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962). We believe 
it applies more to a grounded theory than a logico-deductive one. 
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to be forgotten or ignored. Now, the focus is on the new evi­
dence that will be used for verifying only a part of the theory. 
Furthermore, sociologists will find it worthwhile to risk a period 
in their careers in order to test grounded theories, since these 
theories are certain to be highly applicable to areas under study. 
This situation is in contrast to the risk of testing a logico­
deductive theory, which is dubiously related to the area of 
behavior it purports to explain, since it was merely thought up 
on the basis of a priori assumption and a touch of common 
sense, peppered with a few old theoretical speculations made by 
the erudite.IU The verifier may find that the speculative theory 
has nothing to do with his evidence, unless he forces a 
connection. I? 

Generating theory carries the same benefit as testing theory, 
plus an additional one. Verifying a logico-deductive theory gen­
erally leaves us with at best a reformulated hypothesis or two 
and an unconfirmed set of speculations; and, at worst, a theory 
that does not seem to fit or work (and perhaps the uncom­
fortable feeling that some "thinker" might have been playing 
with us). A grounded theory can be used as a fuller test of a 
logico-deductive theory pertaining to the same area by com­
parison of both theories than an accurate description used to 
verify a few propositions would provide. ·whether or not there 
is a previous speculative theory, discovery gives us a theory 

16. As one example, in his book of conjecture-based theory, Blau states: 
"The idea and analysi; presented ·in this book have been strongly influenced 
by the works of other social scientists, and they often have their ultimate 
source in the insights into social life presented by social philosophers and 
thinkers of long ago." Peter Blau, Exchange a-nd Power ·in Social Life (New 
York: John "Wiley and Sons, 1964), p. vii. 

17. The analyst may, indeed, force this connection because he was 
taught to think that science is applying an analytic framework to an area 
of study-not to force is to stray from science. "Unless the researcher is 
extremely cautious he is quite likely to find himself straying from his orig­
inal working hypotheses, since he is obliged to move 'wherever the data 
take him,' " warns one researcher about declining tiJ force in favor of fitting 
the hypotheses to data. See Stanley H. Udy, Jr., "Cross Cultural Analysis: 
A Case Study," in Philip Hammond (Ed.), Sociologists at Work (New 
York: Basic Books, 1964), pp. 174-75. Or he may force the connection to 
ensure his promotion in an organization staffed with colleagues who feel 
there ought to be such a relation, because a "great man" said one existed. 
Needless to say, we believe that forcing the connection between theory 
and data is completely opposed to ou1· emphasis on a fit between t.hem. 
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that "fits or works" in a substantive or formal area (though 
further testing, clarification, or reformulation is still necessary), 
since the theory has been derived from data, not deduced from 

logical assumptions. . . 
Since accurate evidence is not so crucial for generating 

theory, the kind of evidence, as well as the number of cases, is 
also not so crucial. A single case can indicate a general con­
ceptual category or property; a few more cases can confirm the 
indication. As we note in the next chapter on theoretical sam­
pling, generation by comparative analysis requires a multitude 
of carefully selected cases, but the pressure is not on the soci­
ologist to "lmow the whole .field" or to have aU the facts "from 
a careful random sample." His job is not to provide a perfect 
description of an area, but to develop a theory that accounts 
for much of the relevant behavior. The sociologist with theoreti­
cal generation ·as his major aim need not know the concrete 
situation better than the people involved in it (an impossible 
task anyway). His job and his training are to do what these 
laymen cannot do-generate general categories and their prop­
erties for general and specific situations and problems. These 
can provide theoretical guides to the layman's action {see Chap­
ter X on practical applications). The sociologist thereby brings 
sociological theory, and so a different perspective, into the situa­
tion of the layman. This new perspeCtive can be very helpful 
to the latter. 

Sociologists who conceive of this task as their job are not 
plagued (as are those who attempt to report precise descrip­
tion) by thoughts such as "everybody knows it, why bother to 
write a book" 18; or feelings that description is not enough: a 
good sociologist from Chicago must do more, but what?" I9 Soci­
ologists who set themselves the task of generating theory from 
the data of social research have a job that can be done only by 
the sociologist, and that offers a significant product to laymen 
and colleagues alike. Research sociologists in their driving 
efforts to get the facts tend to forget that, besides methodology, 
the distinctive offering of sociology to our society is sociological 

18. Blanche Geer, "First Days in the Field;· ·in Hammond, op. ci{, 
p. 322. 

19. David Reisman and Jeanne ·watson, "The Sociability Project: A 
Chronicle of Frustration and Achievement," in Hammond, op. cit., p. 292. 







GeneTating TheoTy 33 

they fall between the "minor working hypotheses" of everyday 
life and the "all-inclusive" grand thoeries.2g 

Substantive and formal theories exist on distinguishable 
levels of generality, which differ only in terms of degree. There­
fore, in any one study, each type can shade at points into the 
other. The analyst, however, should focus clearly on one level 
or other, or on a specific combination, because the strategies 
vary for arriving at each one. For example, in our analysis of 
dying as a nonscheduled status passage, the focus was on the 
substantive area of dying, not on the formal area of status pas­
sage.24 With the focus on a substantive area such as this, the 
generation of theory can be achieved by a comparative analysis 
between or among groups within the same substantive area. In 
this instance, we compared hospital wards where patients char­
acteristically died at different rates. The' substantive theory also 
could be generated by comparing dying as a status passage with 
other substantive cases within the formal area of status passage, 
whether scheduled or not, such as studenthood or engagement 
.for marriage. The comparison would illuminate the substantive 
theory about dying as a status passage. 

However, if the focus were on formal theory, then the com­
parative analysis would be made among different kinds of sub­
stantive cases which fall within the formal area, without relating 
them to any one substantive area. The focus of comparisons is 
now on generating a theory of status passage, not on generating 
theory about a single substantive case of status passage. 

Both substantive and formal theories must be grounded in 
data. Substantive theory faithful to the empirical situation can­
not, we believe, be formulated merely by applying a few ideas 
from an established formal theory to the substantive area. To 
be sure one goes out and studies an area with a particular 
sociological perspective, and with a focus, a general question, 
or a problen; in mind. But he can (and' we believe should) also 
study an area without any preconceived theory that dictates, 
prior to the research, "relevancies'' in concepts and hypotheses. 

23. See Merton, op. cit., pp. 5-10. 
24. Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, "Temporal Aspects of 

Dying as a Non-Scheduled Status Passage," American journal of Sociology, 
LXXI (July, 1965), pp. 48-59. 
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that is generated from logical assumptions and speculations 
about the "oughts" of social life. 

Within these relations existing among social research, sub­
stantive theory and formal theory is a design for the cumulative 
nature of knowledge and theory. The design involves a pro­
gressive building up from facts, through substantive to grounded 
formal theory. To generate substantive theory, we need many 
facts for the necessary comparative analysis; ethnographic stud­

. ies, as well as direct gathering of data, are immensely useful for 
this purpose. Ethnographic studies, substantive theories and 
direct data collection are all, in turn, necessary for building up 
by comparative analysis to formal theory. This design, then, 
locates the place of each level of work within the cumulation of 
knowledge and theory, and thereby suggests a division of labor 
in sociological work. · 

This design also suggests that many ethnographic studies and 
multiple theories are needed so that various substantive and 
formal areas of inquiry can continue to build up to more inclu­
sive formal theories. Such a call for multiple theories is in con­
trast to the directly monopolistic implications of logico-deductive 
theories, whose formulators claim there is only one theory for 
an area, or perhaps even one sociological theory for all areas. 
The need for multiple theories on the substantive level may be 
obvious, but it is not so obvious on the formal level. Yet multiple 
formal theories are also necessary, since one theory never 
handles aU relevancies, and because by comparing many theories 
we can begin to arrive at more inclusive, parsimonious levels. 
The logico-deductive theorist, proceeding under the license and 
mandate of analytic abstraction, engages in premature parsimony 
when arriving at his theory. (In Chapters III, IV and V we 
shall discuss in more detail the relations of research to the gen­
eration of substantive and formal theory.) 

