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Abstract. Grounded theory analysis is a method widely used by qualitative researchers. 

This method interprets empirical materials to formulate a theory about a particular so-

cial phenomenon. In this article, we describe the steps of grounded theory method, 

which comprises open coding of the material followed by the grouping of open codes in-

to categories that are increasingly abstracted to capture the essential meaning of the 

phenomenon. This depiction is offered as a set of explicit guidelines for researchers in-

terested in the method. 
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Grounded theory analysis is described as a flexible 
approach to studying language and meaning-making 
in the social world (McLeod, 2011). It is attractive to 
researchers who prefer to immerse themselves in the 
data before formulating a theory and who enjoy 
working with natural language (Rennie, 1998a, 
1998b). Grounded theory method can be used not 
only with qualitative data, such as interview tran-
scripts, discourse and observational notes, but also 
with arrays of quantitative data (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967). Any source of information that helps to explore 
and understand a specific phenomenon of interest can 
produce data for a grounded theory analysis.  

Grounded theory analysis was first introduced in 
the 1960s by two sociologists, Glaser and Strauss, as a 
method for using preexisting data to conceptualize 
theories. At the time, this method was an important 
innovation that contrasted with the conventional, 
deductive theorizing typically used in sociology. 
Grounded theory method has been applied to a wide 
range of topics by qualitative researchers and has 
been adopted by other health and social science dis-
ciplines, including counseling and psychotherapy. 

The Discovery of Grounded Theory was published 
by Glaser and Strauss in 1967. This work emphasizes 

the approach’s three main principles: First, that the 
researcher should discover new meanings in the so-
cial world; second, that the aim is to generate a theo-
ry for better understanding the phenomenon being 
investigated; and third, that this theory should be 
grounded in the data (McLeod, 2011). Glaser and 
Strauss had diverse backgrounds, and this diversity 
was reflected in their individual versions of the 
method. Glaser (1978; 1992) was a student of Lazars-
feld and Zetterberg at Columbia University and had 
a comparatively more quantitative orientation. 
Strauss (1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998) hailed 
from the Chicago School of Sociology, which empha-
sized ethnography and pragmatism. While there, he 
conducted field studies of psychiatric institutions. 
Although these approaches were complementary in 
the beginning (Strauss in an interview from 1994; 
Legewie, 2004), the differences later led to a schism 
between Glaser and Strauss (see the exchange be-
tween Rennie, 1998a, 1998b, and Corbin, 1998). 
Some contemporary authors argue that Glaserian 
and Straussian grounded theory are two profoundly 
different procedures (Strübing, 2007). Although a 
comprehensive overview of the coding procedures 
will be given later on, it is important to address this 
issue, albeit briefly. To provide an overview of ter-
minology specific to grounded theory, it is necessary 
to understand the method in its historical context 
and to describe its development over time.  

Reviewing the literature on this topic, Mey and 
Mruck (2007) compare Glaser’s (1978) basic coding 
procedures with those of Strauss (1987) and Strauss 
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and Corbin (1990).1 To preface this comparison, it 
should be noted that in the original 1967 work, Gla-
ser and Strauss used the term “coding” to refer to the 
activity that produces both codes and categories; the 
latter were more abstract than the former. Recently, 
the software Atlas.ti (see Gibbs, 2007; Muhr, 1994) 
has simplified its author’s interpretation of Glaser’s 
method by using the term “code” to refer to both 
codes and categories. In the case study presented be-
low, we used the Atlas.ti software. Therefore, to make 
this overview consistent with our presentation of the 
case study, we shall use the term “coding.”2 Although 
we use this wording throughout the text, we do not 
subscribe exclusively to Glaser’s approach to ground-
ed theory. This fact will become apparent when we 
implement a coding procedure (axial coding) that was 
introduced and labeled by Strauss and Corbin.  

Glaser enumerates the steps of analysis as follows: 
First, open coding, or low-abstraction codes that use 
the constant comparison procedure, including what 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) referred to as in vivo codes, 
or codes that use pithy representations of experience 
provided by the participants themselves. Second, se-
lective coding, which entails system modifications 
that focus on an emerging preliminary coding idea. 
The aim of this step is to reach code saturation, at 
which point new data will require no further coding. 
The third step is theoretical coding, or the emer-
gence of a core idea expressed as a core code that is 
then used in theory development.   

