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Unit 1: Methods of Qualitative Research 

 Grounded Theory 

 Phenomenology  

 Ethnography  

  

 

Grounded Theory 

Introduction  

Grounded theory is a form of qualitative research designs. Lincoln and Denzin (2005) viewed qualitative research as a practice of 

examining studied subjects in natural settings and then transforming and making sense of the studied phenomenon through the 

interpretation of gathered field notes, photographs, conversations, and the other similar representations (as cited in Greg et al., 2013). 

Qualitative research is also concerned about an individual’s assumptions and values, thus it tends to gather enriched data for data 

interpretation (Hancock, 1998). Grounded theory was advocated and developed by Strauss and Glaser in the last century, in the 1960s 

(Birks & Mills, 2011). At that time, Strauss and Glaser conducted social science research in hospitals on death awareness. They were 

trying to produce a new theory rather than verify the existing theory. Based on their research, the grounded theory has begun to be 

established. 

According to Opie (2004), grounded theory is a process of collecting qualitative data and undertaking data analysis to generate 

categories (a theory) to explain a phenomenon of interested. As the theory is generated from the collected data, it could not be a 

discrepancy from truth. Similarly, Creswell (2012) viewed grounded theory as a powerful tool when a researcher needs a broad theory 

or explanation of a natural phenomenon. Creswell (2012) also viewed that the emerging theory is “grounded” or rooted in the data, 

thus it will provide a more sophisticated explanation than a theory derived from other studies. Thus, grounded theory design can be 
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used when the current available theories fail to describe the phenomenon of interested (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). Apart from creating 

new theories, grounded theory could be viewed as a process to examine data in order to discover theories that contained within 

(Bound, 2011). Furthermore, grounded theory is applicable to complex behavioral problems even though the contributor factors have 

not been identified (Stern, 1980). Besides, the created theory has the advantage of to be consistent with empirical evidence due to its 

nature of rooted in the real data (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

According to Bryant and Charmaz (2007), grounded theory design arguably turns up to be the most common and popular qualitative 

approach. Moreover, grounded theory research has been successfully conducted in many educational studies (Laws & McLeod, 2004). 

For instances, to seek the life model of physicists and chemists, the nature of a prestigious school, effective counseling, and a school 

principal’s leadership. 

Types of Grounded Theory Designs In order to produce high quality grounded theory research, researchers need to understand the 

grounded theory paradigm and the nature of the study. As advised by Mills et al. (2006), researchers should select a research design 

paradigm that is parallel with their beliefs about the nature of the phenomenon of interested. Basically, there are three dominant 

grounded theory designs, namely the systematic design, the emerging design, and the constructivist design (Creswell, 2012). 

The Systematic Design  

This type of grounded theory design is broadly applied in educational research (Creswell, 2012). A typical systematic design in 

grounded theory is composed of three stages of coding, namely open coding, axial coding, and selective coding (Creswell, 2012). 

In the first stage of coding, open coding, a grounded theorist is required to construct initial categories of information about the studied 

subject by segmenting the collected data (Creswell, 2012). To do so, the grounded theorist needs to identify the important words or 

phrases and label them by using a suitable term (Birks & Mills, 2011). Later, all collected data are classified into the corresponding 

categories. According to Waller & Myrick (2008), a grounded theorist might code the data in multiple possible ways and use memos 

to construct an emergent concept or theory during data analysis. In short, open coding is the initial stage of forming emergent theory 

or conceptualization. 

Axial coding comes second after the open coding (Creswell, 2012). According to protocol described by Creswell (2012), the 

researcher needs to choose an open category and relate it to other categories. The said categories are related based on their causal 

conditions of the studied phenomenon, the strategies that used to resolve the studied phenomenon, environmental factors that 
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influence the strategies adoption, and outcomes. In this coding stage, hypothetical relationships between the major categories and their 

corresponding subcategories are built (Babchuk, 1997). 

According to Creswell (2012), selective coding is the third of the three stages of coding. In selective coding, a grounded theorist 

generates theory by interpreting the interrelationships that emerge among categories formed in axial coding (Creswell, 2012). 

Selecting coding retains only relevant variables to the core variables in order to yield an explicit theory (Glaser & Holton, 2004). The 

generated theory can be delivered through writing out the story line that interconnects the categories (Creswell, 2012). The resultant 

story line enables a grounded theorist to investigate how certain factors affect the studied phenomenon and how certain strategies lead 

to certain outcomes (Creswell, 2012). 