Elements of the Theo1·y 

As we shall discuss and use them, the elements of theory 
that are generated by comparative analysis are, first, conceptual 
categories and their conceptual properties; and second, hypothe­
ses or generalized relations among the categories and their 
properties. 
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that the categories fit, generating theory does put a premium on 
emergent conceptualizations. There are a number of reasons for 
this. Merely selecting data for a category that has been estab­
lished by another theory tends to binder the generation of new 
categories, because the major effort is not generation, but data 
selection. Also, emergent categories usually prove to be the 
most relevant and the best fitted to the data. As they are emerg­
ing, their fullest possible generality and meaning are continu­
ally being developed and checked for relevance. Also the ade­
quacy of indicators for emergent categories is seldom a problem. 

By contrast, when we try to fit a category from another 
theory to the situation under study, we can have much trouble 
in finding indicators and in getting agreement among colleagues 
on them. The result is that our forcing of "round data" into 
"square categories" is buttressed by a lOng justificatory explana­
tion for the tentative relationship between the two. Forcing 
data to apply to categories or properties is sure to arouse the 
disbelief of both colleagues and laymen from the start.27 Work­
ing with borrowed categories is more difficult since they are 
harder to find, fewer in number, and not as rich; since in the 
long run they may not be relevant, and are not exactly de­
signed for the purpose, they must be respecified. In short, our 
focus on the emergence of categories solves the problems of fit, 
relevance, forcing, and richness. An effective strategy is, at :first, 
literally to ignore the literature of themy and fact on the area 
under study, in order to assure that the emergence of categories 
wili not be contaminated by concepts more suited to different 
areas. Similarities and convergences with the literature can be 
established after the analytic core of categories has emerged. 

While the verification of theor<; aims at establishing a rela­
tively few major uniformities and variations on the same con­
ceptual level, we believe that the generation of theory should 
aim at achieving much diversity in emergent categories, synthe­
sized at as many levels of conceptual and hypothetical generali­
zation as possible. The synthesis provides readily apparent con­
nections between data and lower and higher level conceptual 
abstractions of categories ai1d properties. 

This position on the diversit-y of conceptual level has impor-

27. See the case history on this problem confronted by Reisman and 
Watson, op. cit., pp. 305-09. 
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tant consequences both for the sociologist and for sociology. 
As the sociologist uses standard sociological concepts, he soon 
discovers that they usually become very differently defined, 
dimensioned, specified, or typed. Typical boundaries of the 
standard concept become broken. Furthe:r;more, the boundaries 
of the established battery of sociological concepts are also 
broken. As he discovers new categories, the sociologist realizes 
how few kinds of behavior can be coped with by many of our 
concepts, and recognizes the need to develop more concepts by 
straying out of traditional research areas into the multitude of 
substantive unknowns of social life that never have been touched 
-to give only a few examples, building subcontracting, auction­
eering, mortgaging, or the producing of plays by amateur theater 
groups. 

As one thinks about the broad specb:um of social life, one 
realizes that sociologists (with the focused aid of foundations) 
have really worked in only a small corner of it when posing 
the larger questions of deviance, social problems, formal organ­
izations, education, mental health, community government, un­
derdeveloped countries, and so forth. One also realizes that a 
great many more formal theories of soqiology have yet to be 
generated about such additional areas as loneliness, brutality, 
resistance, debating, bidding systems, transportation, mail-order 
distribution, corporate collusion, financial systems, diplomacy, 
and world interdependence through business systems. One 
strategy for bringing the generation of theory to greater impor­
tance is to work in non-traditional areas where there is little or 
no technical literature. Finding non-traditional areas is also a 
strategy for escaping the shackles of existing theory and con­
temporary emphasis. The sociologist who does so can easily 
find himself not merely generat.ing a new theory but also open­
ing a new area for sociological inquiry-virtually initiating a 
new portion of sociology. Whether he studies less or more tra­
ditional areas, however, the first requirement for breaking the 
bounds of established sociology is to generate theory from data. 

The type of concept that should be generated has two, joint, 
essential features. First, the concepts should be analytic-suffi­
ciently generalized to designate characteristics of concrete enti­
ties, not the entities themselves. They should also be sensitizing 
-yield a "meaningful" picture, abetted by apt illustrations that 
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tion the fullest range of conceptual levels; anyone who uses the 
integrated theory can start at a more general level and, focus­
ing upon a specific area within the theory, work down to data, 
still guided by hypotheses for limited, specific situations. For 
those who use the theory, these less information-packed hypothe­
ses may be as important as the more general theoretical ones; 
for instance, a sociologist studying the awareness of dying 
patients on a surgical ward, or nurses trying to apply aware­
ness theory to family relations as observed on an emergency 
ward (although not on all wards). 

It must be emphasized that integration of the theory is 
best when it emerges, like the concepts. The theory should 

· never just be put together, nor should a formal-theory model 
· be applied to it until one is sure it will fit, and will not force 
the data. Possible use of a formal model of integration can be 
determined only after a substantive model has sufficiently 
emerged. The truly emergent integrating framework, which 

· encompasses the fullest possible diversity of categories and 
properties, becomes an open-ended scheme, hardly subject to 
being redesigned. It is open-ended because, as new categories 
or properties are generated and related, there seems always to 
be a place for them in the scheme. For substantive theory, the 
analyst is very likely to discover an integrating scheme within 
his data, since the data and the interrelations of his theory lie 
so close together.3 1 

However, the comparative analysis of diverse kinds of sub­
stantive groups, though aimed at generating "grounded" formal 
theory, can take the researcher far from from emergent substan­
tive integrations. Then existing formal models of process and 
structure and analysis become useful guides to integrating the 
categories of a formal theory-provided that integration is not 
forced on the theory. :Models of integration for substantive 
theory that are derived from the data are not necessarily applic­
able to other substantive areas. Their transfer should be at­
tempted with great caution, and only after trying to discover 
an emergent integration first. 

For example, our integration of substantive theory on the 

31. For example consider the integration scheme of "Awareness and 
the Nurse's Composure," Chapter 13 in Glaser and Strauss, Awareness of 
Dying. 
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social loss of dying patients-under the major categories of cal­
culating social loss, social loss stories and the impact of social 
loss-includes the effect of the social loss of dying patients on 
nurses' attitudes and behavior.32 We cannot say whether or not 
this same scheme of interrelations would apply to other sub­
stantive theories that deal with the social value of people served 
by experts. Our substantive integration, however, would provide 
a useful beginning for integrating a formal theory about the 
distribution of services as affected by the social value of the 
people. 33 The move from substantive to formal levels of theo­
rizing is referred to in Chapter III and will be explicitly dis­
cussed in Chapter IV. 

