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Grounded Theory Methods for
Mental Health Practitioners

Alison Tweed and Kathy Charmaz

History of Grounded Theory

Grounded theory as a qualitative methodology was developed by Barney G. Glaser and
Anselm L. Strauss, two sociologists investigating the social processes of death and dying
in hospital in the United States in the mid 1960s. Their book, The Discovery of Grounded
Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), explicated a rigorous set of inductively driven research
strategies, designed to proceed systematically from a set of specific observations to a
general conclusion or theory in order to describe and conceptualize people’s views,
actions and life experiences within the context in which they are lived. Their methods
contrasted to dominant positivistic and quantitative forms of research at that time. Pos-
itivistic forms of research focused on experimentation and observation to empirically
test and verify hypotheses as a means of describing the world in measurable variables.
Glaser and Strauss highlighted qualitative methods of inquiry as a legitimate form of
research in their own right. Grounded theory gained popularity in certain disciplines
such as nursing over the next decade and was used in 1970s mental health research.
Wilson’s (1977) major mental health nursing study in the United States analysed over
200 hours of observation and interview data from a community setting for people
diagnosed with schizophrenia. However, grounded theory did not begin to gain favour
within psychology until another decade later. Psychologists initially conceptualized it
for use within clinical and health psychology as a fruitful means of gaining alternative
and in-depth perspectives of service users’ experiences (e.g., Rennie et al., 1988).

Glaser and Strauss each brought a unique set of assumptions to the development of
grounded theory as a method: Glaser brought positivist notions of objectivity based
upon his quantitative background whereas Strauss took a pragmatist stance, influenced
by an interest in action, language and meaning. Whilst these epistemological differences
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could be argued as adding multiple dimensions to the method, they eventually led
to Glaser and Strauss’s alternative forms of grounded theory. Today, scholars view
grounded theory’s epistemological position as operating on a continuum from more
positivist forms (Glaser, 1992) through post-positivist (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to
constructivist versions1 (Charmaz, 2006; for a review see Madill et al., 2000).

Introduction to the Method

The grounded theory method provides explicit strategies for data collection and analysis
and aims to produce an inductively driven theory of social or psychological processes
grounded in the material from which it was derived. Most typically, textual material has
been the primary form of data, including interview transcripts, written documents and
diaries. Glaser and Strauss (1967) outlined a number of characteristics of grounded
theory, including the simultaneous involvement in collecting and analysing data, the
development of analytic codes and categories and making comparisons between codes,
concepts and categories.

Starting with the data itself, developing a grounded theory can be conceptualized as
a pyramid, where the raw data and the basic descriptive codes ascribed to the meaning-
units of this data form the building blocks; the foundational base of the pyramid as it
were. Focused codes and categories form the additional, less numerous blocks of the
pyramid. These codes and categories conceptualize the basic codes beneath them and
the pyramid builds towards its peak, each level denoting a higher, more sophisticated
level of abstraction and interpretation. Finally comes the peak of the pyramid either
representing a core category, encompassing all those codes and categories subsumed
within it; or a theoretical conceptualization of the processes interpreted from the data.
Here is the pinnacle of the analysis from which the storyline of the grounded theory
can be conveyed to others.

In addition to the principles outlined above, grounded theorists also use a series
of analytical and reflexive strategies to aid the process of developing theory. The first of
these is the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Here, all elements of
the analysis – data, codes, categories and concepts – are constantly compared within and
between each other. This comparative process entails looking for similarities, differences
and nuances between all the elements of the analysis in order to generate a more abstract
understanding of the material. Using this comparative method is a dynamic non-linear
process, requiring the researcher to stay open to new insights within the analysis.

Assisting this process is the second strategy of memo-writing (Charmaz, 2006).
Memo-writing is an intermediate stage between data collection and write-up and
involves the detailed capturing of the researcher’s thoughts, hunches, interpretations
and decision-making throughout the analysis. We can view memo-writing as part of the

1 Whilst there is an accepted difference between constructivist and social constructionist perspectives
within the United Kingdom, the term ‘constructivist grounded theory’ has become widely used in the
both the UK and US research literatures. The worked example and approach presented in this chapter is
consistent with a contemporary UK social constructionist approach.
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Figure 10.1 Visual representation of a grounded theory.

