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Objectives: The aims of this article are: to examine the application of grounded theory in sport and
exercise psychology; to locate such applications within broader grounded theory methodological debates
and; to support the future use and evolution of the method in the field.

Methods: A search of the four sport and exercise psychology journals with the highest impact factors in
2007 (Psychology of Sport and Exercise, Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, Journal of Applied Sport
Psychology and The Sport Psychologist) using the search term ‘‘grounded theory’’ and the date parameters
2000–2008 was conducted. These articles were discussed in relation to research quality concerns for
grounded theory at the micro- and macro-level.

Results: Twelve articles were returned from the search. At the micro-level, eight elements representing
collective sufficient conditions for grounded theory were discussed, which only two of the twelve articles
returned met. Examples of common mistakes in relation to these elements were provided from the
twelve articles. At the macro-level, the ontological and epistemological debates surrounding variants of
grounded theory were discussed. Only one of the twelve articles explicitly recognised that there are
variants of grounded theory, whilst the potential to generate more generic formal theory, and thus make
a wider contribution to bodies of knowledge, was not discussed in any of the articles.

Conclusions: There are research quality concerns regarding the application of grounded theory in sport
and exercise psychology at the micro- and macro-level, largely linked to a lack of understanding of the
methodology and its implementation. Suggestions to address this for editors, reviewers and authors are
offered.

� 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Introduction

Fifteen years ago, writing in Denzin and Lincoln’s Handbook of
Qualitative Research, Strauss and Corbin (1994) expressed regret
that grounded theory methodology ‘‘ran the risk of becoming
fashionable’’. This might seem a strange thing for one of the orig-
inators of the grounded theory approach (Strauss) to say. However,
Strauss and Corbin were concerned that grounded theory was
increasingly being used as a label to confer legitimacy on qualitative
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Christ Church University. He
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urism. Methodologically, he is
hods of research synthesis, in
ded theory.
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research by researchers who were simply claiming to be doing
‘‘inductive’’ research. This concern was heightened by their belief
that the nature of grounded theory as an inductive approach had
been overemphasised in previous texts. As such, Strauss and Corbin
(1994) were at pains to point out the importance of the use of the
approach by theoretically sensitised and trained researchers.

As part of a collection on research quality in sport and exercise
psychology, this paper will investigate the extent to which Strauss
and Corbin’s (1994) concerns might be relevant in sport and exer-
cise psychology research. As noted in the introduction to the
collection, research quality considerations can be addressed at both
a micro- and macro-level. At the micro-level, the concern is around
the research meeting its own stated goals and the way in which the
research has been conducted in terms of its internal consistency
and quality as an independent study. At a macro-level, the focus is
on the appropriateness of research methodology and method to
research questions, the significance of research questions them-
selves, and the contribution research makes to bodies of knowledge
in particular fields. As such, this paper will examine considerations
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of research quality for grounded theory research at both the micro-
and macro-level, and the extent to which such considerations are
being attended to by sport and exercise psychology researchers
claiming to use grounded theory. Prior to this, a context is set by
a brief review of the growth in research labelled grounded theory in
sport and exercise psychology and a short discussion of where
grounded theory fits into a generic view of the research process.

‘‘Grounded theory’’ research in sport and exercise psychology

A search, using the term ‘‘grounded theory’’, of the electronic
archives of the four sport and exercise psychology journals with the
highest impact factors in 2007 (Psychology of Sport & Exercise,
Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, Journal of Applied Sport
Psychology and The Sport Psychologist) reveals a growing interest in
grounded theory. Prior to 2000, three articles were returned,
whereas since (and including) 2000, 12 articles were returned (see
Table 1 for a list of these articles and some of their features). In
addition, articles that might reasonably be located within sport and
exercise psychology have appeared in other journals in the broader
field (e.g. Cronan & Scott, 2008, ‘‘Triathlon and Women’s Narratives
of Bodies and Sport’’ in Leisure Sciences; Kihl, Richardson, & Cam-
pisi, 2008, ‘‘Toward a Grounded Theory of Student-Athlete
Suffering and Dealing with Academic Corruption’’ in Journal of Sport
Management). Furthermore, if the broader area of ‘‘sports-related
subjects’’ is considered, then examples of the use of grounded
theory can be found in, for example, sport policy (e.g. Weed, 2005,
‘‘A Grounded Theory of the Policy Process for Sport & Tourism’’ in
Sport in Society) and physical education (e.g. Keay, 2006, ‘‘Collabo-
rative Learning in Physical Education Teachers’ Early-Career
Table 1
Studies claiming to be using ‘grounded theory’ in Psychology of Sport & Exercise, Journ
Psychologist since 2000.

Authors
(Journal, year)

Topic Claim to grounded theory

Bishop et al.
(JSEP, 2007)

Sports players use of music to
affect emotion

‘‘Grounded Theory was chosen as the
data collection and analysis’’

Bringer et al.
(TSP, 2006)

Coaches’ Perceptions of sexual
exploitation in sport

‘‘Grounded theory method was adopt

Eccles et al.
(JSEP, 2002)

Expert Cognition in elite
orienteering

‘‘This study used grounded theory to
data’’ (but Grounded Theory also claim
article title)’’

Giacobbi et al.
(JSEP, 2003)

Exercise Imagery ‘‘Using the analytic strategies of groun
team performed inductive analysis’’

Holt and Dunn
(JASP, 2004)

Psychosocial Competencies and
Environmental Conditions
associated with success in sport

‘‘Using grounded theory methodology
several coding procedures geared tow

Holt et al.
(PSE, 2008)