Paying heed to these strictures on emergence and the appli­
cation of integrative schemes, as well as to strictures on the 
emergence of concepts can insure that substantive and formal 
theories will correspond closely to the "real" world. These rules 
are beginning descriptions of a process-which we cannot em­
phasize too strongly-whereby substantive and formal theories 
that "work" (predict and explain-and do not sound "windy") 
are generated from data. 

The following chart provides exampl_es of elements of the 
two kinds of theory that we have discussed: 

Elements of Theory 

Category 

Properties of Category 

Hypotheses 

Type of Theory 
Substantive · 

Social loss of dying 
patients 
Calculating social loss 
on basis of learned 
and apparent charac­
teristics of patient 

The higher the social 
loss of a dying patient, 
( I ) The better his 
care, ( 2) The more 
nurses develop loss 
rationales to explain 
away his death 

Formal 
Social value of people 

Calculating social 
value of person on 
basis of learned and 
apparent character-
is tics 
The higher the social 
value of a person the 
less delay he experi­
ences in receiving 
services from experts 

32. Glaser and Strauss, "The Social Loss of Dying Patients," op. cit. 
33. The way we have integrated a theory of dying as a non-scheduled 

status passage-legitimating, announcing and coordinating the passage-­
would provide a useful beginning to the study of status passage in general, 
"Temporal Aspects of Dying as a Non-Scheduled Status Passage," op. cit. 
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In concluding this chapter, we wish to emphasize one highly 
important aspect of generating theory that pervades this and 
other chapters of our book. Joint collection, coding, and analysis 
of data is the underlying operation. The generation of theory, 
coupled with the notion of theory as process, requires that all 
three operations be done together as much as possible. They 
should blur and intertwine continually, from the beginning of an 
investigation to its end. To be sure, in any investigation the 
tendency is to do all three simultaneously; but in many (if not 
most) studies of description and verification, there is typically 
such a definite focus on one operation at a time that the others 
are slighted or ignored. This definite separation of each opera­
tion hinders generation of theory. For example, if data are 
being coded and a fresh analytic idea emerges that jolts the 
operation, the idea may be disregarded because of pre-estab­
lished rules or plain routine-thus stilling at that moment the 
generation of theory. To pursue this vital tactic further, in 
Chapter III we discuss the relations between data collection 
and analysis, which imply considerable coding; in Chapter V, 
the discussion will focus on the relations between joint coding 
and analysis, as data are collected. 





III 

Theoretical Samplinq 

Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for 
generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, 
and analyzes his data and decides what data to collect next 
and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it 
emerges. This process of data collection is controlled by the 
emerging theory, whether substantive or fonnal. The initial de­
cisions for theoretical collection of data are based only on a gen­
eral sociological perspective and on a general subject or prob­
lem area (such as how confidence men handle prospective 
marks or how policemen act toward Negroes or what happens 
to students in medica] school that turns them into doctors). 
The initial decisions are not based on a preconceived theoretical 
framework. 

The sociologist may begin the research with a partial frame­
work of "local" concepts, designating a few principal or gross 
features of the structure and processes in the situations that he 
will study. For example, he knows before studying a hospital 
that there will be doctors, nurses, and aides, and wards and ad­
mission procedures. These concepts give him a beginning foot­
hold on his research. Of course, he does not how the relevancy 
of these concepts to his problem-this problem must emerge­
nor are they likely to become part of the core explanatory cate­
gories of his theory. His categories are more likely to be con­
cepts about the problem itself, not its situation. Also, he dis­
covers that some anticipated "local" concepts may remain un-

45 
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used in the situations relevant to his problem-doctors may, for 
the problem, be called therapists-and he discovers many more 
structural and processional "local" concepts than he could have 
anticipated before his research. 

The sociologist should also be sufficiently theoretioaUy sensi­
tive so that he can conceptualize and formulate a theory as it 
emerges from the data. Once started, theoretical sensitivity is 
forever· in continual development. It is developed as over many 
years the sociologist thinks in theoretical terms about what be 
knows, and as he queries many different theories on such ques­
tions as '"What does the theory do? How is it conceived? What 
is its general position? What kinds of models does it use?" 
Theoretical sensitivity of a sociologist has two other character­
istics. First, it involves his personal and temperamental bent. 
Second, it :involves the sociologist's ability to have theoretical 
insight into his area of research, combined with an ability to 
make something of his insights (see Chapter XI). 

These sources of developing theoretical sensitivity con­
tinually build cp in the sociologist an armamentarium of cate­
gories and hypotheses on substantive and formal levels. This 
theory that exists within a sociologist can be used in generat­
ing his specific theory if, after study of the data, the fit and rele­
vance to the data are emergent. A discovered, grounded theory, 
then, will tend to combine mostly concepts and hypotheses that 
have emerged from the data with some existing ones that are 
clearly useful. We have put most emphasis on the emergent 
concepts-those coming from the data. Still, whether the theo­
retical elements are emergent or already exist with fit and 
relevance that emerges, the strategies of comparative analysis 
presented in this and the next two chapters apply. 

Potential theoretical sensitivity is lost when the sociologist 
commits himself exclusively to one specific preconceived theory 
(e.g., formal organization) for then he becomes doctrinaire and 
can no longer "see around" either his pet theory or any other. 
He becomes insensitive, or even defensive, toward the kinds of 
questions that cast doubt on his theory; he is preoccupied with 
testing, modifying and seeing everything from this one angle. 
For this person, theory will seldom truly emerge from data. 
In the few instances where theory does emerge, the precon-
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ceived theory is likely to be readily dropped or forgotten be­
cause it now seems irrelevant to the data. 1 

Beyond the decisions concerning initial collection of data, 
further collection cannot be planned in advance of the emerging 
theory ( as is done so carefully in research designed for verifi­
cation and description). The emerging theory points to the next 
steps-the sociologist does not know them until he is guided 
by emerging gaps in his theory and by research questions sug­
geted by previous answers. 2 

The basic question in theoretical sampling (in either sub­
stantive or formal theory) is: what groups or subgroups does one 
turn to next in data collection? And for what theoretical pur­
pose? In short, how does the sociologist select multiple compari­
son groups? 3 The possibilities of multiple comparisons are in­
finite, and so groups must be chosen according to theoretical 
criteria. 

In actuality, many sociologists escape this problem of select­
ing groups by studying only one group during a given research, 
with some slight effort at delineating subgroups, and with occa­
sional references (usually in footnotes) to comparative findings 
on another group, typically followed by a brief description of 
differences, but not by a theoretical analysis. In other studies, 
particularly survey research, comparisons are usually, and quite 
arbitrarily, based on only one different substantive group (such 
as natural scientists compared with social scientists, or scientists 
with engineers); or the comparisons are based on several sub­
groups within the substantive group. And in "comparative 
studies" of more than two groups, the so"ciologist usually tries 
to compare as many as he can of the groups for which he can 

1. For an excellent discussion of this phenomenon see James Coleman, 
"Research Chronicle: The Adolescent Society,'" in Philip Hammond (Ed.), 
Sociologists at "\York (New York: Basic Books; 1964), pp. 198-204. 

2. For example, in our study of the patient's awareness of dying related 
to medical staff-patient interaction, after we had saturated the various con­
texts in which this occurred, we realized that we should collect data on 
additional situations where patient awareness is discounted. So we looked 
closely for this at staff-patient interaction on an eme1·gency ward. See Bar­
ney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, Awareness of Dying (Chicago: Aldine 
Publishing Co., 1965), Chapter 7. 

