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Abstract

Grounded theory methodology and methods are widely accepted as effective procedures for conducting
qualitative research with the primary aim of developing theory. This paper examines two major grounded
theory approaches, Glaserian and Straussian, exploring their foundational principles, key differences, and
implications for novice researchers. By using a narrative literature review methodology, the study
synthesizes and interprets existing research, foundational books, and scholarly articles. The findings
highlight significant methodological differences, particularly in literature review practices and coding
procedures. While Glaserian grounded theory emphasizes emergent coding and minimal preconceptions,
Straussian grounded theory follows a structured coding framework consisting of open, axial, and selective
coding. This paper suggests that novice scholars and researchers can benefit from the systematic approach
of Straussian grounded theory, as it is specifically designed for them.
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Introduction

Grounded theory is a research methodology in which data collection and analysis occur
simultaneously, informing each other to construct theories of the phenomenon under study
(Thornberg & Charmaz, cited in Flick, 2014, p. 153). Researchers frequently face the challenge of
applying grounded theory or selecting from its various versions (Glaser, 2014). Although
considerable discussion has been made about the differences between the Glaserian, Straussian,
and Charmaz approaches, these distinctions may still confuse novice researchers when deciding
between them.

Moreover, researchers often encounter difficulties when using the grounded theory methodology
to code their materials. They often seek specific steps to follow, but the coding procedures vary
depending on the source. Glaser and Strauss (1967) defined four phases, whereas Glaser later
(1978, 1992) discussed two major phases and various subphases. Conversely, Strauss (1987) and
Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) referred to three phases (LaRossa, 2005).

This review article examines two contrasting grounded theory approaches: Glaserian and
Straussian. I discuss Glaser and Strauss's foundational work, The Discovery of Grounded Theory,
along with their later writings, while considering the relevant literature. My main focus is on
Straussian grounded theory, which is specifically designed for novice researchers. More particular,
this paper seeks to address the following research question: How does the structured coding
process employed in Straussian grounded theory compared to the emergent coding approach of
Glaserian grounded theory in fostering robust, conceptually integrated theoretical frameworks
among novice qualitative researchers?

Methodology

There are various approaches to conducting literature reviews. Terms related to literature review
methodologies include systematic, narrative, integrative, and scoping (Turnbull et al., 2023; Snyder,
2019). This paper employs a narrative literature review, which is a qualitative methodology used
to synthesize and interpret existing research on a particular topic in a descriptive, discursive
manner (Turnbull et al, 2023). Unlike systematic reviews -which follow strict protocols and
predefined inclusion/exclusion criteria- a narrative review is more flexible and interpretive
(Turnbull et al, 2023). Narrative literature reviews are beneficial in offering readers a
comprehensive overview of pertinent literature (Turnbull et al., 2023; Turnbull et al., 2021;
Rother, 2007).

In this paper, the review systematically compares two major grounded theory approaches, namely
the Glaserian and Straussian methods. Although both perspectives are examined, the analysis
primarily adopts a Straussian lens. This focus emphasizes the evolved grounded theory approach
characterized by a detailed, structured coding process—namely open, axial, and selective coding—
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which is presented as particularly useful for novice researchers. To develop this review, I relied
exclusively on foundational books, handbooks, and scholarly articles drawn from established
published data.