Parental Involvement in Youth
Sport

‘‘We used grounded theory methodol

Morgan and
Giacobbi
(TSP, 2006)

Talent Development and Social
Support in Elite College Athletes

‘‘.grounded theory analytic procedur
to collect, analyze and interpret data’’
theories’’ also claimed as the product
article title)

Pummell et al.
(PSE, 2008)

Sport career development/
transition in adolescents

‘‘Data analysis procedures drew upon
and Corbin (1998)’’

Rees and Hardy
(TSP, 2000)

Social Support Experiences of
Elite Athletes

‘‘Analysis of the transcripts drew upon
grounded theory approach’’

Sabiston et al.
(JSEP, 2007)

Psychosocial Experiences of
Breast Cancer Survivors in
a Sports Programme

‘‘Data Analysis followed guidelines ad
grounded theory methods’’

Seve et al.
(TSP, 2006)

‘‘Activity’’ during matches of elite
sports people (i.e. how matches
are conducted)

‘‘A grounded theory of players’ activit

Torregosa,
Bioxados,
and Cruz
(PSE, 2004)

Elite Athletes’ Image of
Retirement

‘‘.we adopt a grounded theory appro
Professional Development’’, in Physical Education & Sport
Pedagogy).

There is a wide variation in the topics addressed in the 12
articles returned from the four sport and exercise psychology
journals since 2000 (Table 1), from the impact of music on
sportspeople’s emotions (Bishop, Karageorghis, & Loizou, 2007),
through parental involvement in youth sport (Holt, Tamminen,
Black, Sehn, & Wall, 2008), to the experiences of breast cancer
survivors enrolled on a sports programme (Sabiston, McDonough,
& Crocker, 2007). Noticeably, the same or similar topics are not
addressed more than once, and that 32 of the 34 authors listed only
contributed to one paper. Discussions in related fields (sports
tourism) have suggested the lack of an identifiable ‘cadre’ of
authors working in the area may suggest that authors are ‘dabbling’
(Weed, 2006), and in this case have no real commitment to or
interest in the appropriate application of grounded theory in sport
and exercise psychology. This suggestion is further reinforced by
the absence of evidence across the four sport and exercise
psychology journals of a continuing use of grounded theory in any
topic area.

Before the substantive discussion commences, there are some
important points to be made about the purpose and intention of
this paper. Critiques of the application of grounded theory have
been made in, inter alia, health research (Becker, 1993), nursing
research (Cutcliffe, 2005; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1996), library
information studies (Selden, 2005) and medical education (Ken-
nedy & Lingard, 2006), and also within the general research
methods literature (Dey, 1999; Greckhamer & Koro-Ljungberg,
2005). As such, sport and exercise psychology researchers are not
alone in falling into to some of the pitfalls of the use of the method
al of Sport & Exercise Psychology, Journal of Applied Sport Psychology and The Sport

Consideration of
epistemology/
ontology

Sufficient conditions for grounded
theory

appropriate method for Not mentioned No

ed’’ Not mentioned Yes

analyze the interview
ed as the product in the

Implicit discussion
of epistemological
considerations

No (iterative process not possible due
to single round of data collection,
although this is recognised)

ded theory, a research Not mentioned No (used only at the analysis stage)

, data analysis followed
ard theory development’’

Not mentioned Unclear (emphasis is on grounded
theory at the analysis stage)

ogy’’ Not mentioned No

es served as a framework
(but ‘‘two grounded
of the research in the

Not mentioned No

guidelines from Strauss Not mentioned No

the principles of the Not mentioned No

apted from constructivist Nature of
constructivism
discussed

Yes

y emerged’’ Not mentioned No

ach’’ Not mentioned No
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that are outlined here. However, like Kennedy and Lingard (2006: p.
104) the intention in this paper ‘‘[i]n describing these pitfalls.is to
assist new researchers, not to attack those whose work exhibits the
following issues’’. Unlike Selden’s (2005) explicit intention in the
title of his paper ‘‘On Grounded Theory – with some malice’’, there
is no malice intended, rather this paper is offered in the spirit of
Layder’s (1982) contribution, ‘‘Grounded Theory – A Constructive
Critique’’. Nevertheless, it is important to offer concrete examples
and illustrations of some of the common pitfalls and, as such, direct
citations of such examples are provided throughout the paper. This
is not to single out individual researchers or research teams, largely
because many of the pitfalls are common to a significant proportion
of papers (only two of the 12 papers listed in Table 1 fully
demonstrate the appropriate use of grounded theory in sport and
exercise psychology), but to illustrate substantively what such
common pitfalls look like. While I recognise that this may make for
uncomfortable reading in some places, I hope the paper will be
received in the spirit in which it is offered within the context of this
special issue: to contribute to the development and enhancement
of research quality in sport and exercise psychology research.

What is grounded theory?

Depending on the paper that is being read, grounded theory in
sport and exercise psychology has been presented as a ‘‘method’’
(e.g. Bringer, Brackenridge, & Johnson, 2006), a ‘‘methodology’’ (e.g.
Holt & Dunn, 2004), a set of analytic procedures (e.g. Morgan &
Giacobbi, 2006), or an outcome or end product (e.g. Eccles, Walsh, &
Ingledew, 2002). Furthermore, looking beyond the use of the term
in sport and exercise psychology, research methods authors vari-
ously present grounded theory as ‘‘a set of principles and practices’’
(Charmaz, 2006: p. 9), ‘‘a set of techniques or procedures’’ (Greck-
hamer & Koro-Ljungberg, 2005: p. 729), or ‘‘both a method, tech-
nique or research design, and the outcome of the research’’
(Sarantakos, 2005: p. 117). In Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) mono-
graph that originally outlined the approach, they argue that the
label of ‘‘methodology’’ should be associated with grounded theory.
But what do each of these labels mean and how do they relate to
the research process and the assumptions that underpin it? It is
perhaps useful to clarify these issues before discussing how
grounded theory should be regarded in this context.