A typical systematic design has been demonstrated by Peine (2003) to investigate gifted students’ experience of sitting and waiting in 

a regular classroom. The researcher used purposive sampling to select 16 participants. The data were collected through a combination 

of methods, including semi-structured interviews, field notes from classroom observations and conversations with teachers, and maps 

that were drawn by the participants. Maps were used as a data source because they allowed the participants to represent their learning 

setting in an alternative way, Peine (2003) further claimed. In open coding, three main categories and 15 subcategories were formed. 

The main categories were ‘School and Classroom Structure Waiting’, ‘Instructional Waiting’, and ‘Assignment Waiting’. Then in 

axial coding stage, the researcher used a model to illustrate the relationships emerged among the main categories and subcategories. 

The researcher used six components to construct the model, namely (i) the phenomenon, (ii) causal conditions, (iii) the context, (iv) 

intervening conditions, (v) action/interaction strategies, and (vi) consequences. Finally, in the selective coding stage, the core category 

was expressed as a grounded theory statement, namely ‘Waiting is boring; sometimes waiting is fair’. The researcher explicated the 

grounded theory by using three propositions: (i) ‘Already knowing’; (ii) ‘Adjusted doing’; and (iii) ‘Being fair’. Based upon Peine 

(2003), explication of the theory through propositions statements allow the voices of the participants providing concrete evidence to 

support the generated theory. 

The Emerging Design  

Glaser (1992) criticized the approach that advocated by Strauss and Corbin (1990) which overly emphasized a set of particular rules 

and procedures rather than theory generation (as cited in Creswell, 2012). By contrast, Glaser (1992) emphasised that the generated 

theories should be guided from the collected data itself and they are more valuable as compared to the operation on a set of preset 

categories (as cited in Creswell, 2012). Hence, Robson (2002) claimed that the emerging design is especially suitable to be applied to 

study ‘real world’ which seems relatively complex, poorly controlled, and messy (as cited in Wright, 2009). On the top of that, Glaser 
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(1992) further pointed out that the key objective of the grounded theory is to explain a ‘basic social process’, focusing on the 

delineation of the relationships between categories and emerging theory rather than purely describing categories (as cited in Creswell, 

2012). Eventually, researchers construct a theory by discussing the interrelationships among the emerged categories without referring 

to a diagram (Creswell, 

An exemplar of the emerging design conducted by Larson (1997) has been discussed by Creswell (2012). The aim of the study was to 

develop an explanation for high school teachers’ conception of the classroom discussion. The researcher examined data to develop 

categories at first, then the categories were refined into fewer categories, followed by comparing data with emerging categories, and 

lastly an emerging theory regarding the process of classroom discussion was written without presenting a diagram. Besides, Wright 

(2009), who has also adopted the emerging design to study adult education, concluded that data analysis is the core component in this 

research design as the researchers are requested to ‘listen’ and immerse themselves in the data 

The Constructivist Design 

 This design is developed by Kathy Charmaz (Hallberg, 2006). Constructivists viewed that multiple social realities occur 

simultaneously rather that a single reality (Hallberg, 2006). The design advocator, Charmaz (2008a), viewed that the constructivist 

design has advantages in addressing why questions and preserving the complexity of social life. Charmaz (1990, 2000, 2006) paid 

more attention in individuals’ principles, opinions, beliefs, sensations, expectations, and philosophy rather than truths and explaining 

acts (as cited in Creswell, 2012). In other words, constructivist design emphasizes the values and beliefs of the researchers. Thus, 

constructivist design gives a new interaction between researchers and participants and this on-going interaction will continue 

contributing to data construction (Hallberg, 2006). It is also assumed that the reciprocal relationships between actions and meanings- 

actions affect meaning and meanings influence actions (Hallberg, 2006). 

The Key Characteristics of Grounded Theory Research Design  

Creswell (2012) has listed out six major characteristics of typical grounded theory research, which are widely utilized by grounded 

theorists. These characteristics are as follows: 

 a) Characteristic 1: Process Approach. Corbin and Strauss (2008) viewed that the research process in grounded theory research is a 

series of interactions and outcomes among a group of people regarding the studied phenomenon (as cited in Creswell, 2012). In 
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educational research, some examples of the said phenomenon include AIDS prevention, how the first year teaching life of a new 

teacher, or the leadership of a school principal. 

b) Characteristic 2: Theoretical Sampling. Theoretical sampling refers to the on-going process of coding the data, comparing the 

data, and grouping similar data to build categories and core categories (Jones & Alony, 2011). The purpose of theoretical sampling is 

to systematically direct the grounded theorists to choose the most important data for the studied phenomenon (Jones & Alony, 2011). 