3. The reader may consider aggregates or single people as the equiva­
lents of groups, with respect to the strategies of comparative analysis. 
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obtain data within the limits of his own time and money and 
his degree of access to those groups.4 The resulting set of groups 
is then justified by citing common factors and relevant differ­
ences, stating that this constitutes all the available data any­
how. Further comparisons are left to future researchers. 

Although these methods of choosing groups yield worth­
while research, they do not employ the criteria for theoretical 
sampling that we shall discuss in this chapter. Our criteria are 
those of theoretical purpose and relevance-not of structural cir­
cumstance. Though constrained by the same structural circum­
stances of research, we do not base research on them. The 
criteria may appear flexible (too much so for validity, one 
critic has said), but the reader must remember that our main 
purpose is to generate theory, not to establish verifications with 
the .. facts." We trust that these criteria will also appear to 
create a more systematic, relevant, impersonal control over data 
collection than do the preplanned, routinized, arbitrary criteria 
based on the existing structural limits of everyday group 
boundaries. The latter criteria are used in studies designed to 
get the facts and test hypotheses. One reason for emphasizing 
this difference in control is immediately .:apparent. The criteria 
of theoretical sampling are designed to be applied in the on­
going joint collection and analysis of ._data associated with the 
generation of theory. Therefore, they are continually tailored to 
fit the data and are applied judiciously at the right point and 
moment in the analysis. The analyst can continually adjust his 
control of data collection to ensure the data's relevance to 
the impersonal criteria of his emerging theory. 

By contrast, data collected according to a preplanned rou­
tine are more likely to force the analyst into irrelevant direc­
tions and harmful pitfalls. He may discover unanticipated con­
tingencies in his respondents, in the library and in the £eld, 
but is unable to adjust his collection procedures or even redesign 
his whole project. In accordance with conventional practice, 
the researcher is admonished to stick to his prescribed research 

4. For examples see: Coleman, op. cit., and The Adolescent Society 
(New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1961); Morris Janowitz, The Military 
in the Political Development af New Natioru (Chicago: University of Chi· 
cago Press, 1964), or Seymour Martin Lipset and Reinhard Bendix, Social 
M ability in Industrial Society (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1959). 
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design, no matter how poor the data. If he varies his task to 
meet these unanticipated contingencies, readers may judge that 
his facts have been contaminated by his personal violation 
of the preconceived impersonal rules. Thus he is controlled by 
his impersonal rules and has no control over the relevancy of 
his data, even as he sees it go astray.5 

Selecting Comparison Groups 

In this section we focus on two questions: which groups are 
selected, why and how? 

Which Groups? 

The basic criterion governing the selection of comparison 
groups for discovering theory is their theoretical relevance for 
furthering the development of emerging categories. The re­
searcher chooses any groups that will help generate, to the 
fullest extent, as many properties of the categories as possible, 
and that will help relate categories to each other and to their 
properties. Thus, as we said in Chapter II, group comparisons 
are conceptual; they are made by comparing diverse or similar 
evidence indicating the same conceptual categories and proper­
ties, not by comparing the evidence for its own sake. Compara­
tive analysis takes full advantage of the "interchangeability" 
of indicators, and develops, as it proceeds, a broad range of 
accBptable indicators for categories and properties.o 

Since groups may be chosen for a single comparison only, 
there can be no definite, prescribed, prep1anned set of gmups 
that are compared for all or even most categories (as there are 

5. For example, "The entire design of the' study did not permit rna to 
propose hypotheses ... it simply permitted me to describe what I found," 
Stanley H. Udy, Jr., "Cross Cultural Analysis: A Case Study," Hammond, 
op. cit., p. 173, and passim for more examples. Merton has developed a 
research design for interweaving the standard procedures of preplanned 
data collection and data analysis in order to keep adjusting to discovered 
relevances. For a synopsis see Hanan C. Selvin, "The Interplay of Social 
Research and Social Policy in Housing," journal of Social Issues, Vol. VII, 
( 1951 ), pp. 180-81. 

6. Paul F. Lazarsfeld and ·wagner Theileus, Jr., Academic Mind (New 
York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1958), pp. 402-08. 
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used for each comparison in systematically generating theory 
controls data collection without hindering it. Control by this 
criterion assures that ample data will be collected and that the 
data collection makes sense (otherwise collection is a waste of 
time). However, applying theoretical control over choice of 
comparison groups is more difficult than simply collecting data 
from a preplanned set of groups, since choice requires continu­
ous thought, analysis and search. 

The sociologist must also be clear on the basic types of 
groups he wishes to compare in order to control their effect on 
generality of both scope of population and conceptual level of 
his theory. The simplest comparisons are, of course, made among 
different groups of exactly the same substantive type; for in­
stance, federal bookkeeping departments. These comparisons 
lead to a substantive- theory that is applicable to this one type 
of group. Somewhat more general substantive theory is achieved 
by comparing different types of groups; for example, different 
kinds of federal departments in one federal agency. The scope 
of the theory is further increased by comparing different types 
of groups within different larger groups (different departments 
in different agencies). Generality is further increased by mak­
ing these latter comparisons for different regions of a nation 
or, to go further, different nations. The scope of a substantive 
theory can be carefully increased and' controlled by such con­
scious choices of groups. The sociologist may also find it con­
venient to think of subgroups within larger groups, and of 
internal and external groups, as be broadens his range of com­
parisons and attempts to keep tractable his substantive theory's 
various levels of generality of scope. 

The sociologist developing substantive or formal theory can 
also usefully create groups, provided he keeps in mind that 
they are an artifact of his research design, and so does not 
start assuming in his analysis that they have properties possessed 
by a natural group. Survey researchers are adept at creating 
groups and statistically grounding their relevance (as by factor 
analysis, scaling, or criteria variables) to make sure they are, 
in fact, groups that make meaningful differences even though 
they have been created: for example, teachers high, medium, 
and low on "apprehension"; or upper, middle, and lower class; 
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or 1ocal-cosmopolitan.8 However, only a handful of survey re­
searchers have used their skill to create multiple comparison 
subgroups for discovering theory. This would be a very worth­
while endeavor (see Chapter VIII on quantitative data). 

The tactic of creating groups is equally applicable for soci­
ologists who work with qualitative data. When using only inter­
views, for instance, a researcher surely can study comparison 
groups composed of respondents chosen in accordance with his 
emergent analytic framework. And historical documents, or other 
library materials, lend themselves wonderfully to the compara­
tive method. Their use is perhaps even more efficient, since the 
researcher is saved much time and trouble in his search for 
comparison groups which are, after all, already concentrated 
in the library (see Chapter VII). As . in field work, the re­
searcher who uses library material can always select additional 
comparison groups after his analytic framework is well de­
veloped, in order to give himself additional confidence in its 
credibility. He will also-like the field worker who sometimes 
-stumbles upon comparison groups and then makes proper use 
of them-occasionally profit from happy accidents that may 
occur when he is browsing along library shelves. And, again 
like the researcher who carefully chooses natural groups, the 
sociologist who creates groups should do so carefully according 
to the scales of generalit-y that he desires to achieve. 