Grounded Theory: Background and Roots

Grounded theory methodology and methods are widely accepted as effective procedures for
conducting qualitative research with the primary goal of developing theory (Strauss & Corbin,
1990, p. 24). Grounded theory also allows researchers to develop new concepts and theories that
are grounded in the data itself, rather than relying on preconceived notions or assumptions. It is
an appropriate theory that combines a naturalist perspective with a systematic set of procedures
for conducting qualitative research (Babbie, 2010, p.307). Bryant and Charmaz (2007, p.31-57)
state that the foundations of Grounded Theory Methodology (GTM) are diverse and abundant.
Glaser and Strauss presented them through a complex mix of four foundational texts: Awareness of
Dying (1965), The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967), Time for Dying (1968), and Status Passage
(1971). However, the grounded theory method (GTM) was first detailed by Barney G. Glaser and
Anselm L. Strauss in their 1960s book, The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Glaser and Strauss
outlined grounded theory's key features, including an iterative, inductive approach, comparative
methods, and a theoretical objective, in their original statement. From the start, grounded theory's
iterative and inductive process required moving between data and analysis (Clarke & Charmaz,
2014, p. XXIII). The discovery book served as inspiration for generations of researchers and
graduate students (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020). Glaser and Strauss aimed to bridge the gap
between theory and research and improve social scientists' ability to generate theory. They argued
that qualitative research ought to be evaluated based on its own principles and not by the
standards suitable for quantitative research. Their argument established qualitative research as a
unique practice with its own objectives and criteria. They emphasized the need to move qualitative
research from mere description to theory construction (Clarke & Charmaz, 2014, p. XXIII). Glaser
and Strauss acknowledged that not everyone could be equally skilled at discovering theory, but
they believed that one does not have to be a genius either (Glaser & Strauss, 1999, p. VII). This
statement reflects their understanding that theorizing is a skill accessible to many, not just a select
few intellects. It invites researchers to consider their own abilities in engaging with theoretical
concepts. Furthermore, they aimed to" stimulate other theorists to codify and publish their
methods for generating theory" (Glaser& Strauss, 1999, p. 8). This innovative approach
transmitted a crucial epistemological premise that has greatly influenced the creation of scientific
knowledge (Clarke & Charmaz, 2014, p. 1).

Grounded theory was designed to be pluralistic, and it has certainly become so, although not
necessarily in the way that its creators, Glaser and Strauss, might have predicted. Both Glaser and
Strauss went on to produce their own sets of maxims (LaRossa, 2005), for instance, Theoretical
Sensitivity (Glaser, 1978), Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists (Strauss, 1987), Basics of
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Qualitative Research (Strauss & Corbin, 1990/1998), Grounded Theory in Practice (Strauss and
Corbin), Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis (Glaser, 1992), and Doing Grounded theory (Glaser,
1998). This indicates that while grounded theory has expanded in its interpretations and
applications, the foundational thinkers have continued to refine and define their framework
independently. Three main versions of grounded theory are now most recognized: (1) Glaserian
or classic grounded theory, which is associated with Barney Glaser; (2) Straussian or systematic
grounded theory, which is associated with Anselm Strauss, Juliette Corbin; and (3) constructivist
grounded theory, which stems from the work of Kathy Charmaz (Salaun & Usher, 2013).

Given the differences in approaches to the method, the majority of texts and articles recommend
beginning with the original Discovery. Although it may have become outdated since it was first
published, the core principles and procedures are thoroughly outlined and remain fundamental
guidelines for utilizing the method. However, it is important to understand the differences between
the main versions of grounded theory approaches before deciding which one to apply.

Divergence and Convergence between Glaser and Strauss

The Glaserian and Straussian grounded theory approaches have different philosophical
perspectives; hence, the researcher needs to be self-aware to identify the underlying ontological
assumptions of their study. The Glaserian approach adopts a critical realist ontological position to
answer questions about the nature of reality and what can be learned from it. In contrast, the
Straussian approach takes a pragmatic relativist stance (Howard-Payne, 2015). In the 1990s,
Glaser and Strauss encountered methodological disagreements, which resulted in the
development of separate "versions" of their original research (Mohajan, 2023); their versions
differ in paradigm, research questions, analysis, literature, and sampling (Devadas et al., 2011).
The differences between Glaser and Strauss were emphasized when Strauss and Juliet Corbin's
partnership emerged, and they published The Basics of Qualitative Research (Kendall, 1999; Morse,
2009; Rieger, 2018). Strauss and Corbin (1999) wrote their book to help beginner grounded
theorists learn how to create in-depth and well-developed grounded theories in a consistent
manner. They noticed that many graduate students struggled with analyzing data and generating
cogent theories, so they aimed to fill a gap in the methodology literature on the processes involved
in generating meaningful grounded theories from qualitative data (Kendall,1999). In response to
Strauss and Corbin's publication, Glaser published Basics of Grounded Theory (1992). He criticized
their approach, arguing that it focused more on conceptual description than emergent theory.
Since then, grounded theorists have been discussing the theoretical differences between the two
perspectives (Kendall, 1999).