According to Brown et al. (2002), theoretical sampling can be stopped when theoretical saturation is achieved. Theoretical saturation 

can be identified through three parameters: (i) no new data is distilled from a certain category, (ii) the category could sufficiently 

cover salient variations and process, and (iii) the interrelationships between categories have been delineated appropriately, as 

suggested by Brown et al. (2002). 

c) Characteristic 3: Constant Comparative. One of the fundamental features of grounded theory pertains to constant comparative 

(Moghaddam, 2006). As implied by the name, constant comparison is the process of comparing like with like, to trace out the 

emerging pattern and theory (Goulding, 2002). Besides, Hallberg (2006) viewed the constant comparative method as the ‘core 

category’ of a grounded theory design because all the collected data are compared constantly to find out their commonalities and 

variations. For instances, it involves comparing events to events, events to codes, codes to codes, codes to categories, and categories 

and categories (Birks & Mills, 2011). 

d) Characteristic 4: A Core Category. The core category (or central category) portrays the main theme of a study (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). According to Hallberg (2006), a core category can be viewed as the integration of other major derived categories into a theory 

that rooted in the collected data. Thus, Birks and Mills (2011) proposed that a grounded theorist should choose a core category that is 

able to explain the rooted theory as a whole. Several criteria for choosing the core category have been pointed out by Strauss (1987) 

including: (i) the core category can be related to other major categories, (ii) it should emerge frequently in the data, (iii) the generated 

explanation must be logical and consistent when comparing to the major categories, (iv) the core category should be named 

sufficiently abstract so that it can be used in other relevant studies, (v) the generated theory should have explanatory power, and (vi) 

the generated explanation should have the ability to hold among various conditions (as cited in Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

e) Characteristic 5: Theory Generation. The outcome of grounded theory research is to construct a theory that explains a studied 

phenomenon from the collected data. Since the generated theory is close to the data, it does not have an excellent ability for 

generalization, thus it could not be applied widely for many situations and people, as believed by Creswell (2012). Creswell (2012) 

further pointed out that the resultant theory can be presented in three forms: (i) as a visual coding paradigm, (ii) as a series or 
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hypothesis, (iii) or as a narrative story. Brown et al. (2002) viewed that building ‘story’ is a crucial aspect in generating theory as it is 

capable of expressing the most salient factors of the actual data in narrative sentences. Brown et al. (2002) further added that a good 

‘story’ should delineate the relationships between subcategories to the core category. 

f) Characteristic 6: Memos. Grounded theorists create memos about the collected data. Mavetera & Kroeze (2009) argued that memo 

writing is a good idea to record emergent concepts or ideas throughout the research process. These types of memos are known as 

theoretical memos. Documentation of these ideas and thoughts would prevent paralysis in the process of generating theories as memo 

writing is helpful to direct researchers into data and questions that need further exploration. Besides, Birks & Mills (2011) reviewed 

that memo writing is an on-going process from the beginning to the completion of the research and these memos will be transformed 

into research findings. Corbin and Strauss (2008) added that memo writing is also a powerful analytic tool for researchers to achieve 

conceptualization. Other than this, memo writing will increase a researcher’s intellectual assets (Birks & Mills, 2011). Thus, Babchuk 

(1997) advised researchers not to underestimate the importance of memo writing as a source of creativity and as a fundamental 

component to generate emerging theory. 