Drawing on Blaikie (1993) and Grix (2002), Fig. 1 illustrates the
relationship between what they term ‘‘the building blocks of social
research’’. Here, methodology and methods are shown to be
underpinned by ontological and epistemological assumptions.
Ontology deals with questions of reality and asks, ‘‘what is the
nature of the social world?’’ – is there a reality external of indi-
viduals’ perceptions of reality? Such ontological questions inform
epistemological questions of knowledge such as, ‘‘How is
Fig. 1. Relationships between the building blocks of social research (adapted from
Blaikie, 1993; Grix, 2002).
knowledge of the social world possible?’’ – can knowledge be
separated from the process of its production? Having addressed
such questions, attention can turn to methodology which asks,
‘‘What procedures or logic should be followed in the production of
knowledge?’’ – what is the overall research strategy? Finally, the
methodology or strategy developed will guide the methods used,
where the consideration is, ‘‘What specific techniques should be
used to collect data?’’ – what data collection tools (e.g. question-
naire, interviews, participant observation) will be employed?

Leaving ontological and epistemological questions to one side
for the moment (these will be addressed later in the paper), the key
question appears to be whether grounded theory should be
considered a methodology or a collection of methods. While there
is much disagreement about many aspects of grounded theory by
research methods authors, one thing that is clear from all of their
writings (e.g. Charmaz, 2000; Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) is that grounded
theory is an integrated research strategy, which assumes that the
principles of grounded theory have been followed from start (i.e.
the conceptualisation of the research area to be addressed) to finish
(i.e. the product or outcome of the research). As such, grounded
theory might best be conceptualised not only as a methodology, but
as a ‘‘total methodology’’, one that provides a set of principles for
the entire research process. Furthermore, grounded theory meth-
odology is a complete package, not a ‘‘pick and mix’’ box. All too
often the micro-level research quality of the grounded theory
methodological process is compromised by researchers who
believe that their research qualifies for the grounded theory label
because they have chosen to employ some of the elements of
grounded theory. This is akin to believing that an engine and
a steering wheel are sufficient to describe a motor car, regardless of
the absence of wheels, seats, bodywork and so on.

Micro-level research quality in grounded theory

Micro-level research quality evaluates the internal consistency
and quality of a piece of research as an independent study. This
section will examine what contributes to the internal consistency of
a grounded theory study, and the way in which the quality (what in
positivistic research might be referred to as ‘‘validity’’ and ‘‘reli-
ability’’) of grounded theory research is assessed.

Because, as Strauss and Corbin (1994) noted, grounded theory
has become ‘‘fashionable’’, many people are aware of some of the
words associated with it. This may be because they have attended
presentations, read the odd paper, or because it was outlined in
undergraduate or postgraduate research methods courses. Such
words might include: ‘‘theoretical sampling’’, ‘‘axial coding’’,
‘‘memo-writing’’, ‘‘induction’’, ‘‘theoretical saturation’’, ‘‘line-by-
line coding’’, ‘‘constant comparison’’. However, while each of these
words have become associated with grounded theory, some of
them are core elements (part of the methodology), others are
techniques that may or may not be used (methods), whilst others
have come to be associated with grounded theory through
mistaken understandings of what the methodology comprises. This
is certainly true of the idea that grounded theory is ‘‘induction’’,
something that is mistakenly suggested by, inter alia, Rees and
Hardy (2000: p. 331) – ‘‘Grounded theory primarily involves the
generation of theory by induction’’ – in their study of social support
of high level performers. Numerous methodologists have noted
that the claim that grounded theory is induction is a common mis-
perception among novice users of the approach (e.g. Goulding,
2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1994; Suddaby, 2006), with Thomas and
Jones (2006) offering a particularly useful critique. Strauss and
Corbin (1998: p. 137) explicitly note that effective grounded theory
requires ‘‘an interplay between induction and deduction’’, and
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many authors now conceptualise this interplay as ‘‘abduction’’ (e.g.
Charmaz, 2006; Kelle, 2007a).

The key question, therefore, is what are the core elements of
grounded theory methodology, without which a study cannot
rightly be claimed to be grounded theory research? As will be noted
and discussed later, there are at least three variants of grounded
theory in common use: Glaserian (see Glaser, 1992), Straussian (see
Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and Constructivist (see Charmaz, 2000),
although Dey (1999) suggests there are as many interpretations of
grounded theory as there are grounded theorists. This range of
interpretations derives, to a certain extent, from the lack of speci-
ficity in the methodology in many accounts. However, reading
across both the substantive (e.g. Becker, 1993; Buckley & Waring, in
press; Cutcliffe, 2005; Goulding, 2002; Kennedy & Lingard, 2006;
Selden, 2005; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1996) and the research
methodology (Bryant, 2003; Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz,
2000, 2006; Dey, 1999; Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Greckhamer & Koro-Ljungberg, 2005; Kelle, 2005; Layder, 1982;
Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) literature, it is
possible to identify eight core elements common to each approach:

� An Iterative Process – Grounded theory is not linear, nor is data
collection a separate activity from data analysis. Data is
collected, analysed and compared with the literature, following
which further data is collected to help refine concepts, which is
then analysed and compared with the literature and original
concepts, leading to the focused collection of further data, and
so the process proceeds until the theoretical coverage of the
research area is adequate (see theoretical saturation below).
Studies which collect data, and then claim to use grounded
theory to analyze the data without allowing for the possibility
of further iterations of data collection following analysis and
comparison with the literature, are the clearest (and most
common) examples of the mis-application of grounded theory
methodology (Kennedy & Lingard, 2006). Pummell, Harwood,
and Lavallee’s (2008) study of within-career transition is one
among a number of examples of the mis-application of the
methodology in this way in sport and exercise psychology
research.
� Theoretical Sampling – Grounded theory samples data

according to issues that emerge from the analysis (or, indeed, to
identify anomalies). Data is collected to help refine and develop
the theoretical concepts that are emerging from the analysis.
Unlike most approaches to sampling, ‘‘the aim of theoretical
sampling is to refine ideas, not to increase the size of the
original sample’’ (Charmaz, 2000: p. 519). Bringer et al.’s (2006)
study of coaches perceptions of sexual exploitation in sport is
one of the few clear examples of the use of theoretical sampling
in grounded theory research in sport and exercise. This paper is
part of a longitudinal grounded theory study for which data
from an earlier iteration (Bringer, Brackenridge, & Johnson,
2002) highlighted that coaches felt scrutinized by child
protection policies, and that this was affecting their practice.
Consequently, for this subsequent iteration, Bringer et al.
(2006) theoretically sampled three coaches for interview that
had experienced high levels of scrutiny due to their actual or
perceived relationships with their athletes. A common error in
the application of theoretical sampling is the perception that it
simply refers to a process whereby the analysis commences as
soon as the first data has been collected and proceeds
concurrently with data collection. Morgan and Giacobbi (2006:
p. 300), for example, in their investigation of talent develop-
ment and social support, outline how ‘‘the analyses began
shortly after each interview and overlapped with additional
interviews’’. However, this describes a linear process whereby
the analysis of a set of pre-determined interviews proceeds
alongside data collection. It does not describe an iterative
process, nor does it feature theoretical sampling.
� Theoretical Sensitivity – A key question often asked of groun-

ded theory is that if data collection is guided by the emerging
analysis (theoretical sampling), what guides initial data
collection? This question is particularly common among
researchers who mistakenly believe that grounded theory is
a ‘‘tabula rasa’’ approach (i.e. that the researcher enters the
field with no knowledge of the research area). However,
theoretical sensitivity gives lie to this belief. Theoretical
sensitivity acknowledges that researchers enter a research site
with an awareness of the area but, importantly, without any
pre-conceived notions about what they might discover. It is
increased by being steeped in the literature and associated
general ideas (Glaser, 1978), but is compromised by conducting
a detailed review of the literature to develop specific theoret-
ical frameworks about the phenomenon being studied. As such,
Holt et al.’s (2008: p. 663) study of parental involvement in
youth sport compromises theoretical sensitivity by stating, in
the very first line of the abstract, that the study is ‘‘[b]ased on
ecological systems theory’’ as does Seve, Poizat, Saury, and
Durand’s (2006: p. 59) study of elite male table tennis players,
which states that ‘‘analysis was conducted within the meth-
odological framework of the course-of-action theory’’. It is to
maintain the integrity of theoretical sensitivity and prevent the
development of pre-conceptions that the literature in
a grounded theory study is analysed in detail as part of the
iterative process, rather than at the outset. Charmaz (1995,
2003) addresses theoretical sensitivity as ‘‘sensitising
concepts’’ that act as a ‘‘point of departure’’ to form interview
questions, to look at data, to listen to research participants and
to think analytically about the data, but that such concepts are
a place to start, not a place to end. Consequently, rather than
a ‘‘tabula rasa’’, theoretical sensitivity ensures that researchers
enter the field with a open mind, not an empty head (Charmaz,
2006).
� Codes, Memos and Concepts – the most misunderstood aspect

of grounded theory research is the process of coding and
conceptualising data, partly due to the differences that latterly
emerged between Glaser and Strauss in this respect (Kelle,
2005, 2007b). As a result of Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) text,
which detailed their preferred way of grounded theory anal-
ysis, a generation of researchers have come to believe that
grounded theory is defined by a detailed analytical process that
includes a range of distinctive coding processes, including line-
by-line coding, open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding.2 However, this is but one way (and a very technical
way) of coding and conceptualising data, and none of these
coding processes define grounded theory, despite the impres-
sion given by several studies in sport and exercise psychology
(e.g. Holt & Dunn, 2004). The basic process of grounded theory
coding is one where initial coding (be it on a word-by-word,
line-by-line, or incident-by-incident basis) seeks to describe
the phenomena, before moving to a second stage (which may
or may not take place via axial, selective or focussed coding)
which seeks to conceptualise the phenomena. This develop-
ment from description to conceptualisation is aided by memo-
writing, which allows emergent ideas, notions and linkages to
be formally noted and included in the iterative analytical
process. Put simply, the methodological strategy for this stage
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of grounded theory is to move from codes (description) to
concepts, aided by memos. The techniques which may be used
to do this may include some or all of word-by-word, line-by-
line, incident-by-incident, axial, selective and/or focussed
coding.3