Alternatively, in Strauss and Corbin’s work (1998; 
see also Strauss, 1987); Corbin & Strauss, 2008), the 
procedural steps are open coding (as in Glaser’s 
[1978, 1992] model); axial coding (analyzing a given 
code in terms of a coding paradigm and conditional 
matrix [see below] and relating the given code to 
other codes); and selective coding (integrating and 
refining code families to form a concept that results 
in the theoretical model).  

The function and meaning of “selective coding” in 
Glaser’s work places more emphasis on exploring the 

                                                 
1 Mey and Mruck (2007) compare the two procedures in an 
elaborate literature review that begins on page 25 of their 
popular “Grounded Theory Reader,” which consists of arti-
cles by leading grounded theory experts in the German and 
English language, including original interview material from 
Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss. 
2 Specifically, some grounded theory researchers describe the 
results of open coding as “codes” (as can be seen in the 
grounded theory-based software Atlas.ti, which was highly 
influenced by Glaserian grounded theory) and identify higher 
level, or second-level codes, which include more interpreta-
tion and are therefore called “categories.” Other grounded 
theory researchers argue that a low-abstraction “code” is al-
ready a low-abstraction category because it already involves 
interpretation. We use the following sequential labeling: 
codes, second-level codes, code families (which are groups of 
first- and/or second-level codes) and core categories. We 
agree that “codes” already involve interpretation. We chose 
this terminology based on our computer-assisted work with 
Atlas.ti, which uses the Glaserian terminology.  

specific phenomenon/material under investigation 
and is not yet directed towards building the theory. It 
serves a perspective-giving function during the pro-
cess of open coding, leading the researcher in a spe-
cific direction. In Strauss and Corbin’s (1990, 1998) 
work, “selective coding” is the final step of the analy-
sis. After the open codes are put into perspective and 
connected among each other (axial coding), the final 
selective coding step is focused on the emerging core 
code. According to the procedural sequence (from 
open coding to the core code and emerging grounded 
theory), the selective coding step in Strauss and 
Corbin’s work can be compared to the theoretical 
coding step in Glaser’s procedure, though it is not 
exactly the same. Additionally, Strauss and Corbin 
adopted and modified Glaser’s notion of the “Basic 
Social Process” (which Glaser saw as a prominent 
member of his “coding families”) when formulating 
what they called the “Coding Paradigm,” which be-
came a prominent part of their grounded theory pro-
cedure. Specifically, during axial coding, the re-
searcher analyzes the given code in terms of (a) the 
coding paradigm, which comprises the conditions, 
context, actions and consequences of the behavior 
that is codified, and (b) what they term the “condi-
tional matrix,” or network of potentially relevant 
conditions that need to be taken into account when 
analyzing a given incident.  

More recent versions of grounded theory analysis 
have been introduced by several researchers (Glaser, 
1978; Rennie et al., 1988; Charmaz, 2000; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, 1998; see McLeod, 2003), who have 
modified the original grounded theory procedures in 
several respects. This has led some observers to use 
the term “grounded theory methodology” instead of 
referring to one grounded theory method (Mey & 
Mruck, 2007).  

Allen (2010) argues that whereas Glaser and 
Strauss (1967) employ a more formal and classic 
form of grounded theory in which the emergence of 
a theory is considered to be as important as verifica-
tion of the theory, Strauss and Corbin (1998) provide 
a set of procedures embedded in the coding para-
digm that they claim validates the codes and catego-
ries. Meanwhile, Charmaz (2006, in Allen, 2010, p. 7) 
articulates a more constructivist view and suggests 
that “the researchers are not separate from the theo-
ries but construct them through their interactions 
with people, places and research perspectives.” In 
addition, Rennie (2000) emphasizes the interpretive 
aspect of the grounded theory method, asserting that 
it is methodologically hermeneutical (see also Locke, 
2001). Clarke (2005) suggests a more postmodern 
view of grounded theory, introducing an innovative 
method that uses situational maps to analyze the da-
ta. For a general overview, see Bryant and Charmaz 
(2007) and Morse et al. (2009). 

Despite these differences, in all of the versions, the 
researcher intends to generate theory through the 
exploratory, interested and open-minded examina-
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tion of material rather than using that material to 
verify an existing theory (McLeod, 2001; Rennie, 
1994; Rennie et al., 1988). In addition, all of the ver-
sions entail a family of procedures. Specifically, all 
involve the constant comparison method. This 
means that new codes evolve and are compared to 
codes already conceptualized during the research 
project. Throughout this coding activity, the re-
searcher reflects on his or her own background and 
the ideas he or she contributes to the research and 
formulates preliminary thoughts about the meanings 
of the texts under analysis, considering possible con-
nections between codes, etc. The text as a whole is 
used to inform the meaning of its parts and vice ver-
sa, creating a hermeneutic circle that eventuates in 
the creation of concepts, which are represented as 
codes. This is accomplished through the procedures 
described as selective, axial and theoretical coding, in 
which the researchers try to create connections 
among the codes and connect the codes with existing 
theories. This process yields a set of core codes or an 
emerging grounded theory that explains the phe-
nomenon of interest as a whole and in its particulars.  