‘audit trail’ of grounded theory, enabling the recording of the analysis as it happens. We
provide detailed examples of coding and memo-writing below to show how grounded
theorists use these strategies.

Finally, theoretical sampling is a strategy designed to sample new cases or data actively
in order to develop, refine and elaborate the emerging grounded theory. Researchers
engage in theoretical sampling after they have developed tentative analytic categories.
Thus, theoretical sampling is unrelated to purposive sampling or representative sam-
pling conducted at the beginning of the research process. Memos can alert the researcher
to under-developed areas of theory, gaps or hypotheses requiring elaboration or test-
ing. Here, the purely inductive emphasis of grounded theory alters because theoretical
sampling contains both inductive and deductive elements. Typical theoretical sampling
questions might be: ‘Whose voices are not represented by my tentative category?’ or
‘Who do I need to speak to next to develop this theoretical category?’ Ideally, theoretical
sampling of new material continues until saturation is reached. Here, no new insights
or development of the theory or properties of categories occur through the gathering of
additional data. Depending on the scope of the research question, with interview tran-
scripts saturation may occur after collecting considerable data or after checking key an-
alytic categories through theoretical sampling of selected interviewees who possess the
requisite knowledge to shed light on the properties of these categories (Charmaz, 2006).
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In order to aid the reader, Figure 10.1 presents a visual representation of the process
of developing a grounded theory. The example uses interview transcripts as data and
illustrates all the key elements from data gathering to dissemination.

What Kinds of Research Questions is Grounded Theory
Most Suited To?

Grounded theory’s theoretical, epistemological and technical foundations position it
well to investigate a broad range of open-ended research questions that focus on
processes, patterns and meaning within context and that require the crucial examination
of subjectivity of experience and thus lead researchers to begin inquiry from their
research participants’ point of view. Grounded theory can be employed where existing
theories or areas of research are under-defined or patchy and has the flexibility and
sensitivity to be responsive to changing contexts and conditions (Henwood & Pidgeon,
2003). In other words, grounded theory methods foster specifying the implications
of changes in social settings and situations where the studied phenomenon occurs as
well as delineating the conditions under which it arises, is maintained, or varies. It
is not surprising therefore that grounded theory has gained popularity as a method
within mental health research and it has frequently been used to analyse the accounts
of those individuals and groups typically perceived as ‘marginalized’ (see, e.g., Boyd
& Gumley, 2007; Charmaz, 2008; Charmaz & Rosenfeld, 2006; Karp, 1996). Further,
a review of recently published grounded theory articles provides additional examples:
clients’ experiences of disengaged moments in psychotherapy (Frankel & Levitt, 2009),
transition to motherhood for women with postnatal depression (Homewood et al.,
2009), perceptions of the concept of recovery from schizophrenia (Noiseux & Ricard,
2008) and nurses’ experiences of working in acute psychiatric settings (Chiovitti, 2008).

However, grounded theory is not solely focused on individuals’ interpretation of their
experience but has a broader remit. Primarily, the goal of grounded theory is to develop
an inductively driven theory of studying basic social or psychological processes (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967) in which the researcher defines a fundamental process occurring
in the setting or among the research participants and pursues researching it as the
phenomenon of interest. The focus on social processes enables grounded theory to
investigate how social structures, situations and relationships influence patterns of
behaviour, interactions and interpretations. This focus can include the impact of policies
and services upon behaviour (e.g., Wuest et al., 2006). With apparent parallels in terms
of researcher reflexivity and the self-reflection of therapists, psychotherapists have
also seen grounded theory as a suitable method for psychotherapy research including
systemic therapy (Burck, 2005) and psychoanalytic research (Anderson, 2006).

What Kinds of Questions is Grounded Theory Not Suited To?