 

-------------------------- 
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Phenomenology  

Introduction  

The purpose of the phenomenological approach is to illuminate the specific, to identify phenomena through how 

they are perceived by the actors in a situation. In the human sphere this normally translates into gathering ‘deep’ 

information and perceptions through inductive, qualitative methods such as interviews, discussions and participant 

observation, and representing it from the perspective of the research participant(s). Phenomenology is concerned 

with the study of experience from the perspective of the individual, ‘bracketing’ taken-for-granted assumptions and 

usual ways of perceiving. Epistemologically, phenomenological approaches are based in a paradigm of personal 

knowledge and subjectivity, and emphasise the importance of personal perspective and interpretation. As such they 

are powerful for understanding subjective experience, gaining insights into people’s motivations and actions, and 

cutting through the clutter of taken-for-granted assumptions and conventional wisdom. Phenomenological research 

has overlaps with other essentially qualitative approaches including ethnography, hermeneutics and symbolic 

interactionism. Pure phenomenological research seeks essentially to describe rather than explain, and to start from 

a perspective free from hypotheses or preconceptions (Husserl 1970). More recent humanist and feminist 

researchers refute the possibility of starting without preconceptions or bias, and emphasise the importance of 

making clear how interpretations and meanings have been placed on findings, as well as making the researcher 

visible in the ‘frame’ of the research as an interested and subjective actor rather than a detached and impartial 

observer (e.g. see Plummer 1983, Stanley & Wise 1993). Phenomenological methods are particularly effective at 

bringing to the fore the experiences and perceptions of individuals from their own perspectives, and therefore at 

challenging structural or normative assumptions. Adding an interpretive dimension to phenomenological research, 

enabling it to be used as the basis for practical theory, allows it to inform, support or challenge policy and action. 

Methods  
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Phenomenological and associated approaches can be applied to single cases or to serendipitous or deliberately 

selected samples. While single-case studies are able to identify issues which illustrate discrepancies and system 

failures - and to illuminate or draw attention to ‘different’ situations - positive inferences are less easy to make 

without a small sample of participants. In multipleparticipant research, the strength of inference which can be made 

increases rapidly once factors start to recur with more than one participant. In this respect it is important to 

distinguish between statistical and qualitative validity: phenomenological research can be robust in indicating the 

presence of factors and their effects in individual cases, but must be tentative in suggesting their extent in relation 

to the population from which the participants or cases were drawn. 

A variety of methods can be used in phenomenologically-based research, including interviews, conversations, 

participant observation, action research, focus meetings and analysis of personal texts. If there is a general 

principle involved it is that of minimum structure and maximum depth, in practice constrained by time and 

opportunities to strike a balance between keeping a focus on the research issues and avoiding undue influence by 

the researcher. The establishment of a good level of rapport and empathy is critical to gaining depth of information, 

particularly where investigating issues where the participant has a strong personal stake. Interview methods and 

issues are discussed in Gorden (1969), Measor (1985), Oakley (1981), Plummer (1983) and Spradley (1979) 

among others. 

Analysis  

The ‘problem’ for many researchers with phenomenological research is that it generates a large quantity of 

interview notes, tape recordings, jottings or other records all of which have to be analysed. Analysis is also 

necessarily messy, as data doesn’t tend to fall into neat categories and there can be many ways of linking between 

different parts of discussions or observations. Two methods I use are described below. Where the data is fairly 

disorganised - interview transcripts, unstructured notes or personal texts - the first stage is to read through and get a 

feel for what is being said, identifying key themes and issues in each text. These points - from all the texts for a 
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small-scale project, or a sample of different ones where there are more than 15-20 - can then be aggregated and 

organised with the aid of a mind-map or set of ‘post-it’ notes. The resulting list is used as a set of points to 

interrogate the texts and structure and summarise them (“what is this participant saying about:”). Points which 

aren’t brought out through this process need to be added. A more detailed description of this process is provided by 

Hycner (1985). In a small-scale project looking across themes between participants is likely to be easy to do with 

physical documents, but an alternative useful where there are larger numbers of participants is to enter the data into 

a database according to the analysis headings, and use a mailmerge facility to extract and compare entries. This 

also enables data entered under different headings to be juxtaposed and compared, particularly useful to identify 

relationships between different themes and factors.  

Reporting  

Phenomenological studies make detailed comments about individual situations which do not lend themselves to 

direct generalisation in the same way which is sometimes claimed for survey research. The development of general 

theories (i.e. which apply to situations beyond the participants or cases which have been studied) from 

phenomenological findings needs to be done transparently if it is to have validity; in particular, the reader should 

be able to work through from the findings to the theories and see how the researcher has arrived at his or her 

interpretations. This may or may not involve the researcher appearing ‘in person’ in the research (while this is 

beginning to happen in theses, academic papers and sometimes in organisational research, it is still rare in public-

domain reports). 