These explicit steps for applying grounded theory 
method can also be described in more theoretical 
terms as eductive,3 abductive, deductive and induc-
tive processes. Although the method is commonly 
described as involving induction, or bottom-up anal-
ysis, it has been argued that it entails more than in-
duction. During the inductive collection of data, re-
searchers may discover new meaning that is drawn 
out, or educed, from the data. The educed meaning 
is represented as a concept, which is turned into a 
hypothesis or abduction—an initial prediction of 
how the phenomenon might be described (see Salva-
tore & Valsiner, 2010). We proceed to deduce that 
the additional text may provide evidence in support 
of the hypothesis, which constitutes an inductive 
analysis of the text. During this induction, new 
meaning may be educed, necessitating a new round 
of the logical operations. This cycle continues until 
no new meanings are educed from the corpus of 
texts, at which point the analyst may consider the 
categorization of meanings educed to be saturated 
(Rennie, 2012; see also Rennie & Fergus, 2006, on 
embodied categorizing).4 

 
 

The skill of the researcher 
 
An important aspect of the grounded theory ap-

proach is the attitude of the researcher. The ap-
proach requires a curious and passionate researcher 

                                                 
3 Eduction is defined as “The action of drawing forth, elicit-
ing, or developing from a state of latent, rudimentary, or po-
tential existence; the action of educing (principles, results of 
calculation) from the data” (Oxford English Dictionary in 
Rennie, 2012, p. 388).   
4 For a more detailed discussion, see Rennie’s paper (2012) on 
Methodical Hermeneutics.  

who is primarily interested in understanding a par-
ticular phenomenon and is also able to apply specific 
research procedures. The goal of the researcher is to 
examine the data thoroughly, and it is therefore im-
portant to be able to be sensitive to the different 
meanings the data may suggest. As Rennie et al. 
(1988, p. 141) stress, “the grounded approach forces 
investigators to stay close to their data, so that 
somewhat different theories arising from the same 
data are the result of the different analysts emphasiz-
ing different aspects of them.” Additionally, for the 
researcher to be both immersed in the data and able 
to act with theoretical sensitivity, it is important for 
him or her to be able to reflect on his or her own bi-
ases and assumptions (McLeod, 2011).  

Another important characteristic of the grounded 
theory approach, which some authors stress more 
strictly than others, is that the researcher should not re-
view the literature before collecting the data (McLeod, 
2011). Proponents of this practice believe that the re-
search process should begin with the acceptance of un-
certainty and move gradually towards the development 
of a differentiated theory (Elliott, Slatick & Urman, 
2001). It is important to approach the phenomenon 
with no prior specific knowledge and to explore its na-
ture during the process of analysis without being influ-
enced by previous theories and assumptions and with-
out presuming the outcome of the study. Strauss and 
Corbin (1990), for instance, assert that a literature re-
view is unnecessary because the analysis of an effective 
researcher will reveal previously unthought of catego-
ries. In addition, the absence of a specific research ques-
tion is important; the researcher should only have an 
abstract idea of the phenomenon he is investigating and 
remain open to exploration (Glaser, 1992).  

The application of grounded theory is inspired by 
the everyday language of the participants of the 
study, is influenced by the theoretical and profes-
sional community to which the researcher belongs 
and depends on the analyst’s interpretation of the 
participants’ responses (McLeod, 2011). The re-
searcher’s representation of the meanings of the text 
in terms of a set of codes is a complex, creative pro-
cess. Users of the method have mentioned that they 
have become so immersed in the phenomenon under 
investigation that it has become their life. Therefore, 
good interpretation involves “living inside and outside 
of the experience and monitoring of the degree of fit 
between the two aspects” (Rennie, 2000, p. 487). 

 
 

Method 
 

Data collection and theoretical sampling 
 

Having presented a broad overview of grounded theo-
ry method and the role of the researcher, we now pro-
ceed to describe a set of guidelines and specific steps 
for applying the method. In what follows, we will de-
scribe the key concepts of the method, namely, theo-
retical sampling, constant comparative data analysis, 
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diagramming, memo writing, and conceptualization 
of a core code, to explain how users of the method col-
lect data and code them to the point of saturation. 