Madill and Gough (2008) have provided a useful positioning framework, outlining
where grounded theory as an analytic method can be placed in relation to the va-
riety of qualitative approaches available. Within this framework, Madill and Gough
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highlight four areas in which qualitative methods can be organized in terms of their
procedural categorization: discursive, thematic, structured and instrumental. Grounded
theory has been described as thematic, alongside other methods such as Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, 1996) and Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006). Following this argument, grounded theory would not be suitable for ‘testing
out’ existing theory or hypotheses, perhaps through the use of a priori domains or
pre-designed coding schemes (structural methods). From a constructivist approach,
neither is grounded theory a particularly suitable method for making truth statements
or knowledge claims about an objective reality (Suddaby, 2006).

Collecting Data: What Constitutes Data and How
Much Should I Collect?

Most commonly, grounded theory studies have been associated with the analysis of
transcripts of interview data, typically gathered in a semi-structured format. However,
this focus neglects the wide range of information that can be used as data and can
provide novice researchers with a narrowed conceptualization of what constitutes data
suitable for grounded theory analysis. Grounded theorists have used a number of
sources of data including official records, letters and diary entries, fieldnotes based on
observational work and focus group material, in addition to interview transcripts (for
a summary see Henwood & Pidgeon, 2003). How each researcher views and works with
data depends on his or her epistemological position. From a post-positivist frame, the
data will be seen factually as a representation of reality; from a constructivist frame,
the data will have been constructed for a specific purpose and outcome and needs to be
recognized as such (Charmaz, 2006).

The amount of data to collect within a grounded theory study very much depends
upon the research goal. Studies that are aiming to theorize will require greater amounts
of data than those studies aiming to provide detailed descriptions of localized phe-
nomena. Whilst pragmatic factors often play a part in determining the amount of data
collected, it is the principle of saturation that should be the key consideration. Data
collection ceases when theoretical categories are saturated (see previous section). In
principle it sounds a relatively straightforward matter to determine whether categories
are saturated, yet in actuality it is a complicated and challenging process and whilst it
is easy to claim saturation, it is much more difficult to demonstrate it (Morse, 1995).
Bowen (2008) argues that published grounded theory studies need to demonstrate the
saturation process explicitly by providing clear descriptions and criteria used in the
write-up. He provides an example of how this was achieved in his grounded theory
investigation of community-based anti-poverty projects.

How Might Participants and Service Users be Involved
in Grounded Theory Studies?

Undoubtedly, the most traditionally frequent form of participant involvement in a
grounded theory study occurs during the data collection stage of the research. Here,
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the researcher actively seeks those individuals he or she believes can reveal something
in relation to the phenomenon of interest. Yet to focus solely on the participant as the
subjective focus of the research question as a means of eliciting data neglects those other
areas where participants can successfully play a part. Charmaz (2006) discusses the no-
tion of sensitizing concepts, a term originally described by Blumer (1969). Sensitizing
concepts are seen as a starting point to grounded theory research through which the
researcher generates initial ideas of interest, pays attention to guiding theoretical frame-
works and becomes sensitized to asking particular types of questions, such as questions
about identity or stigma. Participant involvement at this early stage can therefore be
valuable in priming the researcher to key experiences of interest and providing a partic-
ular focus for the research. In an example of this, Boyd and Gumley (2007) undertook a
grounded theory study with service users who had experiences of persecutory paranoia
in order to develop an experiential perspective of this phenomenon. The authors were
sensitized to the study by consultation with service users at the design stage who assisted
in guiding the authors to particular areas of concern and relevance.

However, only a small minority of grounded theory studies have demonstrated a
broader range of service user involvement. One example is the study undertaken by
Rose et al. (2004) investigating consumers’ views of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT)
through the use of a variety of data sources. Two of the authors had been recipients
of ECT themselves and whilst the paper does not fully discuss the influence of these
experiences upon the research process, they clearly sensitized the researchers and could
well have improved both their understanding and engagement with the gathered data.
Teram et al. (2005) also used grounded theory (alongside participatory action research)
in a study investigating female survivors of child sexual abuse and their experiences
of physical therapy. They aimed to empower the research participants as a means of
informing professional practice and training.