Different factors are important at different points of the report. My preference is to use three sections or chapters to 

report and discuss the findings:  

A summary of the findings.  
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‘This will arrange findings according to themes and topics and draw out key issues being discussed by participants. 

The aim here should be to be faithful to the participants, and to be aware (insofar as is possible) of biases being 

brought to the inevitable editing which is needed; there is an ethical issue about misrepresenting, distorting or 

deleting findings which have been provided in good faith by participants (‘treachery,’ according to Plummer). This 

part of the report does involve some interpretation and conjecture in deciding what to select and how to express 

and order it, but its main role is to describe rather than explain. The findings can be reported robustly, and my usual 

preference is to include direct quotes - both ‘soundbites’ and more extensive quotes - from participants to illustrate 

points. Some types of study benefit from vignettes of individual cases or participants, provided this does not 

compromise confidentiality (see Connell 1985 for an interesting if debatably valid solution to this). 
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Example 

A phenomenological study  

on lived experiences of Charona Virus victims  

in selected villages of Maharashtr 

 

 

-------------------------- 
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Ethnography 
■ Ethnographic research focuses on entire cultural group which typically may consist of 20 or more members 

THAT INTERACT THROUGH TIME.  

■ Examples of a cultural group:  

 

o Teachers in a certain school  

o Female students in a certain department  

o Residents of a certain neighborhood  

o Members of a certain clan  

 

 The origin of ethnographic research is comparative cultural anthropology (the study of “primitive cultures” 

by Western anthropologists). But, later, it became adapted by researchers in other fields, education included.  

 An ethnographer studies shared patterns of beliefs, behavior, or language among members of the group. 

He/she DESCRIBES and INTERPRETS these shared patterns.  

 Ethnographic study involves extended observation of the group through participant observation—meaning, 

the researcher observes the day-to-day life of the members of that group and also interviews them. The 

researcher gets “immersed” in that group  

 

Major Features of Ethnographic Research  

1. Focus on culture or aspect of culture  

o Holistic Ethnography - comprehensive description and analysis of the entire culture  
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o Micro-ethnography – particular aspect of culture  

 

2) Naturalistic study of individuals in the field  

o Ethnographers may live among cultural groups to study cultural patterns and their origins  

o shared patterns of beliefs, behavior, or language among members of a group are studied  

o Participant observation – observes their day-to-day life and interviews them  

o Getting “immersed” in a group – informal observations and conversations  

 

3) Making the familiar strange  

“…analyzing cultural phenomena from the perspective of an outsider (to whom it is strange) while seeking to 

understand it from the perspective of an insider (to whom it is familiar)” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2005, p. 349) ETIC 

& EMIC perspectives  

 

4) Thick Description  

o Describing the field setting in great detail  

o Low inference, primarily descriptive presentation of data  

o Using extensive quotation from participants  

o The purpose is to bring the culture “alive” for the readers  

o Use of present tense to communicate permanence and universality  

 

Types of Ethnographic Research  

 There are many forms of ethnography, such as: confessional ethnography, autoethnography, ethnography in 

photography and video, life history, ethnographic novels, etc.  

 

  The two major types are:  
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o Realist ethnography – an objective account of a situation, written in the third person point of view and 

reporting objectively the information learned from participants. The realist ethnographer remains in the 

“background” as reporter of the “facts”.  

o Critical ethnography- a type of ethnographic research in which the researcher advocates for the 

emancipation of groups marginalized in society. Critical ethnographers are political-minded people who 

speak against domination and inequality.  

Other Varieties:  

o Ethnoscience - involves cataloging the semantic systems used by a culture or sub-culture to describe 

important social phenomena.  

o Ethnology – a comparative study of cultures 

 

Difference and Similarity with Case Study:  

■ Similarity with case study:  

o Both focus on cases (ranging from individuals to communities, society, or institutions)  

o In-depth study of phenomenon of interest  

o Study in natural context  

o Represent both emic and etic perspectives  

 

■ Difference with case study:  

o Ethnographers focus specifically on aspect of cultures; but case researchers refer to a wide-

range of phenomena pertaining to the case  
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Challenges of Ethnographic Study  

 Length of time needed for field work  

 Need for knowledge of socio-cultural systems  

 Need for literary, story-telling approach of research report  

 Avoiding inaccurate portrayal of a cultural system  
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Table 1: Contrasting Characteristics of five Qualitative Approaches 
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                                                 Table 2: Reporting structures for Each Approach 

 

 