� Constant Comparison – The constant comparative method is
what holds together the iterative analytical process in groun-
ded theory. Initially, the comparison is between data and data,
then between codes, then between codes and concepts, then
between concepts and literature. Once the analysis has devel-
oped beyond the initial stages, the constant comparison is
between data, codes, concepts, and literature as a way of
continually checking that the emerging insights are grounded
in all parts of the analysis (Glaser, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Furthermore, as further data is theoretically sampled in second,
third and fourth iterations, the comparison extends to become
between codes in later iterations and concepts from earlier
iterations to check that such concepts remain relevant given
insights developed from subsequent data collection. Essen-
tially, it is the constant comparative method that ensures
grounded theory remains grounded. However, sport and
exercise psychology studies often conduct only a partial
version of constant comparison, largely because an iterative
approach to data collection is not taken. Giacobbi, Hausenblas,
Fallon, and Hall (2003: pp. 163–164), for example, describe
what, on the surface, appears to be an extensive process of
constant comparison in their study of exercise imagery.
However, there is no constant comparison between iterations
of analysis and data collection, because such an iterative
process did not take place. It should also be noted that trian-
gulation between different data collection methods (as dis-
cussed by Bishop et al., 2007, in their study of sports players use
of music) is not the same as constant comparison. The former is
a realist approach (see later discussions) to ‘‘validity’’, the latter
is an approach for the development of theory.
� Theoretical Saturation – As grounded theory is an iterative

process, some indication is needed as to when further itera-
tions are no longer necessary, and this is provided by the point
of theoretical saturation. Charmaz (2006) succinctly argues
that saturation has been reached when gathering fresh data no
longer sparks new theoretical insights, nor extends the prop-
erties of theoretical concepts. As such, theoretical saturation
ensures that ‘‘the generated grounded theory.[has] concep-
tual density.[and] theoretical completeness’’ (Glaser, 2001: p.
191). Given its important role in this respect, it is astonishing
that seven of the 12 studies claiming to use grounded theory in
sport and exercise psychology listed in Table 1 do not even
mention theoretical saturation! Furthermore, one of the
studies that does – Morgan and Giacobbi’s (2006) study of
talent development and social support – notes in a limitations
section that: ‘‘Because all of the athletes in this study had
experienced success, it is possible that the accounts provided
by the athletes, coaches and parents were overly positive’’ (p.
331). This suggests a study that is not ‘‘theoretically complete’’
(Glaser, 2001) and thus has not reached theoretical saturation,
with further iterations in which less successful athletes are
theoretically sampled being required to develop a fully
grounded theory.
3 Other techniques that may be used in this process, particularly by those
following the Straussian interpretation of grounded theory, include diagramming
and conditional or consequential matrices. See Strauss and Corbin (1990 or 1998)
for details of these techniques.
� Fit, Work, Relevance & Modifiability – ‘‘Validity’’ and ‘‘reli-
ability’’ are inappropriate measures of quality for grounded
theory research, less because of their linguistic meaning, but
because as concepts they have become loaded, and associated
with the imposition of criteria derived from ontological realism
and epistemological positivism upon research that is not
underpinned by such ontological and epistemological
assumptions (Smith & Sparkes, 2009). As such, grounded
theory research had already followed the path later advocated
by Sparkes (2002) in developing quality measures appropriate
to the research approach, namely: fit, work, relevance and
modifiability (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). ‘‘Fit’’ is ensured by
constant comparison and theoretical saturation, it relates to
how closely the concepts and theory generated fit the incidents
and phenomena they represent. A theory ‘‘works’’ if it is able to
offer analytical explanations for problems and processes in the
context to which it seeks to refer. The ‘‘relevance’’ of a theory
relates to the extent to which it deals with the real concerns of
those involved in the processes to which it applies. Finally,
grounded theory should be ‘‘modifiable’’, in that it should be
open to extension or further development to accommodate
new insights provided by further empirical research in the
future. While the majority of the sport and exercise psychology
studies in Table 1 discuss research quality, most apply some
variant of the concept of ‘‘validity’’ – Pummell et al. (2008), for
example, refer throughout to the ‘‘validity of the analysis’’ –
and none discuss fit, work, relevance or modifiability.
� Substantive Theory – the theory generated from a grounded

theory research project does not seek to be generically appli-
cable. It is a theory grounded in a substantive area (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998), although only two of the studies listed in Table 1
mention ‘‘substantive theory’’ (Holt & Dunn, 2004; Holt et al.,
2008). As later discussions of macro-level research quality will
highlight, it is possible for grounded theories to move to a more
generic level of applicability through the linking of substantive
grounded theories to create a formal grounded theory (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967), although none of the studies in Table 1
mention this possibility.

The way in which the above eight core common elements of
grounded theory methodology fit together in the grounded theory
process is highlighted in Fig. 2. These eight common elements are
individually necessary conditions for grounded theory research,
Fig. 2. The grounded theory process.
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they are the core parts of grounded theory methodology (as
opposed to various methods or techniques that may or may not be
used in grounded theory – e.g. interviews, axial coding). As such,
collectively these eight elements represent the sufficient conditions
for grounded theory research, and without any one of them,
a research project should not use the grounded theory label.
Returning to the motor car analogy mentioned earlier, an engine,
a steering wheel and a chassis are all necessary parts of a motor car,
but without all of the constituent parts (four of which would be the
wheels), sufficient parts to enable a motor car to operate are not
present.

Consequently, for grounded theory research to meet the micro-
level research quality standard of internal consistency, all eight
elements (the collective sufficient conditions) must be present. As
noted earlier, Table 1 shows that only two of the listed studies
demonstrate that they meet the sufficient conditions for grounded
theory. The others either explicitly do not, or do not demonstrate
sufficient conditions due to the lack of a transparent description of
the methodology.