How Does a Researcher Use Grounded Theory?

What is coding?

Coding is the first step of the analytic process and involves taking data apart. When cod-
ing, researchers break their data into analysable fragments and name these fragments.
Thus, a code is a shorthand analytic label that a researcher defines. Grounded theorists
aim to make their codes active, short, specific and spontaneous (Charmaz, 2006).

Through coding, researchers gain an analytic handle on their material and an analytic
point(s) of departure. Grounded theorists grapple with data and define their meanings
through using codes. Coding serves the following objectives:

1. To engage researchers with their data without applying preconceived concepts;
2. To define what is happening in these data;
3. To compare, sort and categorize fragments of data; and
4. To begin connecting data with data, data with codes, and codes with codes.
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Constructivist grounded theorists acknowledge how researchers’ and their research
participants’ social locations and perspectives and the situation of inquiry shape data
(see also Clarke, 2005). Thus, researchers should account for their starting points and
standpoints and analyse how they affect inquiry. Keeping codes active and specific helps
the researcher accomplish this objective.

Much research done in the name of grounded theory is descriptive and thematic.
Thus, such research addresses topics as given rather than taking them apart and defining
how they are constituted. Glaser and Strauss’s (Glaser, 1978, 1998; Glaser & Strauss,
1967) early methodological strategies have always held potential for developing the-
oretical analyses. The grounded theory emphasis on analysing processes begins with
using gerunds for coding. Because a gerund is the noun form of a verb, it preserves
action by stating what people are doing, such as ‘defining’, ‘explaining’ or ‘accounting’.
Gerunds also facilitate making connections between data and between codes. Thus, the
researcher gains a handle on a greater portion of the data and links actions and events
to reveal the story in the data, to invoke Strauss’s focus.2 Coding with gerunds enables
psychologists to:

1. Study emergent phenomena comparatively;
2. Make implicit meanings, actions and processes more visible and tangible;
3. Define relationships between inner mental processes and external events;
4. Provide initial but modifiable conceptual handles for understanding and sorting

large amounts of data; and
5. Construct successively more abstract theoretical categories and relationships.

Inductive coding data has permeated qualitative research, although coding with
gerunds has not. Most researchers code for topics and themes at a considerably more
general level than actions represented by gerunds. Topics or themes aid in sorting and
synthesizing data but seldom break them apart as readily or make implicit relationships
as visible as does coding for actions with gerunds (Charmaz, in press). Topics and
themes tend to separate data into discrete units rather than reveal links between them.

In addition to coding with gerunds, grounded theorists code small units of data.
Line-by-line coding with gerunds is a heuristic device to bring the researcher into the
data, interact with it and study each fragment of it (Box 10. 1). Line-by-line coding
means giving each line in the data a short label to capture what the researcher defines
is happening in each datum. Line-by-line coding is particularly helpful for analysing
in-depth interviews or personal accounts. Using this type of coding during initial data
collection assists researchers in defining directions to explore, helps them identify gaps
in their data and spurs them to compare data and codes. Line-by-line coding with
gerunds generates leads to pursue in subsequent data collection and ideas to check
against previously collected data.

2 See the quotation from Hayes-Bautista in Charmaz (2000).
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Box 10.1 Initial coding: line-by-line coding.

Excerpt 1,
I: (3) The next question is thinking about why,
um, patients with brain injury might exhibit
challenging behaviour and you’ve, you’ve kind of
talked a bit about that, you know, the processes
in the brain. Is there anything else you want to
add to that?