As the sociologist shifts the degree of conceptual generality 
for which he aims, from discovering substantive to discovering 
formal theory, he must keep in mind the class of the groups 
he selects. For substantive theory, he can select, as the same 
substantive class, groups :regardless of where he :Bnds them. He 
may, thus, compare the "emergency ward" to all kinds of medi­
cal wards in all kinds of hospitals, both in the United States 
and abroad. But he may also conceive·of the emergency ward 
as a subclass of a larger class of organizations, all designed to 
render i.mmediate assistance in the event of accidents or break-

B. In fact, -in backstage discussions about which comparative groups to 
create and choose in survey analysis, the answer frequently is: "vVhere the 
breaks in the distribution are convenient and save cases, and among these 
choose the ones that give the 'best findings.' " Selvin, however, has devel­
oped a systematic method of subgroup comparison in survey research that 
prevents the opportunistic use of "the best 1lnding" criteria. See The Effects 
of Leadership (Glencoe, IlL: Free Press, 1960). 
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downs. For example, fire, crime, the automobile, and even plumb­
ing problems have all given rise to emergency organizations that 
are on 24-hour alert. In taking this approach to choosing dissimi­
lar, substantive comparative groups, the analyst must be clear 
about his purpose. He may use groups of the more general class 
to illuminate his substantive theory of, say, emergency wards. He 
may wish to begin generating a formal theory of emergency or­
ganizations. He may desire a mixture of both: for instance, 
bringing out his substantive theory about emergency wards 
within a context of some formal categories about emergency 
organizations. 9 

On the other hand, when the sociologist's purpose is to dis­
cover formal theory, he will definitely select dissimilar, sub­
stantive groups from the larger class, while increasing his 
theory's scope. And he will also find himself comparing groups 
that seem to be non-comparable on the substantive level, but 
that on the formal level are conceptually comparable. Non­
comparable on the substantive level here implies a stronger 
degree of apparent difference than does dissimilar. For example, 
while fire departments and emergency wards are substantially 
dissimilar, their conceptual comparability is still readily appar­
ent. Since the basis of comparison between substantively non­
comparable groups is not readily apparent, it must be explained 
on a higher conceptual level. -

Thus, one could start developing a formal theory of social 
isolation by comparing four apparently unconnected mono­
graphs: Blue Collar Marriage, The Taxi-Dance Hall, The 
Ghetto and The Hobo (Komarovsky, Cressey, Wirth, Ander­
son) .10 All deal with facets of "social isolation," according to 
their authors. For another example, Coffman has compared 
apparently non-comparable groups when generating his formal 
theory of stigma. Thus, anyone who wishes to discover formal 
theory should be aware of the usefulness of comparisons made 
on high level conceptual categories among the seemingly non­
comparable; he should actively seek this kind of comparison; 
do it with flexibility; and be able to interchange the apparently 

9. Cf. Shils, op. cit., p. 17. 
10. Respectively, Mirra Komarovsky (New York: Random House, 1962); 

Paul Cressey ( Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1932}; Louis Wirth 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1g;62 edition); and Nels Anderson 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961 edition). 
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rwn-comparable comparison with the apparently comparable 
ones. The non-comparable type of group comparison can greatly 
aid him in transcending substantive descriptions of time and 
place as he tries to achieve a general, formal theory .11 

Why Select Groups 

This concern with the selection of groups for comparison 
raises the question: Why does the researcher's comparison of 
groups make the content of the data more theoretically relevant 
than when he merely selects and compares data? The answer is 
threefold. Comparison groups provide, as just noted, control 
over the two scales of generality: first, conceptual level, and 
second, population scope. Third, comparison groups also pro­
vide simultaneous maximization or minimization of both the 
differences and the similarities of data that bear on the cate­
gories being studied. This control over similarities and differ­
ences is vital for discovering categories, and for developing 
and relating their theoretical properties, all necessary for the 
further development of an emergent theory. By maximizing or 
minimizing differences among comparative groups, the sociolo­
gist can control the theoretical relevance of his data collection. 
Comparing as many differences and similarities in data as 
possible (as mentioned in Chapter II) tends to force the 
analyst to generate categories, their properties and their inter­
relations as he tries to understand his data (see Chapter V 
also). 

Minimizing differences among comparison groups increases 
the possibility that the researcher will collect much similar data 
on a given category while he spots important differences not 
caught in earlier data collection. Similarities in data that bear on 
a category help verify its existence by· verifying the data be­
hind it. 

The basic properties of a category also are brought out by 
similarities, and by a few important differences found when 
minimizing group differences. It is helpful to estabiish these 
properties before differences among groups are maximized. For 

11. This statement is made in implicit opposition merdy to "writing'' 
one's theory in a general formal manner, on the basis of sheer conjecture 
or on the basis of one group, as is typical of joumal articles. 
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basic work is accomplished, however, he should tum to maxi­
mizing differences among comparison groups, in accordance 
with the kind of theory he wishes to develop (substantive or for­
mal) and with the requirements of his emergent theory. When 
maximizing differences among comparative groups ( thereby 
maximizing differences in data) he possesses a more powerful 
means for stimulating the generation of theoretical properties 
once his basic framework has emerged. 15 Maximizing brings out 
the widest possible coverage on ranges, continua, degrees, types, 

·uniformities, variations, causes, conditions, consequences, proba­
bilities of relationships, strategies, process, structural mechan­
isms, and so forth, all necessary for elaboration of the theory. 

As the sociologist maximizes differences by changing the 
scope of his research-for example, by going to different organi­
zations, regions, cities or nations-he diScovers more startling 
differences in data. His attempts to understand how these differ­
ences fit in are likely to have important effects on both his 
research operations and the generality of scope of his theory. 
These differences from other organizations, regions, or nations 
will make him wonder where he could have found the same dif­
ferences at original research sites. And how can he continue 
his theoretically focused research along this line when he re­
turns to home base? 

At the same time the scope of his theory is broadened, not 
qualified. For example, one of us once noted that in Malayan 
hospitals families work in caring for dying patients. This obser­
vation was interesting because up to this point we had consid­
ered the family member, in the United States, as either being 
treated as another patient (sedated, given rest) or just ignored 
as a nuisance. Reviewing om· American data, though, we dis­
covered that the family is used in several ways for the care 
of dying patients. vVe had failed to "focus on this not-so­
observable occurrence. Thus, we discovered a cross-national 
uniformity-not a difference-by noting. abroad what we had 
missed in America. vVe then proceeded to study it at our home 
base, where we had more time for the inquiry. "'We had simllar 
experiences when comparing hospitals in various regions of the 
United States with those closer to home, in San Francisco. 

15. Shils, op. cit., p. 25. 
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Chart l presents the basic consequences of minimizing and 
maximizing groups in generating theory. 

CHART 1. CONSEQUENCES OF MINIMIZING AND MAXIMIZING DIFFERENCES 

IN COMPARISON GROUPS FOR GENERATING THEORY 

Data on Category 
Differences 
in Groups 

!vlinimized 

Maximized 

Similar 

Maximum similarity in 
data leads to: ( 1) Veri­
fying usefulness of cate­
gory; { 2) Generating 
basic properties; and 
( 3) Establishing set of 
conditions for a degree 
of. -category. These con­
ditions can be used 
for prediction. 

Spotting fnndamen tal 
uniformities of greatest 
scope 

How To Select Groups 

Diverse 

Spotting fundamental 
differences under which 
category and hypotheses 
vary. 

:lvlaximum diversity in 
data quickly forces: (l) 
Dense developing of 

< property of categories; 
( 2) Integrating of cate­
gories and properties; 
( 3) Delimiting scope of 
theory. 