Some of the authors listed in Table 1 (Giacobbi et al., 2003;
Pummell et al., 2008; Rees & Hardy, 2000) might suggest that they
were not claiming to be conducting grounded theory research, only
that they were utilising analytical procedures drawn from groun-
ded theory. However, this remains a methodological mistake,
because those analysis procedures assume (among other things)
that additional data can and will be sampled in further iterations to
extend and develop the analysis. In short, the analysis stage of
grounded theory has been specifically developed for use within the
context of grounded theory methodology, not as a stand alone
analysis method. The car analogy is again perhaps useful here. A
motor car is directed by a steering wheel which has been designed
for use with a four-wheeled vehicle. If that steering wheel is
removed and used on a two-wheeled motor cycle, the motor cycle
will become unstable. Consequently, taking parts of grounded
theory methodology and applying them outwith the grounded
theory research context will result in an analysis that is unstable,
and in the failure of the study concerned to meet the micro-level
research quality criteria of internal consistency.

Macro-level research quality in grounded theory

Both the introduction to this collection and the introduction to
this paper note that macro-level research quality is concerned with
the significance of the research area, the appropriateness of
methodologies and methods in exploring the area, and the
contribution research makes to the body of knowledge. This section
will explore the factors that should be considered to ensure
grounded theory is an appropriate approach to employ, and
considerations for sport and exercise psychologists in ensuring
grounded theory studies make an effective contribution to the body
of sport and exercise knowledge.

Earlier in the paper it was suggested that grounded theory
should be considered a ‘‘total methodology’’, but also that meth-
odologies are underpinned by ontological and epistemological
assumptions. In many cases, problems with the macro-level
research quality consideration of appropriateness of methodologies
and methods to the research area can be traced to inconsistencies
between such methodologies and methods and the ontological and
epistemological assumptions that underpin them. Debates about
ontology and epistemology were not prominent when Glaser and
Strauss (1967) published their original monograph on grounded
theory and it is therefore not surprising that no mention was made
of the assumptions that underpinned this original exposition of the
approach. However, in more recent years, as grounded theory has
become ‘‘fashionable’’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1994), a number of authors
have addressed such assumptions and three ‘variants’ of grounded
theory have emerged, each underpinned by different assumptions.
However, before these assumptions are discussed, it is useful to
outline a basic framework for the analysis of ontology and
epistemology.

The literature on ontology and epistemology is often unclear
about terminology, with the same words being used to describe
different phenomena, and ontological and epistemological terms
often being interchanged or conflated. As such, the framework in
Fig. 3 is presented not as a definitive statement, but to be clear
about how the terms are being used in this paper. Fig. 3 illustrates
a continuum of assumptions for both ontology and epistemology.
On the left of the ontological continuum, which deals with ques-
tions of reality, are assumptions that there is a singular objective
reality that exists independently of individuals’ perceptions of it.
Such assumptions are referred to as realism. On the right of the
ontological continuum are assumptions that reality is neither
objective nor singular, but that multiple realities are constructed by
individuals. These assumptions are labelled constructivism. The
epistemological continuum, which deals with questions of knowl-
edge, contains assumptions on the left that it is possible to achieve
direct knowledge of the world through direct objective observation
or measurement of the phenomena being investigated. These
assumptions are referred to as positivism. On the right of the
epistemological continuum are assumptions that direct knowledge
of phenomena is not possible, and that observations and accounts
of the world provide indirect indications of phenomena, and thus
knowledge is developed through a process of interpretation. Such
assumptions are labelled interpretivism. Positivist epistemological
assumptions are almost inextricably linked to a realist ontology,
because the direct objective measurement of phenomena is vali-
dated by repeated measurements over time, and such repeated
measurement assumes that the phenomena are constant and thus
that there is a single objective reality. However, as the discussions
of the development of grounded theory that follow will show,
interpretivist approaches have not necessarily been linked to any
particular ontology.

As noted earlier, ontology and epistemology were not consid-
ered by Glaser and Strauss (1967) in their original monograph but,
as later authors have pointed out (Madill, Jordan, & Shirley, 2000;
Rennie, 1996; Thomas & James, 2006), the title, ‘‘The Discovery of
Grounded Theory’’ suggests realist assumptions. If something is
‘discoverable’ the suggestion is that there is a single reality to
discover, and this is certainly a view that Glaser (1992, 2002) takes
in later texts. However, Glaser was prompted to write his 1992 text
as a response and riposte to Strauss’s publication with Corbin in
1990 of ‘‘Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Proce-
dures and Techniques’’. Strauss and Corbin (1994) later wrote that
their 1990 publication was intended as a move away from the
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original text’s (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) ‘‘positivist position that.we
reject’’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1994: p. 279) and that their perspective is
‘‘interpretive work and.interpretations must include the
perspectives and voice of the people who we study’’. However,
although Strauss and Corbin (1994) claimed not to be seeking a pre-
existing reality, the tone of their approach – they refer to ‘‘recog-
nising bias’’ and ‘‘maintaining objectivity’’ – is, as other authors
have pointed out (Annells, 1996, 1997; Charmaz, 2000), undoubt-
edly ontologically realist. Strauss and Corbin, it seems, fall into the
same trap of many researchers before and since in conflating
ontological and epistemological assumptions. Strauss and Corbin’s
(1990) text, and the 1998 second edition, whilst striving to be
epistemologically interpretivist, remains ontologically realist and,
as such, occupies a position that has come to be known as ‘‘post-
positivism’’. Post-positivists recognise that some aspects of the
social world cannot be directly measured (and thus embrace some
interpretivist assumptions), although they still believe in retaining
an objective approach that is free from bias (thus contradicting
some interpretivist assumptions). This somewhat contradictory
epistemology has emerged due to the continuing link of post-
positivism with a realist ontology. It is this position that ‘‘Straus-
sian’’ grounded theory is widely acknowledged to occupy (see
Fig. 4).