Acknowledging multiple reasons
Repeating all-inclusive

euphemism –’challenging’
Delineating reasons – stressing

magnitude of losses: suffering
rejection; identifying identity
loss, family because of
personality changes, children,
home, job

Losing one’s life, way of being in
the world

Suffering massive loss; having
alienated others

Misbehaving cloaks loss
Misreading behaviour (by staff)

Acting up reflects loss

Confronting loss constantly;
surveying probable pasts

Explaining all-encompassing loss

Being aware of devastating
losses; Losing one’s prior life
Having nothing left

Comparing self with others;
Explaining emotional response
Understanding the magnifying of

small slights;
Forgetting to place patient’s

behaviour in context; staff
bifurcating patient’s biography

P-D: There’s so many reasons why a patient might
display challenging behaviour. Loss of identity,
you know, loss, they suffer huge losses, they
might lose their family because of the change in
personality, families just can’t cope with, you
know, this changing person. They might lose their
children, they might lose their home, you know,
they’ll lose um, lose their job. I think, I don’t think
enough emphasis is placed on that fact that these
people have lost their life. And basically through
that they have perhaps experienced a huge range,
huge range of losses and because of their
behaviour they may have alienated people so that
there is just this massive aspect of loss that they all
have. And again, again I don’t think that there are
people that appreciate that, that they are doing it
because they are acting up, or they are doing it
because they want something when in effect, you
know, they might just be constantly thinking
about how much they’ve lost. I mean um, well
you know . . . patient, well . . . patient has lost
everything she lost her, you know she had a flat
with her, well she was engaged she had a, you
know, a really good job, fantastic social life. And
she’s got nothing now, and, you know, quite
rightly so that, she’s, you know, on days where
she’s feeling low and sees people going off doing
things that she can’t do. Her level of arousal is
going to rise, so if you even say wait a minute to
her, its important to her. And I think that’s
another thing that people forget it that, although
it might seem a petty small request or something
small that. People forget that to them [patients]

(Continued)
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Box 10.1 (Cont’d)

Acknowledging lack of life

Pointing out staff’s overlooking
loss

Putting self in patient’s situation

Understanding patient’s
frustration with varied causes
of loss

Connecting patient’s losses with
current mental health

Understanding loss of autonomy,
dignity

Placing patient’s anger in context

Failing to grasp meanings of loss
Lacking empathy–staff

that’s, that’s important to them and they haven’t
got much of a life, um (.) I do think that once
people have been here a long time, I think some
people do forget that these patients have lost
everything. And quite frankly I think I’d probably
want to be as awkward as I could if it meant that I
would get somebody to talk to me. Um, if they
can’t communicate, you know quite often they’ll
lose their ability to speak, you know, they’re going
to get frustrated with that. If they’ve lost their
ability to walk, you know its just so many, so
many different aspects that could, you know, it
can impact on their mental health if they had
issues before, or they might, you know, they
might become depressed (2). Its just so, so,
physical issues, things that they can’t do. You
know, its somebody who was quite proud, you
know, quite an independent person who can’t
wash themselves, is going to get pissed off with it.
Something that people don’t, aren’t, don’t get a
grasp of through just working with patients every
day. I don’t think people really, I don’t think the
empathy is always there. . . .

The coding in Box 10.1 is a secondary analysis of data from a study of staff in hospital
for people with brain impairment (Stewart, 2007). The interviewer aimed to discover
which kinds of patient behaviour staff found to be troubling. In keeping with grounded
theory logic, she adopted the staff ’s term, ‘challenging behaviour’, and asked questions
to break open this institutional euphemism. She crafted well-designed questions to
find out what challenging behaviour meant to the interview participants. Her open-
ended interviewing style allowed interviewees to concentrate on what they saw as most
significant while she simultaneously explored the properties of challenging behaviour
and the conditions under which staff defined it.

Note that the codes in Box 10.1 use gerunds and demonstrate actions. The interview
excerpt in Box 10.1 draws on three sources of actions: those of Participant D (P-D), her
descriptions of actions of brain-injured patients in the hospital where she works, and her
views of the actions of other people (staff) toward patients’ actions. What is Participant
D doing? The codes define her actions as ‘acknowledging multiple reasons’, ‘repeating
the all-inclusive euphemism, “challenging behaviour”’, ‘delineating reasons’ for this
behaviour, ‘explaining all-encompassing loss’ and ‘putting self in patient’s situation’.
Participant D explains these patients’ experience in codes such as ‘suffering rejection’,
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‘suffering massive loss’, ‘having nothing left’ and ‘being aware of devastating losses’.
When she considers patients’ challenging behaviour in the hospital, Participant D’s
statements and therefore the codes reveal another line of action such as ‘misbehaving
cloaks loss’, ‘misreading behaviour’ (by staff), ‘forgetting to place patient’s behaviour
in context’, ‘staff bifurcating patient’s biography’, ‘failing to grasp meanings of loss’ and
‘lacking empathy’ (for guidelines for coding see Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss,
2008). All these codes suggest areas that the researcher could develop and check in
subsequent interviews or observations.