Part of the sociologist's decision about which groups to 
select is the problem of how to go about choosing particular 
groups for theoretically relevant data collection. First, he must 
remember that he is an active sampler of theoretically relevant 
data, not an ethnographer trying to get the fullest data on a 
group, with or without a preplanned research design. As an 
active sampler of data, he must continually analyze the data 
to see where the next theoretical question will take him. He 
must then systematically calculate where a given order of 
events is-or is not-1ikely to take place.w If ongoing events 
do not give him theoretical relevance, he must be prepared 

16. See 1\-Ierton's discussion of strategic research sites in Robert K. Mer­
ton, Leonard Broom, and Leonard S. Cottrell (Eels.), Sociology Today 
(New York: Basic Books, 1959), p. x:cvi. 
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Theoretical Saturation 

As we have said, the sociologist trying to discover theory 
cannot state at the outset of his research how many groups he 
.will sample during the entire study; he can only count up the 
groups at the end. Since data for various categories are usually 
collected from a single group-although data from a given 
group may be collected for only one category-the sociologist 
usually is engaged in collecting data from older groups, or 
returning to them, while simultaneously seeking new. groups. 
Thus he continually is dealing with a multiplicity of groups, 
and a multiplicity of situations within each; while absorbed 
with generating theory he would £nd it hard to count all these 
groups. (This situation contrasts with that of the researcher 
whose study involves verification or description, in which people 
are distributed throughout various categories, and he, therefore, 
must state the num her of groups that will be sampled, accord­
ing to rules of evidence governing the collection of reliable 
data.) 

Even during research focused on theory, however, the soci­
ologist must continually judge how many groups he should 
sample for each theoretical point. The criterion for judging 
when to stop sampling the different groups pertinent to a cate­
gory is the category's theoretical saturation. Saturation means 
that no additional data are being found whereby the sociologist 
can develop properties of the category. As he sees similar in­
stances over and over again. the researcher becomes empirically 
confident that a category is saturated. He goes out of his way 
to look for groups that stretch diversity of data as far as pos­
sible, just to make certain that saturation is based on the widest 
possible range of data on the category., 

One reaches theoretical saturation by joint collection and 
analysis of da.ta. (See Chapter V for a discussion of saturation 
during analysis of data.) 'V'Vhen one category is saturated, noth­
ing remains but to go on to new groups for data on other 
categories, and attempt to saturate these new categories also. 
When saturation occurs, the analyst will usually find that some 
gap in his theory, especially in his major categories, is almost, if 
not . completely £lied. In trying to reach saturation he maxi-
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mizes differences in his groups in order to maximize the varie­
ties of data bearing on a category, and thereby develops as 
many diverse properties of the category as possible. The criteria 
for determining saturation, then, are a combination of the em­
pirical limits of the data, the integration and density of the 
theory, and the analyst's theoretical sensitivity. 

Saturation can never be attained by studying one incident 
in one group. What is gained by studying one group is at most 
the discovery of some basic categories and a few of their prop­
erties. From the study of similar groups (or subgroups within 
the first group), a few more categories and their properties are 
yielded. But this is only the beginning of a theory. Then the 
sociologist should try to saturate his categories by maximizing 
differences among groups. In the process, he generates his 
theory. For example, from studying one incident in one group 
we might discover that an important property of nursing stu­
dents' perspectives about course work is their assessment of the 
differential importance of certain kinds of course work to the 
faculty; but this discovery tells us almost nothing. To find 
out such properties as when and how an assessment is made and 
shared, who is aware of given assessments, and with what conse­
quences for the students, the faculty, the school, and the pa­
tients whom the students nurse, dozens and dozens of situations 
in many diverse groups must be obsetved and analyzed 
comparatively.IB · 

Theoretical and Statistical Sampling 

It is important to contrast theoretical sampling based on 
the saturation of categories with statistical (random) sampling. 
Their differences should be kept clearly in mind for both de­
signing research and judging its credibility. Theoretical sam­
pling is done in order to discover categories and their properties, 
and to suggest the interrelationships into a theory. Statistical 
sampling is done to obtain accurate evidence on distributions 
of people among categories to be used in descriptions or veri­
fications. Thus, in each type of research the "adequate sample" 

18. Fred Davis, Virginia Olesen and Elvi Whittaker, "Problems and 
Issues in Collegiate Nursing Education" in Fred Davis (Ed.), The Nursfng 
Profession (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1966), pp. 138-75. 
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such. Thus, random sampling is not necessary for theoretical 
sampling, either to discover the relationship or check out its 
existence in other groups.20 However, when the sociologist 
wishes also to describe the magnitude of relationship within a 
particular group, random sampling, or .. a highly systematic 
observation procedure done over a specified time is necessary. 
For example, after we discovered the positive relationship be­
tween the attention that nurses gave dying patients and the 
nurses' perceptions of a patient's social loss, we continually 
found this relationship throughout our research and were quick 
to note conditions altering its direction. But we could never 
state the precise magnitude of this relationship on, say, cancer 
wards, since our sampling was theoretical. 

Another important difference between theoretical and statis­
tical sampling is that .the sociologist must learn when to stop 
using the former. Learning this skill takes time, analysis and 
flexibility, since maldng the theoretically sensitive judgment 
about saturation is never precise. The researcher's judgment 
becomes confidently clear only toward the close of his joint 
collection and analysis, when considerable saturation of cate­
gories in many groups to the limits of his data has occurred, 
so that his theory is approaching stable 'integration and dense 
development of properties. 

By contrast, in statistical sampling the· sociologist must con­
tinue with data collection no matter how much saturation he 
perceives. In his case, the notion of saturation is irrelevant 
to the study. Even though he becomes aware of what his find­
ings will be, and knows he is collecting the same thing over and 

20. We have taken a position in direct opposition to Udy, who says: 
"Any research of any type whatsoever which seeks to make generalizations 
beyond the material studied involves problems of sampling. . . . [The 
researcher] is implicitly identifying a larger population, of which his cases 
purport to be a representative sample, and contending that certain rela­
tionships observed in his sample could not have occurred there by chance. 
It is simply not true that one can avoid sampling problems by proceeding 
in words instead of numbers or by avoiding the use of statistical techniques, 
though it is unfortunately true that by avoiding such methods one can 
often keep sampling problems from becoming explicit." Udy's gross, cate­
gorical position could be modified to compatibility with ours, we believe, 
if he thought rather in terms of diverse purposes of research and the degree 
to which each purpose requires a relationship to be described in terms of its 
various properties: existence, direction, magnitude, nature, and conditions, 
etc. In any event, a few lines later he then admits that "one cannot really 
solve them" (problems of representativeness). Udy, op. cit., pp. 169-170. 
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be observed, talked with, overheard, interviewed, or surveyed, 
and at what times. He should realize that no matter what slices 
of data he is able to obtain, comparing their differences gen­
erates properties, and most any slice can yield the same neces­
sary social-stmctural information. For example, no matter whom 
the sociologist observes or talks with in a situation where some­
one is dying (patient, nurse, doctor, chaplain or family mem­
ber), he will soon know what type of awareness context is 
operating. Possibly his theory will receive considerable develop­
ment from any information that happens his way; even sub­
tantively "trivial" data can help, if it yields useful information 
on a relevant category. For example, one can gain useful data 
on the life styles of professionals by examining, for this group, 
a national market-research survey about meat consumption 
(done for the meat-packing industry). 'The data need not be 
important in themselves; only the category which they indicate 
must be theoretically relevant. Similarly, a down-to-earth article 
on illness and pain by a nurse or patient may yield very useful 
information to a researcher who is studying the managemem 
of pain in hospitals. 