The primary contrast between Glaser's and Strauss & Corbin's approaches lies in the literature
review phase. Both Glaser, Strauss, and Corbin acknowledge that researchers enter the field with
pre-existing ideas, but they differ significantly in the role they assign to the literature (Heath &
Cowley, 2003; Devadas et al., 2011). In their foundational work, The Discovery of Grounded Theory,

wwwy.sciencestepjournal.com - © 2023 SSJ. All Rights Reserved Page 4sura3



http://www.sciencestepjournal.com/

E science step ISSN: 3009-500X SSJ /Issue 8 - 2025

Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.37) proposed that conducting a literature review was unnecessary in
the early stages of research. They advised researchers to "ignore the literature of theory and fact
on the area under study". This approach contrasts with most methodologies that consider a
thorough literature review as an essential foundation for conducting research. Glaser (1998)
maintained his position, while Strauss's position in the ensuing decades changed significantly.
Together with Corbin, Strauss came to advocate an early review of relevant literature.

Glaser strongly opposed using literature to avoid "forcing the data" researcher's preconceptions
(Devadas et al., 2011) and letting the data speak for itself. Glaser (1978) believes that prior
knowledge should come from reading extensively to identify a wide range of possibilities based on
a broad understanding of the general problem area. He recommends comparing and contrasting
the emerging theory with the existing literature at a later stage, particularly when the substantive
theory is beginning to emerge (Hickey, 1997; Devadas et al., 2011). Furthermore, Glaser discusses
the process of near misses in discovering a new theory. This is when literature of close relevance
is recognized or read, and its powerful impact bends the emerging theory from its true path (Heath
& Cowley, 2003).

On the other hand, Strauss and Corbin (1990) believe that both the use of self and literature play a
critical role in shaping early influences. While diffuse understanding provides sensitivity, specific
knowledge from past experience and literature can also stimulate theoretical sensitivity and
generate hypotheses. According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), prior knowledge can be used to
improve theoretical sensitivity and generate hypotheses. They also emphasize that early influences
from the use of self and literature can shape the researcher's approach to the study.

The second main difference between Glaser and Strauss is their approach to data analysis. Glaser
adhered more closely to the original version of grounded theory in his data analysis, while Strauss,
together with Corbin, reworked the original (Cooney, 2010). Glaser, Strauss, and Corbin all
advocated for analysis through continuous comparisons, yet they varied significantly in the
amount of structure they employed (Kendall, 1999; Heath & Cowley, 2004; Higginbottom &
Lauridsen, 2014). Glaser categorized two types of coding: substantive (open) and theoretical.
Strauss and Corbin expanded this to include open, axial, and selective coding (Kendall, 1999). Their
approaches to open coding are similar, as both methods aim to break down, examine, compare,
conceptualize, and categorize data (Kendall, 1999). Glaser (1978) described substantive (open)
coding as a method to" generate an emergent set of categories and their properties which fit, work
and are relevant for integrating into a theory" (Glaser, 1978, p. 56). Whereas, Strauss and Corbin
(1990) described open coding as "the process of breaking down, examining, comparing,
conceptualizing, and categorizing data" (Strauss & Corbin, 1999, p. 61). Even though they have
common elements, Glaser highlights the significance of letting codes and theoretical insights from
the data arise more than Strauss and Corbin do (Kendall, 1999).
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Moreover, Glaser criticized the Straussian coding approach for its tendency to exert undue
influence on the data, the so-called 'force to data.’, and he contended that the process of selective
coding ought to be initiated only upon the emergence of the core category (Devadas et al., 2011).
In contrast to Glaser's approach, Corbin and Strauss (1990) recommend selective coding from the
beginning to generate core categories. The next section will provide a detailed discussion of
Straussian coding.