Might another analyst come up with different codes? Yes, our perspectives and social
locations affect how we code. Different researchers coding the same data may generate
new insights. After studying their initial codes, researchers can then treat their most
compelling and frequent codes as focused codes to sort, synthesize and analyse large
batches of data (Charmaz, 2006).

What does memo-writing involve?

Memo-writing is the pivotal analytic stage between coding and writing the first draft
of a paper or chapter. Memo-writing occurs from the beginning of data collection
and proceeds throughout the research process. Early memos are partial, tentative and
exploratory, filled with empirical information to check and analytic questions to pursue
(see the questions in the early sample memo below, ‘Explaining All-Encompassing
Loss’). Later memos are more precise, abstract, sophisticated and conceptually robust,
and may demonstrate relationships between theoretical categories as well as analyse
a single category such as becoming marginalized. By subjecting key codes to further
analysis, grounded theorists probe their data and examine how these codes hold up
as tentative categories. Further checks occur as grounded theorists seek increasingly
specific data to test their emerging analyses of the category or categories they are
developing.

Box 10.2 Sample Memo

Explaining All-Encompassing Loss

Explaining all encompassing loss means making explicit unknown or forgotten
meanings of the magnitude of patients’ loss. Explaining here means pointing out
types of loss patients have experienced, delineating their extent, and making these
losses known and understood. Explaining all-encompassing loss means taking the
patient’s perspective and looking at what is lost. Loss resides in the chasm between
the life once lived and current institutional existence. Participant D points out,

(Continued)
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Box 10.2 (Cont’d)

“I think, I don’t think enough emphasis is placed on that fact that these people
have lost their life. And basically through that they have perhaps experienced a
huge range, huge range of losses and because of their behaviour they may have
alienated people so that there is just this massive aspect of loss that they all have.”
Thus, loss can result in spiraling consequences. Awareness of losing one’s life,
one’s way of being in the world causes patients enormous suffering that they may
express through frustration, anger, and aggression, which leads to being rejected
and further suffering, and subsequently more acting up. Misbehaving cloaks loss,
and then, staff misread the patient’s behavior. Conditions that exacerbate this
process include the nature of the patient’s impairment and its relative visibility,
the extent to which it complicates daily life, and the institutional situation itself.
To what extent does being subject to this situation impart messages that lapses in
self-control are routine events and therefore desensitize patients as well as staff
to troublesome behavior?

Explaining all-encompassing loss not only asks the listener to envision losses,
but also to envision who a patient was before experiencing brain impairment.
Thus, staff would gain a different image of the patient than that of the person
they encounter in their daily work. Explaining links the past with the present and
accounts for the present. (In contrast to Participant D’s accounting for the present
by looking at the past, Participant B considers impairment but concentrates on the
present, not the magnitude of loss, nor the suffering it may cause.) Participant D
adopts the role of the teacher who elucidates for the interviewer why patients act
as they do. To what extent can or does she make her views known and heard?
How does she deal with co-workers who fail to grasp these meanings of loss?

By explaining all-encompassing loss, Participant D presents herself as empa-
thetic, insightful, and different – separate? – from co-workers. How does her
empathy alter relationships with patients? How and when do her insights affect
her work with patients? What, if any, are the implications of setting oneself apart
from co-workers in this setting?