Another slice of data that should be used is the "anecdotal 
comparison." Through his own experiences, general knowledge, 
or reading, and the stories of others, the sociologist can gain 
data on other groups that offer useful comparisons. This kind 
of data can be trusted if the experience was "lived." Anecdotal 
comparisons are especially useful in starting research and de­
veloping core categories. The researcher can ask himself where 
else has he learned about the category and make quick com­
parisons to start to develop it and sensitize himself to its 
relevancies. 

As everyone knows, different people in different positiom 
may offer as "the facts" very different information about the 
same subject, and they val"'; that information considerably when 
talking to different people. Furthermore, the information itself 
may be continually changing as the group changes, and dLffer­
ent documents on the same subject can be quite contradictory. 
Some sociologists see these circumstances as presenting an un­
bounding relativism of facts-no data is accurate. Since such a 
situation is unbearable to those who wish to verify or describe, 
they tend to claim that only their method can give the "accu-
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rate" evidence. Other methods that they might use only yield 
biased or impressionistic data, and so can be discounted.27 
Using this argument, they take only one slice or mode of !mow­
ing as giving the "facts." Since they do not seek other modes, 
they remain untroubled. For example, in one noted study 
of adolescents in high schools, only the adolescents were sur­
veyed; and in a study of workers in a factory, only workers were 
observed and interviewed.2B 

But when different slices of data are submitted to com­
parative analysis, the result is not unbounding relativism. In­
stead, it is a proportioned view of the evidence, since, during 
comparison, biases of particular people and methods tend to 
reconcile themselves as the analyst discovers the underlying 
causes of variation. This continual correction of data by com­
parative analysis gives the sociologist confidence in the data 
upon which he is basing his theory, at the same time forcing 
him to generate the properties of his categories. The continual 
correetion of data also makes the sociologist realize clearly an 
important point: when used elsewhere, theory generated from 
just one ldnd of data never fits, or works as well, as theory 
generated from diverse slices of data on the same category. 
The theory based on diverse data has taken into consideration 
more aspects of the substantive or formal area, and therefore 
can cope with more diversity in conditions and exceptions to 
hypotheses. 

If the sociologist has two slices of data (such as field and 
survey data), but does not engage in comparative analysis, he 
will generate his theory from one mode of collection and ignore 
the other completely when it disproves his theory-although he 
may selectively use confirmatory pieces of the other data as 
supporting evidence Thus, when no comparative analysis is 

27. For example, "The significance of the quantitative case study, then, 
is ( 1) that it stimulates the kind of theoretical ·insights that can be derived 
only from quantitative analysis as well as the kind that results from close 
observation of an empirical situation, and ( 2) that it provides more severe 
checks on these insights than an impressionistic study and thus somewhat 
increases the probably validity of conclusions." Peter Blau, "The Research 
Process in the Study of the Dynamics of Bureaucracy," in Hammond, op. 
cit., p. 20. 

2.8. Coleman, op. cit.; and see, for the study of workers, Donald Roy, 
"Efficiency and the Fix: Informal Intergroup Relations in a Piecework Ma­
chine Shop," American Journal af Sociology, 60 ( 1954), pp. 255-266. 
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done, different slices of data are seen as tests of each other, 
not as different modes of knowing that must be explained and 
integrated theoretically. The result is that, without comparative 
analysis, even men who generate theory tend to use and fall 
into the rhetoric of verification.29 They miss out on the rich 
diversity of modes of knowing about their categories. And they 
fail to tell their readers of their other data, since they believe, 
quite wrongly, that it disproves their theory, when it would 
have actually enriched it immensely. 

Depth of Theoretical Sampling 

The depth of theoretical sampling refers to the amount of 
data collected on a group and on a category.3o In studies of 
verification and description it is typical to collect as much data 
as possible on the "whole" group. Theoretical sampling, though, 
does not require the fullest possible coverage on the whole 
group except at the very beginning of research, when the 
main categories are emerging-and these tend to emerge very 
fast. 31 Theoretical sampling requires only collecting data on 
categories, for the generation of properties and hypotheses. 

Even this kind of selective collection of data, however, tends 
to result in much excess data, from which new and related 
categories emerge. For example, after a full day in the .field, 
when the field worker is tired and jammed with dozens of inci­
dents to report in his :field notes, he need only dictate data about 
his categories. Going through his categories also helps him to 
remember data he may have forgotten during his full day. 
With these categories firmly in mind, directing his attention, the 
field worker can focus on remembering the details of his day's 
observations with the confidence that the notes will be implicitly 

29. These same sociologists tend to be debunkers who try to dig up 
something out of their own reading to disprove· the theory presented by 
their colleague. They do not understand they are merely offering a new 
slice of data that under comparative analysis would enrich his theory by 
providing or modifying properties and categories. 

30. See the instructive discussion on "depth" by Udy, op. cit., pp. 
164-65. 

31. For examples on the quick emergence of relevant categories see, 
Blanche Geer, "First Days in the Field," in Hammond, op. cit.; and Blau, 
op. cit., pp. 33-34. Blau discovered the significance of the "consultation" 
pattern within a week after starting his field research. 
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guided by his categories. Any additional information he decides 
to note afterwards is "gravy" for theoretical consideration, not 
a required chore for the fullest coverage. Theoretical sampling, 
therefore, can save much time in note-taking. 

It is not too difficult to compare as many as forty groups 
on the basis of a defined set of categories and hypotheses 
(not on the basis of the "whole" group), and when groups within 
groups are compared (e.g.. different and similar wards within 
different types of hospitals). These groups can be studied one 
at a time, or a number can be studied simultaneously. They 
can also be studied in quick succession, to check out major 
hypotheses before too much theory is built around them. With-. 
out theoretical sampling, the field worker, or the writer of a 
survey questionnaire, collects as much data as he can and hopes 
that this full coverage will "catch enough" that later will prove 
relevant. Probably, though, it will prove too thin a basis for 
a qeveloped theory.32 Theoretical sampling reduces the mass of 
data that otherwise would be collected on any single group. 
Indeed, without theoretical sampling for categories one could 
not sample multiple groups; he would be too bogged down 
trying to cover just one. . 

The depth to which a category should be sampled is another 
matter. The general idea is that the sociologist should sample 
a category until confident of its saturation, but there are quali­
fications. All categories are obviously not equally relevant, and 
so the depth of inquiry into each one should not be the same.33 

Core theoretical categories, those with the most explanatory 
power, should be saturated as completely as possible. Efforts 
to saturate less relevant categories should not be made at the 
cost of resources necessary for saturating the core categories. 
As his theory develops and becomes integrated, the sociologist 
learns which categories require the most and least complete 
saturation, and which ones can be dropped. Thus, the theory 
generates its own selectivity for its direction and depth of 
development. 

In actual practice, even the saturation of core categories 
can be a problem. In field work especially, the tendency always 
is to begin collecting data for another category before enough 

32. For example see Riesman and Watson, op. cit., p. 295. 
33. See Shils, op. cit., p. 17. 
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has been collected on a previous one. The sociologist should 
continue to saturate all categories until it is clear which are 
core categories. If he does not, he risks ending up with a vast 
array of loosely integrated categories, none deeply developed. 
This results in a thin, unvalenced theory. Since stable integra­
tion of the theory requires dense property development of at 
least some core categories, it then becomes difficult to say 
which of the array are the core categories; that is, those most 
relevant for prediction and explanation. 