Once the researcher identifies a research question 
that is broad and open-ended, data are collected 
that may contribute to the exploration of the phe-
nomenon. Levitt (in prep.) states that differences 
among participants are seen as strength in ground-
ed theory analysis because these differences enrich 
and broaden the theory. A diverse sample is able to 
represent existing variation in people’s perceptive-
ness (Higginbottom, 2004). However, that which is 
sampled must not exceed the boundary of the spe-
cific research question. 

First, participants are chosen who promise to 
maximize the chances that aspects of the phenom-
enon will emerge clearly in the initial stages (Ren-
nie et al., 1988). Thus, data collection begins with 
selective sampling, or identification of the popula-
tion and its characteristics prior to data collection 
(Schatzman & Strauss, 1973, in Draucker, Mart-
solf, Ross, & Rusk, 2007). In this case, one knows 
how sampling needs to begin but not what the fi-
nal results will be (Coyne, 1997). As the study pro-
gresses, the researcher should shift to theoretical 
sampling when concepts and descriptive categories 
begin to emerge (Draucker et al., 2007).  

Theoretical sampling is a central feature of ground-
ed theory method and can be defined as an approach 
“in which new observations are selected to pursue ana-
lytically relevant distinctions rather to establish the 
frequency of phenomena” (Emerson, 1981, in Hig-
ginbottom, 2004, p. 9). Theoretical sampling is con-
sidered crucial to the development of a dense theory 
(Fassinger, 2005). Procedurally, the researcher com-
pares and contrasts the available data to decide what 
data would be useful to collect next. Schwandt (2001, 
p. 111) mentions that “theoretical sampling means 
that the sampling of additional incidents, events, ac-
tivities, population, and so on is directed by the evolv-
ing theoretical constructs.” When conducting theoret-
ical sampling, the researcher collects and analyzes his 
or her data simultaneously and then decides what data 
to collect next.  

Theoretical sampling involves testing, elaborat-
ing and refining a code and then sampling in a way 
that promises to develop the categories and their 
relationships and interrelationships (Coyne, 1997). 
A researcher using the theoretical sampling method 
can enhance the process by being flexible enough to 
change interview styles between participants and 
add diversity to the sample. It is also possible to ask 
key participants to provide more information for 
essential categories (Glaser, 1978). Some studies al-
so mention that authors who use theoretical sam-
pling tend to modify their interview questions as 
the study progresses (Draucker et al., 2007). 

Clearly, theoretical sampling is a complex process 
that is dependent on the skills of the qualitative re-
searcher. Therefore, according to Mason (2002), 

the researcher needs to be skilled in putting people 
at their ease, listening and reflecting and monitor-
ing and structuring the flow of the interview.5 

Furthermore, sample sizes are usually small by con-
ventional research standards. Small samples are more 
conducive to thoroughly reviewing and capturing the 
richness of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Typi-
cally, grounded theory research is carried out on sam-
ples of between 8 and 20 participants (McLeod, 2011). 
In theoretical sampling, data collection continues until 
the investigator judges that there are no more new 
emergent themes or concepts to be discovered. At this 
point, the categories are considered saturated because 
the constant comparative procedure has led to the 
conclusion that no new information is forthcoming 
(Tuckett, 2004). A more detailed explanation of the 
process of constant comparison will be given below in 
the description of the analysis. 

 
 

Data analysis 
 

The data analysis method resembles theoretical 
sampling because, as was indicated above, data gath-
ering and coding occur simultaneously. The re-
searcher, after collecting the initial sample, begins the 
process of conceptualizing descriptive categories. 
Glaser (1978) suggests that the material should be 
analyzed line by line, whereas Rennie et al. (1988; see 
also Rennie, 2012) argue that the method is expedit-
ed when the text is divided into meaning units. They 
define meaning units as passages of text that typical-
ly, but not always, “contain” a single idea. The mean-
ing units may be short (e.g., a phrase), as in the line-
by-line coding used by Charmaz (2006), or as long as 
a paragraph, a page, or more (see Rennie, 2006). 