Straussian grounded theory

The systematic grounded theory approach, established by Strauss and Corbin (1990), emphasizes
the development of analytical procedures and offers guidance for novice researchers (Heat-
Cowley, 2004). Their coding procedures have become the most widely accepted phases in
grounded theory research (LaRossa, 2005). Furthermore, their book Qualitative Research:
Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory provided, something akin to a methods
manual, with clearly outlined steps and stages presented systematically” (Bryant, 2009).

Strauss and Corbin were influenced by pragmatist philosophy and sociological symbolic
interactionist theory (Salaun et al., 2013). They, along with Glaser, believed in analysis through
constant comparisons. Unlike the classical approach, Strauss and Corbin's detailed outline of data
analysis emphasizes ongoing validation and a combination of induction and deduction (Heath &
Cowley, 2004). Their approach is a step-by-step "formula" that must be followed to produce "good"
grounded theory (Bryant, 2009). Both Strauss and Corbin (1990) and Glaser (1978/1992)
highlighted the importance of coding in converting raw data into theoretical frameworks of social
processes. However, Strauss and Corbin introduced an additional step of 'axial coding' that was
influenced by symbolic interactionism (Kendall, 1999).

Strauss and Corbin (1990) divided coding into three phases; according to them," analysis in
grounded theory is composed of three major types of coding. These are (a) open coding, (b) axial
coding, and (c) selective coding" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 58). These phases are nonlinear, "The
lines between each type of coding are artificial” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 58). However, during
the research project, one or more of these phases may become more prominent at certain stages.
Knowing that "open and axial coding is most likely to take place in the earlier phases of the project,
they may also occur near the end" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 58). In a Straussian grounded theory
approach, the researcher analyzes data from the first interview and continues with inductive
research by writing memos throughout the coding process.
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1. Open coding:

The first step in the analysis is open coding. Line-by-line coding is recommended by Charmaz and
Thornberg (2020) as it helps the researchers to look at the data with a fresh perspective, compare
data fragments, and ask analytical questions about them. According to Strauss and Corbin (1990,
p.73), it is crucial to generate categories (concepts) early on through line-by-line analysis. This is
important because these categories become the foundation of theoretical sampling; in other words,
they guide you on what to focus on during your next interview or observation and provide you
with an idea of where you can search for instances of the phenomenon that the category refers to.
Furthermore, grounded theorists might also code by sentence or paragraph. However, this method
of coding by sentence or paragraph can be applied at any stage of the research process. However,
itis particularly useful when researchers have already established a set of categories and now want
to code the data around them (Strauss & Glaser, 1990, p.73). Memo writing is also crucial during
open coding. During this phase, grounded theorists take notes or write memos about their codes
and any questions they may have about them (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020). Corbin and Strauss
(2008) recommend even interrupting coding to write memos to help develop theories.

The grounded theory method not only helps researchers synthesize data but also enables them to
construct new concepts that clarify what is happening, moving beyond mere description. (Charmaz
& Thornberg, 2020). Concepts are the fundamental elements of theory. In grounded theory
approach, open coding is the process used for analyzing data and identifying and developing
concepts, including their properties and dimensions. This is achieved by asking questions about
the data and comparing similarities and differences between incidents, events, and other instances
of phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 74). "Similar events and incidents are then labeled and
grouped together to form categories" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 74). These concepts, obtained
through an inductive process, will be grouped together into categories. For a concept to be both
analytic and sensitizing, it must have key characteristics of an entity and produce a meaningful
picture that helps individuals understand it in terms of their personal experience (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Through the open coding process, general themes in the study begin to occur, but will not
be fully developed.