Glaser’s position, as re-iterated in 1992 and 2002, is ontologi-
cally realist and epistemologically positivist. Glaser believes that
phenomena emerge directly from the data collected, and thus
‘‘Glaserian’’ grounded theory occupies a position on the left of the
continuum illustrated in Fig. 4.

More recently a number of authors (Bryant, 2002, 2003; Layder,
1993; Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006) led by Charmaz (1995, 2000,
2006) have suggested that grounded theory methodology might
most usefully be underpinned by a constructivist ontology which
leads, almost inevitably, to an interpretivist epistemology (see
Fig. 4). Constructivist grounded theory rejects notions of emer-
gence and objectivity (Annells, 1997) and focuses on the
construction of meaning through the interaction of the researcher
and the researched (Charmaz, 2006).

How, then, have an understanding of these three ‘variants’ of
grounded theory (Glaserian, Straussian and Constructivist)
informed the appropriate use of the approach in sport and exercise
psychology? The simple answer is that it appears that they haven’t!
Despite being widely debated in the research methods literature,
only two of the 12 sport and exercise psychology studies (Eccles
et al., 2002; Sabiston et al., 2007) discuss the ontological and/or
epistemological assumptions that underpin their use of grounded
theory and, more astoundingly, only one of the 12 (Sabiston et al.,
2007) explicitly acknowledges that there are several variants of the
grounded theory approach, although a further two hint at this
(Eccles et al., 2002; Holt & Dunn, 2004). This suggests that many
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Fig. 4. Assumptions underpinning grounded theory variants.
studies laying claim to the label ‘‘grounded theory’’ in sport and
exercise psychology fail the macro-level research quality assess-
ment of the appropriate application of methods, as they fail even to
consider which variant of the approach is being used. Such studies
are making what Greckhamer and Koro-Ljungberg (2005: p. 734)
term an ‘‘intuitive use of method’’, which they contrast with an
epistemological use and a strategic use of method. Greckhamer and
Koro-Ljungberg (2005: p. 734) describe the intuitive use of method
as:

‘‘.the uses of methods by researchers who appear to be unclear
or uncertain about the epistemology and the theoretical stance
related to the method and its analytical procedures.. The
intuitive use of method could be partly caused by limited
communication, partial naivety or by effects of power that lead
researchers to neglect or impair themselves to see the impor-
tance of communicating their underlying theoretical connec-
tions and assumptions.’’

Therefore, a charitable view of many researchers claiming to
have conducted grounded theory studies in sport and exercise
psychology is that they haven’t understood the importance of being
fully transparent about the methodologies and methods they have
used, or that they have failed to articulate them due to limitations
of space (very charitable view). However, a less charitable view is
that they simply haven’t understood the methodologies and
methods! In either case, macro-level research quality is compro-
mised as it is impossible to judge whether grounded theory has
been used appropriately.

The second aspect of macro-level research quality to be
considered in this section is the contribution to knowledge that
a study makes. As Fig. 2 showed earlier, grounded theory studies
lead to the development of substantive theory grounded in
a particular area, rather than a theory that is generically applicable.
However, the central protagonists in debates about grounded
theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Strauss & Corbin, 1990) all agree that it is possible for substantive
grounded theories to be linked across substantive areas to develop
more generic formal theory. Glaser and Strauss (1971), for example,
developed their earlier substantive theory about status passage and
dying into a formal theory of status passage that cut across varied
substantive areas such as age-related and occupational-related
status passages.

The move (or the potential to move) from substantive theory to
formal theory appears to be central to an assessment of the
contribution to knowledge that grounded theory can make.
However, returning to the assumptions that underpin grounded
theory, it would appear that such a move requires some acknowl-
edgement of an underlying reality across substantive areas, thus
suggesting that the ‘‘constructivist’’ variant of grounded theory
may be limited to producing only substantive theories. In defence
against such suggestions, perhaps Charmaz would cite her
comments in 2000 that constructivist grounded theory should
‘‘distinguish between the real and the true’’, and that a construc-
tivist position ‘‘remains realist because it addresses human realities
and assumes the existence of real worlds’’ (Charmaz, 2000: p. 523).
Where, though, do these pseudo-realist assumptions leave
‘constructivist’ grounded theory? The answer may lie in the strat-
ified ontology of critical realism.

Downward (2006) suggests that, when paired with critical
realist assumptions, grounded theory is a coherent methodological
approach. Critical realism adopts a stratified ontology across three
domains: the real, the actual and the empirical. It assumes that
actual events have real causes, but that empirical understandings of
such real causes are only possible through observations of actual
events (see Fig. 5). Furthermore, while actual events and their real
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causes are constant over time, empirical understandings are
dynamic and change as methodologies and methods become more
sophisticated, or as bodies of knowledge develop to provide more
complete insights. For example, prior to the fourth century BC, the
accepted reality was that the earth was flat. However over time
accepted reality has come to be that the earth is spherical. Across
this period, the reality of the shape of the earth has not changed,
nor have the actual events that were empirically observed that led
to the established historic reality of a flat earth changed. However,
the understanding of the meaning of those observations has
changed which, along with a wider range of empirical observations
of subsequent events has led to a revision of the reality of the shape
of the earth. As such, actual events, and the realities that cause
them have not changed, but the empirical understandings of such
events and causes have. In the ‘constructivist’ grounded theory
context, Charmaz (2000) acknowledges this:

‘‘Data do not provide a window on reality. Rather, the ‘‘discov-
ered’’ reality arises from the interactive process and its
temporal, cultural, and structural contexts.’’