The style in which researchers conduct analysis in 
practice currently varies greatly. Some keep analytic 
notes; others prefer to condense the content of 
meaning units on cards; and still others use Mi-
crosoft Word to document their categories or even 
use a computer software that was designed to assist 
the qualitative research process, for example, Nvivo 
(Gibbs, 2002) or Atlas.ti (Gibbs, 2007; see also Muhr, 
1994). The latter is designed to accommodate the 
grounded theory method and can be used for various 
types of text, audio and video analyses. Once the data 
are broken into meaning units, the researcher educes 
their meanings and represents each meaning as a de-
scriptive code. For the initial stages of the study, it is 
recommended that the codes remain close to the lan-
guage of the informants to promote grounding in the 
data. This process is thus open to the adoption in vi-
vo codes or pithy terms and phrases used by the par-

                                                 
5 Occasionally, theoretical sampling is not possible. This is the 
case when the researcher is presented with a “found” sample 
intact, acquires a sample through a “snowball” approach or 
has access to a data bank. It is generally agreed that use of 
such sampling, while not ideal, is acceptable if the researcher 
recognizes its limitations. 
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ticipants (see above; see also Strauss and Corbin, 
1998). Each code is filed with the given meaning unit 
assigned to it, accompanied, perhaps, by a condensa-
tion of the meaning unit if such condensations pro-
vide convenient overviews of the meaning units as-
signed to the codes. This process of categorization is 
called open coding (Elliott et al., 2001). Open coding 
is considered the heart of the method, and its aim is 
to generate as many codes as is deemed appropriate 
for each meaning unit in the text. Strauss and Corbin 
(1990, p. 61, in McLeod, 2011) define open coding as 
the process of “breaking down, examining, compar-
ing, conceptualizing and categorizing data.” The 
same authors suggest that the codes should refer to 
activities or processes and not to static entities, but 
this admonition is not set in stone. 

In the following example, we present a text seg-
ment derived from a transcript of an interview study 
titled Exploring the process of therapeutic change in 
systemic family therapy (Dourdouma, in prep.). The 
segment originated in an interview (conducted by 
the first author of this paper) with a female client in 
her forties. She is describing her experience of inter-
nal change after having completed her therapy:  

 
Interviewer (repeats and summarizes what the client 

has just said in her own words): So the changes had 
to do with you, with your internal life? 

Client: Personally, to me, yes […] the changes had to do 
with my internal life…also very much with the ex-
pression of my feelings, because that is really, really 
important […] emmm, the fact that it (the emotion) 
can come to the surface too, that it can be external-
ized […] because once I was a very introversive per-
son, so I think that if something changed, it is 
through self-awareness […] mmm I think I changed 
towards me, not me towards others that much. 

Interviewer: Yes, I have understood that, I think that is 
very clear to you. 

Client: Yes, that is clear 
Interviewer: But what exactly has changed, what has 

changed towards yourself? [...] You already men-
tioned some things, for example that you are more 
open. 

Client: Yes, I am more open, I certainly have more self-
esteem, which I didn’t have in the past, I appreciate 
myself differently, I am more assertive, whereas in 
the past I was not […] I am less tolerant […] There 
are people that are in therapy in order to become 
more tolerant because they are not, but I became 
less […] I mean that I became less tolerant with 
things that I don’t like, with things that are not in 
my interests […] I distanced myself. You know, I 
don’t want to waste my time anymore, I want my 
time to be qualitative and substantial. 

Interviewer: So we talk about internal and substantial 
changes, which may, as you say, not influence your 
behavior that much, but they have certainly influ-
enced your life, your relationships with other people. 

Client: My relationship with other people is on a sec-
ond level. The changes influenced the relationship 
with myself and then with others. That’s why I am 
telling you that I didn’t change my behavior. I 

think that my behavior didn’t change. This is the 
way I feel, I think I am the same person. I think 
that because of the fact that the relationship with 
myself changed, the place where I have placed my-
self changed […] I think that this has consequences 
[…] certainly it has consequences. 

 
To model open coding, we present the following 

codes, which we conceptualized for the above mean-
ing unit. The coding process of the study presented 
above was discussed and reviewed by a supervisor (the 
second author of this paper) in order to reach consen-
sus (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) and ensure the trustwor-
thiness of the results. To represent our results, we will 
use the following sequential labeling: Codes (the result 
of the open coding phase, low in abstraction, close to 
the actual words of the interviewee), second-level 
codes (higher order codes created by subsuming 
codes), even higher order codes representing groups of 
first- and/or second-level codes and core codes (the 
primary conceptual results, most prominent and gen-
eral aspects of the investigated phenomenon). For 
more detailed information about why we chose this 
terminology, please refer to footnote 3. The following 
codes depict the concept-themes derived from the cli-
ent’s experience of internal change:  

 
- Code 1: Through self-awareness, the emotion came 

to the surface. towards myself, not to others. 
- Code 2: I changed towards myself, not to others. 
- Code 3: I became more assertive (less tolerant, 

which was good and in my interest). 
- Code 4: Becoming more focused on what I want, not 

wasting myself anymore. 
- Code 5: Behavior does not change, but the way I 

understand/relate to myself does.  
 
