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Developing Grounded Theory: Second
Generation and the Evolution of Qualitative
Inquiry

Grounded theory, a qualitative research approach, has undergone significant evolution since its
inception. This article delves into the development of grounded theory, specifically focusing on the
advancements represented by second-generation grounded theory and its impact on qualitative
inquiry. We will explore its methodologies, benefits, applications, and future implications, touching
upon key concepts like constant comparative analysis, theoretical sampling, and emergent
theory.

Introduction: From First to Second Generation Grounded
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Theory

The original, or first-generation, grounded theory, primarily championed by Barney Glaser and
Anselm Strauss, emphasized a rigorous process of data collection and analysis aimed at
generating a theory inductively from the data itself. This approach prioritized the "grounded"
nature of the theory, minimizing preconceived notions and existing literature. However, criticisms
emerged regarding the rigidity of this approach, leading to the development of what is now known
as second-generation grounded theory. This evolution embraces a more flexible and nuanced
understanding of the interplay between theory, data, and the researcher's own perspectives.
Second-generation grounded theory often incorporates diverse methodologies, reflecting a richer
understanding of qualitative data analysis.

Benefits of Second-Generation Grounded Theory

Second-generation grounded theory offers several key advantages over its predecessor. It
promotes:

e Greater Reflexivity: Researchers acknowledge their own biases and perspectives and how
they influence the research process. This transparency enhances the credibility and
trustworthiness of the resulting theory.

* Theoretical Sensitivity: Researchers actively engage with existing literature and theories,
using them as a lens to interpret data rather than strictly avoiding them. This allows for a
more sophisticated and nuanced understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

* Integration of Multiple Data Sources: This approach allows for the incorporation of
various data sources, such as interviews, observations, documents, and artifacts, leading to
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a more comprehensive and robust theory.

* Iterative and Flexible Approach: Second-generation grounded theory embraces a more
iterative and flexible process, allowing for adjustments in the research design based on
emerging insights from the data. This adaptability enables researchers to explore
unexpected findings and refine their theoretical focus as the research progresses.

e Enhanced Theoretical Saturation: By employing strategies like theoretical sampling,
researchers can refine their data collection to focus on areas that are crucial to building and
refining the theory, maximizing the richness and depth of the emerging understanding.

Methodology and Applications of Second-Generation
Grounded Theory

The methodology of second-generation grounded theory emphasizes a cyclical process of data
collection, analysis, and theory development. This involves:

1. Conceptualizing the Research Question: Defining a broad research question that allows for
exploration and refinement throughout the study.

2. Data Collection: Employing various qualitative methods such as semi-structured interviews,
observations, and document analysis.

3. Constant Comparative Analysis: A core component, constantly comparing new data with
existing data and emerging themes to refine categories and develop theoretical concepts.

4. Theoretical Sampling: Strategically selecting participants and data sources to maximize the
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development of theoretical constructs.

5. Theory Development: Building a coherent and well-supported theory that explains the
phenomenon under investigation.

Second-generation grounded theory finds application in a broad range of fields, including:

* Healthcare: Understanding patient experiences, developing models of care, and exploring
healthcare policy.

e Education: Examining teaching practices, student learning, and educational leadership.

e Organizational Studies: Analyzing organizational culture, change management, and
leadership styles.

» Social Work: Exploring social issues, developing interventions, and improving social
services.

Challenges and Criticisms

While offering substantial advancements, second-generation grounded theory also faces
criticisms. Some argue that the increased flexibility might lead to a lack of rigor, while others
question the objectivity of incorporating existing literature. Achieving theoretical saturation can be
challenging, particularly in complex research areas. The iterative nature can also be time-
consuming and resource-intensive.
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Conclusion: The Ongoing Evolution of Grounded Theory

Second-generation grounded theory represents a significant advancement in qualitative research,
offering a more flexible, reflexive, and theoretically sensitive approach to theory development. By
embracing iterative data collection and analysis, integrating diverse data sources, and actively
engaging with existing literature, this approach generates rich and nuanced theoretical insights.
While challenges remain, the ongoing development and refinement of grounded theory
methodologies continue to shape and enrich the landscape of qualitative inquiry. Future research
should focus on further clarifying best practices and addressing the complexities of integrating
multiple perspectives in the pursuit of robust and meaningful theoretical understanding.

FAQ: Addressing Common Questions about Grounded
Theory

Q1: What is the difference between first and second-generation grounded theory?

A1l: First-generation grounded theory emphasizes a strict inductive approach, minimizing prior
knowledge and focusing solely on data-driven theory building. Second-generation grounded
theory, however, embraces a more flexible and iterative approach, integrating existing literature
and acknowledging the researcher's perspective. It is more reflexive and allows for greater
integration of multiple data sources.

Q2: How does theoretical sampling differ from other sampling techniques?
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A2: Theoretical sampling is not about achieving representativeness (like probability sampling),
but rather about purposefully selecting participants and data sources based on their potential
contribution to the developing theory. As the theory emerges, new sampling decisions are made
to refine and saturate concepts. It's a dynamic and iterative process.