2. Axial Coding

Axial coding is an essential process in the Straussian grounded theory approach that involves
analyzing data in a more detailed and comprehensive manner. The term "axial coding" is defined
by Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 96) as a" set of procedures whereby data are put back together in
new ways after open coding by making connections between categories." The primary objective of
axial coding is to define a category (phenomenon) by analyzing various factors, including the
conditions that lead to its emergence, the context in which it occurs, the strategies used to handle
or manage it, and the outcomes associated with those categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 97).
During axial coding, the researcher identifies the "when, where, why, how, and with what
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consequences" (Corbin & Strauss, 1998, p. 125), which contributes to a comprehensive analysis of
the phenomenon being studied.

The axial coding process is more used and complex than open coding, aiming to discover and
connect categories based on the paradigm model. It involves making comparisons and asking
questions to relate subcategories to a broader category. In axial coding, researchers use a paradigm
model to identify the relationships between categories. This paradigm model helps researchers to
analyze the data and discover patterns and connections between categories. The paradigm model
is a crucial resource that Strauss described as "particularly useful for novices and cysts" and "an
integral part of the analyst's cognitive framework" (Strauss, 1987, p. 32). The researcher during
the axial coding phase initiates the process of lining by examining the data and pinpointing
patterns regarding the dimensional aspects of events and incidents associated with the
phenomenon under investigation. This process is essential for selective coding, as it provides the
necessary foundation for identifying and categorizing these patterns (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.
110). As per Strauss and Corbin's (1990) suggestion, if a researcher is interested in thematic
analysis or concept development, they could halt the grounded theory procedures after carrying
out axial coding. However, to generate theory, it is important to progress to selective coding
(Kendall, 1999).

3. Selective Coding

The final coding phase is "selective coding,” which involves selecting a core category that integrates
all other categories, validating those relationships, and refining and developing categories that
need further attention (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.116). Strauss and Corbin divide the selective
coding process into five distinct phases. The first phase involves defining the narrative, in which
the researcher must present a descriptive story about the core phenomenon of the study. The
second phase moves from description to conceptualization using the paradigm model to
demonstrate the relationship between the core and subsidiary categories. In the third phase, the
categories are related at the dimensional level, while the fourth phase involves validating these
relationships with data. The final phase involves filling in categories that require further
refinement or development. In this phase, the researcher should employ theoretical sampling to
ensure conceptual density (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, pp. 117-118). After completing the three levels
of coding analysis, Strauss and Corbin introduce a conditional matrix. This does not represent a
fourth level of coding analysis; rather, it provides a framework that encapsulates and combines the
three prior levels of coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, pp. 158-159).

Finally, these data collection and analysis processes in Strauss and Corbin's approach are
interactive and may not be taken in a linear sequence. According to them, researchers must "move
back and forth between them.", and coding procedures should be applied flexibly and tailored to
suit different circumstances and studies.
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Strauss and Corbin's coding framework faced criticism from Glaser (1992). He argued that Strauss
"misunderstands our ideas about grounded theory to a severe and even damaging extent" (p. 3).
Furthermore, Glaser objected to the complex coding guidelines and claimed that the researcher is
essentially "imposing” the data into "predetermined” concepts to manipulate a theory (Glaser,
1992, pp. 3-4). However, Strass and Corbin emphasized that their coding process should be used
with flexibility and tailored to various contexts and research studies, a recommendation that
Glaser failed to acknowledge in their critique (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

Conclusion

This narrative review shows the key differences between Glaserian and Straussian grounded
theory, particularly in their approach to the literature review, coding processes, and theoretical
development. While Glaserian grounded theory promotes a flexible, emergent coding approach,
Straussian grounded theory provides a structured, systematic process that may benefit novice
researchers. The findings suggest that before applying the grounded theory approach, it is
important for researchers to understand the concepts that connect and distinguish the various
grounded theory traditions so they can position their research within a specific grounded theory
framework. Further research is encouraged to examine the practical effectiveness of these
methods in guiding novice researchers in various fields of inquiry.
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