It is important to carry out the analytic process of 

open coding with what Strauss and Corbin (1990) 
call theoretical sensitivity (see also Glaser, 1978). 
This means that the researcher must challenge his 
own preconceptions and assumptions and delve into 
the experience of the participant. Wertz (1983, in El-
liott et al., 2001) agrees and refers to this process as 
psychological reflection, or immersing oneself in the 
informant’s experience. The researcher accomplishes 
this through the empathic process of “entering and 
dwelling,” separating his or her assumptions from the 
meanings that emerge from the data. As mentioned 
in the introduction, Rennie and Fergus (2006) de-
scribe this process as embodied categorizing. During 
this process, the researcher, who has just begun to 
interpret and understand the text, feels its meaning 
intuitively. This understanding is arrived at through 
one’s intellectual capacities and through the memo-
ries, images and associations that are stored and ac-
tualized in one’s body. 

In the process of analyzing, the researcher employs 
another intuitive technique: the constant compara-
tive method. This method consists of a constant 
comparison of the categories until the meanings of 
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all of the categories have been compared and con-
trasted with each other (McLeod, 2011). This ap-
proach encourages the analyst to constantly observe 
the similarities and differences among the categories, 
and it allows the diversity and the complexity of the 
data to be explored (Elliott et al., 2001). The research-
er compares his previous understanding with the new 
discoveries, becoming increasingly immersed in the da-
ta. According to Rennie (2006; Rennie et al., 1988), dur-
ing the process of constant comparison, the researcher 
begins to categorize data with the intention of creating 
a theory. Thus, the development of a new theory, which 
is the central aim of grounded theory method, occurs 
through the constant comparison of the data collected 
via theoretical sampling (Coyne, 1997).  

In the following example, we present the compari-
son of the codes and the formulation of the more ab-
stract, second-level code. The following three (low 
abstract) codes were compared and contrasted and 
then combined into one second-level code as follows: 

 
- Code 1: Change happened through pain and per-

sonal work. 
- Code 2: Change through therapy comes with time 

and hard work on the client’s part. 
- Code 3: There is no magic recipe for bringing about 

change; it requires time and hard work 
 
After comparing the three codes, one second-level 

code emerges that includes the meanings of all three 
codes: 

 

- Second-level code: Pain, time and hard work bring 
about change. 

As the analysis progresses, the analyst begins to 
develop a focus, which is expressed through theoreti-
cal sampling and selective coding.6 During this pro-
cess, the previously identified categories are used for 
more deductive coding. Nevertheless, the researcher 
remains open to discovering new emerging catego-
ries. Muckel (2007) highlights that this openness to 
new categories expresses the researcher’s openness to 
a change of direction. Even when one believes that he 
or she has reached the end of an analysis, new, unex-
pected information may appear that suggests a new 
path. Flexibility is a key characteristic of Grounded 
Theory and distinguishes it from other qualitative 
analysis procedures (such as Mayring’s [2003] quali-
tative content analysis).  

The next step in grounded theory analysis is axial 
coding, in which connections are created among the 
codes. To complete this task, the researcher identi-
fies and observes the connections between the cate-
gories and organizes the data into a general formal 
framework according to a previous or emerging gen-
eral understanding of the phenomenon (Elliott et al., 
2001).7 Elliott, Slatick and Urman (2001), note that 
axial coding plays an important role because it re-
duces the complexity of the analysis and produces a 

                                                 
6 However, consider the differences among grounded theory 
methods that have emerged over time, described in the intro-
duction of this paper. 
7 In Strauss and Corbin’s work (1990), axial coding is a fun-
damental part of their coding paradigm. In Glaser’s work 
(1978), this step includes the utilization of coding families for 
sensitizing concepts and overlaps with the next step, theoreti-
cal coding.  