Q3: What is constant comparative analysis, and why is it crucial?

A3: Constant comparative analysis is a systematic process of comparing data to identify recurring
themes, patterns, and relationships. It is crucial because it forms the backbone of theory
development in grounded theory, enabling researchers to build conceptual categories and
progressively refine their theoretical understanding.

Q4: How can | ensure rigor in my grounded theory study?

A4: Rigor in grounded theory involves transparency, reflexivity, and a clear audit trail of the
research process. This includes detailed documentation of data collection, analysis decisions, and
the evolution of theoretical concepts. Member checking (validating findings with participants) and
peer debriefing are also valuable strategies.

Q5: What are some common challenges encountered when conducting grounded theory
research?

A5: Challenges include achieving theoretical saturation, managing the iterative nature of the
process, balancing reflexivity with objectivity, and dealing with the time and resource demands of
in-depth qualitative analysis.
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Q6: Can grounded theory be used with quantitative data?

A6: While traditionally associated with qualitative data, grounded theory principles can inform the
interpretation of quantitative data. For example, quantitative findings can be used to identify
patterns and hypotheses that are then explored in greater depth using qualitative methods. This
mixed-methods approach can enhance the robustness of the research.

Q7: What are the ethical considerations in grounded theory research?

A7: Ethical considerations include informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and ensuring the
well-being of participants. Researchers need to be mindful of the potential power dynamics in the
research relationship and strive to maintain ethical standards throughout the data collection and
analysis processes.

Q8: What are the future implications of grounded theory?

A8: Future research in grounded theory will likely focus on developing more sophisticated
methods for analyzing complex datasets, integrating technology for data management and
analysis, and exploring new applications of the methodology in interdisciplinary fields. The
ongoing evolution of grounded theory ensures its continued relevance in addressing complex
social and scientific questions.
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Developing Qualitative Inquiry

Developing building grounded theory represents a significant progression in qualitative inquiry.
Moving beyond the first generation's focus on purely inductive coding, the second generation
incorporates a more nuanced and complex approach. This approach acknowledges the intrinsic
influence of the scholar's perspectives and the contextual components shaping the study process.
This article will explore the key attributes of second-generation grounded theory, its practical
ramifications, and its contributions to the area of qualitative research.

The primary generation of grounded theory, mainly associated with Glaser and Strauss,
underlined a strictly inductive procedure. Investigators submerged themselves in the data,
enabling the theory to unfold organically from the observations. While this approach yielded
valuable understandings, it also faced censure for its possible lack of introspection and openness.

Second-generation grounded theory, influenced by researchers such as Charmaz, addresses these
challenges head-on. It acknowledges the fundamental bias of the investigator, incorporating this
awareness into the analytical approach. This means recognizing the influence of one's own
ideological system on the interpretation of data. Instead of purely inductive coding, second-
generation grounded theory adopts a more recurring method that integrates both inductive and
inferential reasoning.

The methodological variations are significant. While original grounded theory focused heavily on
continuous comparison of data parts, second-generation methods often include techniques like
memoing, theoretical picking, and inverse case analysis. These strategies enhance the
thoroughness and profoundness of the analysis. Furthermore, second-generation grounded theory
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explicitly deals with issues of influence and representation in the research process. Scholars are
encouraged to ponder upon their role and effect on the subjects in the research.

Consider, for illustration, a investigation examining the experiences of customers with a persistent
illness. A first-generation approach might focus purely on classifying the data for emergent
themes. A second-generation approach would include the inquirer's understanding of the social
setting surrounding illness, the authority dynamics between patients and healthcare professionals,
and the investigator's own prejudices pertaining illness and healthcare.

The applicable advantages of employing second-generation grounded theory are considerable. It
yields richer, more subtle and meaningful theories that factor in the sophistication of interpersonal
phenomena. Its stress on reflexivity and clarity elevates the validity and honour of the research
procedure. Moreover, it provides a valuable system for understanding how unique experiences are
shaped by broader cultural elements.

In summary, second-generation grounded theory offers a effective and sophisticated technique to
qgualitative inquiry. Its acknowledgment of researcher subjectivity and its incorporation of
inductive and rational reasoning create more precise, refined, and environmentally thorough
theories. By accepting its rules, investigators can make important advantages to our
understanding of the social world.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

1. Q: What is the main difference between first and second-generation grounded
theory?
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A: First-generation focuses on purely inductive coding, minimizing researcher influence. Second-
generation acknowledges researcher subjectivity and integrates both inductive and deductive
reasoning, emphasizing reflexivity.

2. Q: Is second-generation grounded theory more difficult to learn and apply?

A: It requires a higher level of self-awareness and critical reflection. However, the added depth
and richness of the resulting theory usually justifies the increased effort.

3. Q: What are some examples of data suitable for second-generation grounded theory
analysis?

A: Interviews, focus groups, observations, documents - any qualitative data that allows for in-
depth exploration of experiences and perspectives.

4. Q: How does second-generation grounded theory ensure trustworthiness?

A: Through detailed documentation of the research process, including reflexivity statements,
audit trails, and member checking (when possible), to demonstrate transparency and rigor.
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