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Grounded Theory


     Grounded Theory was developed during the late 1960's by social scientists, Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, as a reaction against research methods that championed the development of theories to explain social behaviors and then seek data for evidential support. Grounded theory, in short, attempts to do the opposite; theories are developed during data collection, so that a given theory is "grounded" in reality rather than forcing the data to conform to a prefabricated theory. In this sense, Grounded Theory is an inductive method of conducting research; one moves from specific instances to arrive at a more general theory or explanation of a social behavior or phenomenon.


     One of the fundamental characteristics of Grounded Theory is that it is an empirically based, iterative approach to collecting data. This means that data are collected through a variety of different means (e.g. interviews, observations, etc.), checked against other data sets, and revised as new data are collected. Furthermore, the entire process is iterative in that the collection, analysis and review of data is carried out cyclically so that the theory latent in the data is gradually brought to light. Unlike other research methods, grounded theory encourages the review of pertinent literature after, not before, initial data have been collected so that the subsequently derived theory remains true to the data and is not unduly influenced by previous models or theories. In addition, research questions are not formed as specific hypotheses, but are more like general questions, and explanations or theories should account for a phenomenon from the perspective of the participants.


     Grounded theory is most commonly used to study situations involving social behavior and human interactions, although it has potential for use in analyzing historical or documentary data as well (Star 1998). The bottom line is that the theory developed should fit the data, not the other way around. Other criteria for good theories are that they should be applicable to other situations and contexts, they should provide insight into specific phenomena or social situations, and they should indicate the situations in which they are applicable and provide a "reasonable basis for action." (Davidson 2001). 


     While grounded theory derives its strength in developing plausible, highly detailed yet generalized theories to account for disparate behaviors and phenomena from a user's perspective, its main weakness lies in its sheer complexity. Developing a satisfactory theory from a body of collected data takes enormous amounts of time, as each data set must be compared with others so as to locate patterns or trends, which in turn need to be compared with patterns or trends present in other sets of data. In addition, all connections among the data must be coded and mapped, which requires compiling extensive notes, and literature from across a wide spectrum of academic fields must be reviewed in order to establish a solid understanding of all aspects of the study. In short, the use of grounded theory as a research method is a serious affair, and thus its use should not be taken lightly by the researcher. 
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