Table 1. Axial coding that represents main categories (I, II), second level codes (A, B, C) and low abstract codes 
(1,2,3,4) from a grounded theory study of clients’ experience of change 
 
 

I. Getting in touch with my Inner Self 
 A. Focusing on my needs 
  1. I stopped living the life of others and I saw my own deep needs of partnership 
  2. I stopped wasting myself and my time on things I was not interested in 
  3. Becoming more focused on what I want  
  4. I realized I should do things for me and not neglect myself 
 B. Putting my own boundaries 
  1. I learned to put my own rules for myself 
  2. I learned to say “NO” and that is relieving 
  3. I realized I need to put boundaries 
 C. Allow differentiation of myself 
  1. I was afraid to change my life and I let things the way they were 
  2. It was important to be different from the mass 
  3. Allowing myself to change 

II. Relating to the others 
 A. Improving existing relationships 
  1. I reformed the relationship with my parents 
  2. I stopped being afraid and this improved my communication with others  
 B. Being more attuned to others 
  1. Understanding that people have different timings 
  2. Giving value on my partners’ needs 
  3. Changing my behavior towards other people 
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general narrative structure.  
Table 1 provides an example of axial coding that 

was performed for a grounded theory analysis of data 
from our study of clients who had completed system-
ic family therapy. Clients’ description of their experi-
ences of change after completing therapy created the 
following second-level codes: (I) Getting in touch 
with my Inner Self; (II) Relating to others.  

Table 1 shows that the second-level categories 
subsume lower-level codes.8 In particular, clients re-
ferred to the process of “Getting in touch with my 
Inner Self,” which is closely related to “Focusing on 
my needs.” Furthermore, the latter process includes 
the processes of “Ceasing to live other people’s lives 
and seeing my own deep needs for partnership,” 
“Not wasting myself and my life in uninteresting 
things” and “Realizing that I should do things for me 
and not neglect myself.” In addition, two other as-
pects of “Getting in touch with my Inner Self” in-
cluded “Establishing my own boundaries” and “Al-
lowing myself to differentiate.” These processes also 
included subcategories, such as “Learning to estab-
lish my own rules.” “Learning to say ‘No’,” “Allowing 
myself to change,” etc. 

The next second-level code described by clients 
was the process of “Relating to others,” which in-
cluded the following two processes: “Improving ex-
isting relationships” and “Being more attuned to oth-
ers.” Clients improved their “Relating to others” pro-
cess by “Reforming relationships,” “Eliminating fear 

                                                 
3 Researchers use different words for this depending on the 
grounded theory tradition to which they ascribe. For some, 
higher-order categories subsume lower-order categories. For 
others, it is the properties of the higher-order categories that 
are subsumed. 

to improve communication with others,” “Under-
standing the differences in other people’s timing,” 
“Recognizing the value of other people’s needs” and 
“Changing my behavior towards others.” 

The above example demonstrates that axial coding 
is a helpful process for the researcher because it em-
phasizes specific aspects and meanings and enhances 
the narrative structure of the analysis. As the data 
analysis progresses, fewer new descriptive categories 
emerge, and the analysis eventually reaches a point at 
which the codes (or categories; see footnote 3 for fur-
ther information about these terms) are saturated 
(Rennie & Brewer, 1987). Saturation of the data 
means that no new meaning can be educed from new 
data that has not already been accounted for by the 
codes/categories previously conceptualized. There-
fore, no new data need to be sought. The researcher 
then observes and identifies interrelationships be-
tween the codes and combines the codes into common 
themes. In other words, the initial codes are grouped, 
based on commonalities, into second-level codes. 

 
Helpful tools for the data analysis process. 

From the beginning of the analysis process, the re-
searcher is forming different hypotheses, observa-
tions, connections and associations regarding the 
codes that influence how the codes are formed and 
labeled. To make this (abductive-inductive) process 
transparent, the researcher should record these ideas 
and thoughts. The researcher’s memos can be written 
accounts but can also include graphics. The type of 
graphic used depends on the researcher’s preference; 
they may be pencil drawings on notepaper, Power-
Point slides saved on the computer or simply mental 
images inspired by metaphors. However the research-
er documents his or her growing understanding, this 

Who I really 

am??? 

Self trust 

Self confidence 

Accepting  

myself 

Become 

modest 

Open dialogue 

with myself 

Resolve inner 

conflicts 

Reinforce the good 

parts inside me 

Therapy 

Learning to see life 

from a metalevel / 

like in a monastery 

Uncovering 

hidden  

emotions 

Using  

the right 

question 

Spiritual 

process 

 
Figure 1. Graphic mirroring a male client’s experience of systemic family therapy. 
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documentation is considered the first step of concep-
tualization, and graphics typically accompany the 
qualitative analysis. Good (comprehensive and ex-
pressive) graphics mirror the researcher’s understand-
ing and his or her grounding in the categorizations, 
which in turn mirror the experience of the client.  