Temporal Aspects of Theoretical Sampling 

When generating theory through joint theoretical collection, 
coding, and analysis of data, the temporal aspects of the re­
search are different from those characteristic of research where 
separate periods of work are designated for each aspect of the 
research. In the latter case, only brief or minor efforts, if any, 
are directed toward coding and analysis while data are collected. 
Research aimed at discovering theory, however, requires that all 
three procedures go on simultaneously to the fullest extent 
possible; for this, as we have said, is the underlying operation 
when generating theory. Indeed, it is impossible to engage in 
theoretical sampling without coding and analyzing at the same 
time. 

Theoretical sampling can be done with previously collected 
research data, as in secondary analysis, but this effort requires 
a large mass of data to draw on in order to develop a theory 
of some density of categories and properties. The sociologist 
engages in theoretical sampling of the previously collected data, 
which amounts to collecting data from collected data. Also, 
he is bound to think of ways to make qt!ick, brief data-collec­
tion forays into other groups, to find additional relevant com­
parative data. Therefore, in the end, theoretical sampling and 
data collection for discovering theory become simultaneous, 
whether the sociologist uses collected data or collects his own 
data, or both. How much time and money are available is im­
portant in deciding to what degree the data to be sampled will 
have been collected previously by the researcher or anyone else 
who compiles data. 









Theoreiical Sampling 75 

are the best hours, days of the week, or times of the year to 
meet the people to be sampled, or to get the kind of data 
necessary? What kinds of encapsulated periods of data collec­
tion are there, such as training periods, seasons, job periods 
(as time for building a house in order to study subcontractors), 
or periods of waiting for unscheduled situations to occur (as 
with suicides ) ? How long does it take to follow the course of 
action in situations occurring over time (such as recovering 
from polio)? The researcher might find it worthwhile to explore 
his groups briefly for some of these structual contingencies_ that 
affect timing before he writes his anticipated timin_g ?f research 
into a proposal. Since the core theory would begin ito appear 
during even this exploratory period, he might gain a clearer 
visualization of how long he will need to fill out the theory. 
Colleagues who have had experiences in similar research and/or 
groups can also help in judging temporal contingencies. 

Finally, another time-consuming aspect of data collection 
is establishing rapport with the people who are to be inter­
viewed or observed. To establish rapport quickly is, of course, 
sometimes difficult. Particularly in field studies on one group in 
depth, the sociologist may spend weeks or even months getting 
people to allow him to study them at will. Theoretical sampling 
could also require this amount of time too, though establishing 
rapport is often not necessary. In later stages of the research, 
when sampling many comparative groups quickly for data on 
a few categories, the sociologist may obtain his data in a few 
minutes or half a day without the people he talks with, over­
hears or observes recognizing his purpose. He may obtain his 
data before being shooed off the premises for interfering with 
current activities; and he may obtain his data clandestinely in 
order to get it quickly, without explanations, or to be allowed 
to obtain it at all. . 

In field studies. theoretical sampling usually requires read­
ing documents, interviewing, and observing at the same time, 
since all slices of data are relevant. There is little, if any, sys­
tematic interviewing of a sample of respondents, or interviewing 
that excludes observation. At the beginning of the research, in­
terviews usually consist of open-ended conversations during 
which respondents are allowed to talk with no imposed limita­
tions of time. Often the researcher sits back and listens while the 
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respondents tell their stories. Later, when interviews and ob­
servations are directed by the emerging theory, he can ask 
direct questions bearing on his categories. These can be an­
swered sufficiently and fairly quickly. Thus, the time for any 
one interview grows shorter as the number of interviews in­
creases, because the researcher now questions many people, in 
different positions and different groups, about the same topics. 
Although the time taken by most interviews decreases as the 
theory develops, the sociologist still cannot state how long all 
his interviews will take because a new category might emerge 
at any time; this emergence will call for lengthy open-ended 
conversations and prolonged observations within some groups. 
Also, theoretical sampling aimed at following an incident or 
observing over a period of time requires sequential interviews, 
with no clear notion o.f when the sequence will be terminated. 

Conclusion 

Theoretical sampling, then, by providing constant direction 
to research, gives the sociologist momentum, purpose and confi­
dence in his enterprise. He develops strong confidence in his 
categories, since they have emerged from 'the data and are con­
stantly being selectively reformulated by them.36 The categories, 
therefore, will fit the data, be understood both to sociologists 
and to laymen who are knowledgeable in the area, and make 
the theory usable for theoretical advance as well as for practi­
cal application. The sociologist will find that theoretical sam­
pling, as an active, purposeful, searching way of collecting data, 
is exciting, invigorating and vital. This point is especially im­
portant when one considers the boring, dull, and stultifying 
effects on creativity of the methods involving separate and rou­
tine data collection, coding and analysis which are used fre­
quently in descriptive and verilicatory studies. Conventional field 

36. Theoretical sampling would have avoided the dilemma facing Wat­
son and Riesman ( op. cit.) in their study of sociability. Watson feared the 
loss of her detailed, preconceived code when starting to collect data, since 
Riesman lacked con:6dence in it and wanted to change it completely. If 
they had undertaken an active theoretical search for categories ihat worl<ed 
and fit, then the preconceived code could have been selectively reformu­
lated with the approval and confidence of both researchers. 
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· research is also exciting work but, as we have detailed, it lacks 
'the more extensive commitment to discovery of theory displayed 

.. · • by research utilizing theoretical sampling. 
One final and important point: since each researcher is likely 

to encounter special conditions in his research, he will inevitably 
... add to the discussion of theoretical sampling as outlined in this 

:; chapter. We would scarcely wish to limit this type of compara­
L tive analysis to what we can say about it, from either our own 
· research or our knowledge of others' research. We have merely 
· opened up the topic. The motto should be: the more studies are 
' pased on theoretical sampling, the more effective should future 
''theoretical sampling and comparative analyses become-pro-

vided researchers write about their strategies and techniques. 





IV 

From Substantive to 
Formal Theory 

Since substantive theory is grounded in research on one 
particular substantive area (work, juvenile delinquency, medi­
cal education, mental health), it might be taken to apply only 
to that specific area. A theory at such a conceptual level, how­
ever may have important general implications and relevance, and 
become almost automatically a springboard or stepping stone 
to the development of a grounded formal theory.1 

As we remarked in Chapter II, substantive theory is a 
strategic link in the formulation and generation of grounded 
formal theory. We believe that although formal theory can be 
generated directly from data, it is most desirable, and usually 
necessary, to start the formal theory from a substantive one. The 
latter not only provides a stimulus to a "good" idea, but it also 
gives an initial direction in developing relevant categories and 
properties and in choosing possible modes of integration. Indeed, 
it is difficult to find a grounded formal theory that was not in 
some way stimulated by a substantive theory. Often the sub-

I. For example, one author of this book received the following note 
from a colleague: "Thanks very much for your article on comparative fail­
ure in science. The notion of comparative failure would seem to have 
application in many areas of life." Other colleagues wrote letters detailing 
the relevance of "comparative failure" to religion, marriage, social class, 
and political behavior. Others phoned to give their ideas about comparative 
failure, and still others sent theory and research references. Though not 
using this term, these references provided immediate material for a com­
parative analysis that would facilitate generating a formal theory of com­
parative failure. 
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