Assuming a critical realist ontology linked to an interpretivist
epistemology for grounded theory allows for both a recognition
that phenomena cannot be directly measured (and thus that some
level of interpretation of meaning constructed through the inter-
action of the researcher and the researched is involved) and
a recognition that there can be an underlying reality, albeit a reality
about which knowledge will always be partial and thus the nature
of such reality will always be subject to revision. Thus a critical
realist approach allows grounded theory to respond to the
constructivist challenge, but also to retain the important macro-
level research quality feature of being able to make a generic formal
contribution to knowledge across substantive fields.

Unfortunately, these debates are not discussed in any of the 12
articles laying claim to the label ‘‘grounded theory’’ in sport and
exercise psychology. In fact, the possibilities of developing more
generic ‘‘formal’’ theory from the research in the substantive areas
these articles cover do not receive a single mention. As highlighted
earlier, this is most likely because across the 12 studies, the same or
similar topics are not addressed more than once, and that 32 of the
34 authors listed only contributed to one paper (although aspects of
Bringer et al.’s, 2006, longitudinal study has been published in
outlets outside sport and exercise psychology). Consequently, it
would appear that the potential of grounded theory to meet the
macro-level research quality criteria of a meaningful contribution
to knowledge in sport and exercise psychology is being compro-
mised by researchers who do not employ the approach across
substantive areas over time. The consequence of this is that
grounded theory in sport and exercise psychology only produces
isolated and disconnected pockets of awareness rather than
contributing to the construction of coherent bodies of knowledge.
Conclusion

In August and September 2008, the British Medical Journal
(BMJ) published a series of six articles ‘‘that aim to help readers to
critically appraise the increasing number of qualitative research
articles in clinical journals’’ (Kuper, Reeves, & Levinson, 2008: p.
404). One of these articles (Lingard, Albert, & Levinson, 2008) dis-
cussed grounded theory, and sought to highlight the defining
elements of the approach. In summary, this paper produced three
key elements to look for in grounded theory research papers, two of
which related to macro-level concerns about the need for the
development of a theory and the relationship between the theory
and the research questions. However, the key element for research
quality at what has been characterised in this paper as the micro-
level was: ‘‘Is the study designed to support iterative data collection
and analysis in a context of theoretical sampling?’’ (Lingard et al.,
2008: p. 460). The discussions in this paper suggest that for many
papers laying claim to the label grounded theory in sport and
exercise psychology research, the answer to this question would be
‘‘no!’’. As such, there are clearly papers published in sport and
exercise psychology that fail to meet even the most basic quality
criteria for grounded theory. Furthermore, if the standard of the
eight elements discussed in this paper as collectively sufficient
conditions for grounded theory is applied, then only two of the 12
studies published since 2000 in the four sport and exercise
psychology journals with the highest impact factors clearly
demonstrate that they can legitimately lay claim to the grounded
theory label. Given that such papers have been peer-reviewed, how
has this situation come about?

Kuper et al. (2008), in introducing the BMJ series of papers, note
that there is often a ‘‘knowledge gap’’ among practitioners in
relation to qualitative research generally, leading to ‘‘a widespread
lack of understanding about the nature and uses of such research’’
(p. 404). Furthermore, they suggest that ‘‘this same knowledge
deficit among reviewers can also result in the acceptance and
publication of qualitative articles that are methodologically poor’’
(p. 404). A related point is made by Thomas and James (2006: p.
767) who note that grounded theory ‘‘continues to enjoy great
kudos amongst educators, to the extent that its use can still
seemingly validate the publication of a study’s findings’’. It would
seem that this may have played a part in the publication in sport
and exercise psychology of papers under the name of grounded
theory that fall some way short of a legitimate claim to this label.
Consequently, a key conclusion and recommendation of this paper
is that journal editors should ensure that manuscripts laying claim
to be grounded theory are reviewed not only by experts in the
substantive field, but also by at least one recognised grounded
theory expert. Furthermore, reviewers receiving such manuscripts,
even if they address their substantive area of expertise, should be
honest and open about their expertise (or lack thereof) to assess the
methodology.

However, quality issues surrounding grounded theory in sport
and exercise psychology should not be laid at the door of editors
and reviewers. Authors must accept responsibility for ensuring
they fully understand the methods and methodologies that they
employ, as well as the ontological and epistemological assumptions
that underpin them. At the micro-level of research quality, authors
must understand that grounded theory is a ‘‘total methodology’’
not a pick and mix box, and that the label of grounded theory
should only be applied to studies that meet the sufficient condi-
tions (the eight elements) outlined in this paper. Furthermore,
quality criteria should be those intended for grounded theory,
namely fit, work, relevance and modifiability, or similar appropriate
concepts derived from these criteria. They should not be variants of
the concepts of ‘‘validity’’ or ‘‘reliability’’ aped from other research
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approaches. At the macro-level of research quality, authors must
explicitly recognise the variants of grounded theory that exist, and
the ontological and epistemological differences between them.
Furthermore, the way in which such ontological and epistemolog-
ical assumptions allow for grounded theory to make a contribution
to knowledge in the field must also be recognised. Not one of the 12
sport and exercise psychology studies considered in this paper does
this. Instead many rely on the ‘‘intuitive’’ use of the method(ology)
critiqued by Greckhamer and Koro-Ljungberg (2005). As such, there
appears to be little evidence to contradict the suggestion that the
grounded theory label is being adopted by sport and exercise
psychology researchers because it is ‘‘fashionable’’ (Strauss & Cor-
bin, 1994) and confers legitimacy on qualitative approaches, about
the ‘‘nature and uses’’ of which there is ‘‘a widespread lack of
understanding’’ (Kuper et al., 2008: p. 404).
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