At every stage of memo-writing, grounded theorists analyse their data and thus
move beyond description and summaries of data. Memo-writing advances comparative
processes of comparing data with data, data with code, code with code, code with
category, and category with category. Memo-writing also prompts a researcher to
define the code, delineate its properties and to specify conditions when this code is or
is not manifest. Note that the memo above specifies conditions and outlines how this
code fits into an overall process that integrates other codes. Does the memo capture
empirical reality?
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Through memo-writing, researchers may also explicate research participants’ im-
plicit assumptions and show how the codes reveal them. Writing memos spurs making
discoveries because researchers develop fleeting ideas and define phenomena that they
had not noticed before coding. Several other memo-writing suggestions help:

1. Title memos: make sorting, synthesizing, and storing easy;
2. Keep the analysis grounded: construct definitions and properties of codes or cate-

gories from data;
3. Show processes: delineate conditions under which a code or category emerges, is

maintained or changes;
4. Include evidence: insert data excerpts that generate or support a code or category;

and
5. Track ideas: write memos whenever an idea arises.

Memos give grounded theorists an analytic understanding of processes, substance
for papers and chapters, tentative categories to interrogate further through theoretical
sampling, and material for future projects.

What Makes for a Better Quality Grounded Theory Study?

Similar to all forms of research, grounded theory studies vary in quality and unfor-
tunately many published examples offer little more than a glorified description of an
experience or phenomenon. In psychology, key tenets in determining the quality of
qualitative research studies relate to the adaptation of the scientific canons of validity,
reliability and generalizability.

Within grounded theory, Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) also guard against the
unquestioning adherence to the three scientific canons as applied to quantitative re-
search. They argue that these canons ‘require redefinition in order to fit the realities of
qualitative research and the complexities of social phenomena’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990,
p. 250). To evaluate grounded theory studies, Strauss and Corbin pose questions about
the data, research process and empirical grounding of the findings. Their questions
relate to systematic and transparent handling of the data, the level and development
of categories and processes, and the significance of any theoretical findings. Charmaz
(2006) also highlights evaluative criteria for grounded theory studies, classifying the
areas of credibility, originality, resonance and usefulness. Scholars can use these criteria
to evaluate studies by Charmaz (1991), Qin and Lykes (2006) and Shrock and Padavic
(2007). Yet, even within these useful frameworks, researchers’ epistemological positions
shape their different emphases on various criteria. Madill et al. (2000) have used an
example of a grounded theory study to compare how different criteria may be applied
when alternative epistemological positions are taken: post-positivism and construc-
tivist. They conclude that research needs to be ‘evaluated by the standards entailed by
its own logic of justification’ (Madill et al., 2000, p. 17).
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Future Directions for Grounded Theory

The increasing popularity of grounded theory since its conception in the late 1960s
has naturally led to an evolution in terms of grounded theory’s epistemological
underpinnings, emphasis and methodology. Constructivist versions of grounded the-
ory have been developed (see Charmaz, 2006), altering the emphasis of the approach
from discovery of theory to generation, accepting the interplay and connectivity between
the researched, researched and interpretations made. Moves towards pragmatism, pleu-
ralism and mixed methods (Madill & Gough, 2008) have enabled grounded theorists to
use other methodologies as a complement in order to address broad-ranging research
questions. In addition, new frameworks for analysis and theory-building such as sit-
uational analysis (Clarke, 2003, 2005) and fractal concept analysis (Wasserman et al.,
2009) have assisted researchers in moving away from descriptive accounts. Without
doubt, this new generation of grounded theorists will continue to develop grounded
theory in interesting and innovative ways.

As with epistemology and emphasis, the forms of media suitable for grounded theory
analysis have also evolved in recent times, providing researchers with alternatives to
the commonly used interview method. Grounded theorists have used focus groups to
generate material (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2003), reflective commentary of events using
Interpersonal Process Recall (Rennie, 2005) and increasingly recognize that visual media
may be a suitable form of data for qualitative researchers to analyse (Gleeson et al.,
2005). Within mental health research, these new directions alongside greater service
user involvement throughout the entire research process provide not only challenges
but opportunities to grounded theory researchers. It is an exciting time to engage in
grounded theory research, not only to elucidate and situate the social and organizational
processes service users experience, but to strengthen the connections between the
academic and clinical worlds.
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