For example, for the purposes of the study men-
tioned above (see Dourdouma, 2012b), the first au-
thor conducted an interview with a 38-year-old man 
who was asked about his experiences with systemic 
family therapy in Greece. The interview was focused 
on the process of change and was based on the Change 
interview (Elliott, 1996). We analyzed the interview, 
applied open coding and developed specific ideas 
about how these codes were connected. Figure 1 dis-
plays our understanding of this client’s experience and 
presents the impressions created and the understand-
ing reached in the process of the interview. 

A good graphic (especially one that appears at the 
end of the analysis) that represents the main findings 
of a study should be as self-explanatory as possible. 
However, psychotherapeutic processes are complex 
phenomena, and the graphics representing them may 
therefore require a brief explanation. The graphic 
above depicts the therapeutic process of change of a 
client whose basic concern was to discover “Who he 
really is” (exact quotation from the client). Through 
his therapeutic journey, he seems to have gained self-
trust and self-confidence, accepted himself as he is, 
resolved his inner conflicts, become modest and be-
gun to hold an open dialogue with himself (these 
processes are all grounded in the data and represent 
codes). The client described therapy as a spiritual 
process that helped him to see life from a meta-level 
(the relevant code is “To see my life from a distance, 
like when living in a monastery”). He added that the 
therapist helped him to uncover hidden emotions by 
asking the right questions. In addition to listing the 
codes, the graphic (with its lines and arrangement of 

graphical items) condenses the individual codes into 
a concept. A graphic can include a sequence (first, 
next and last), causal links (if-then, because of) or 
suggest which codes are more closely related than 
others. The graphic above shows the client’s reflec-
tions on therapy as a process. Beginning with “Ther-
apy,” the graphic explains how the client defines psy-
chotherapy (uncovering hidden emotions, etc.). 
Therapy is here opposed to the “Who I really am” 
item. This reflects the client’s struggle to discover 
who he is, what therapy is and how he can make use 
of this well-defined concept of therapy. The inter-
mediate codes that connect the left and right side or-
ganize the client’s experience of psychotherapy se-
quentially: By reinforcing his positive traits, he came 
to experience self-trust and developed more confi-
dence in who he really was. 

As this discussion demonstrates, memos and dia-
grams/graphics can help the researcher construct an 
interpretation of the material (McLeod, 2003). They 
may also help researchers “bracket-off” their ideas or 
assumptions to prevent them from interfering in the 
analysis process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

 
Reaching the end of a grounded theory analy-

sis: Aiming at a core code. At the end of the analy-
sis, the researcher conceptualizes the most central 
code. The core code is related to the other codes (and 
the second-level codes); it colligates or expresses in a 
single code the fundamental principle of the phe-
nomenon under exploration. The core code should 
encompass the whole structure of the codes, includ-
ing the relationships among them and among the 
codes and the data (Rennie & Brewer, 1987). Strauss 
and Corbin (1998) argue that the core code must be 
related to all of the other codes, appear frequently in 
the data and that its name should be abstract enough 
to generate a preliminary theory. In addition, the 
main code or codes should be theoretically related to 
the findings and theories of other studies (McLeod, 
2011). The main code or codes that emerge concep-
tualize the data and capture their essential meanings. 
However, although arriving at a core code can be a 
difficult process, it is a meaningful process that con-
tributes to the coherence and analytic depth of the 
study (McLeod, 2003).9 

 Figure 2 conveys our understanding of grounded 
theory analysis and presents the basic steps that re-
searchers follow to arrive at the core code. The figure 
is constructed linearly to facilitate easy recognition of 
the steps. However, all of the sequenced steps are ac-
tually connected with each other recursively in a man-
ner reminiscent of the hermeneutic circle; the core 
codes, relations among codes and among groups of 

                                                 
9 For example, in the study (Dourdouma, 2012b) we refer to 
in the previous pages, the following preliminary core category 
has been identified: “The experience of therapeutic change, 
within the secure frame of therapy, is a process of decon-
structing and reconstructing the house you live in: Yourself”. 

 
Figure 2. Main steps of grounded theory analysis. 
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codes, etc. always refer to and build upon each other. 
In the final sentences, we intentionally refer to the 

main code or “codes,” which highlights another im-
portant modification in contemporary grounded 
theory analyses. Although the core code (or the code 
that organizes the resulting grounded theory) is the 
desired result in classic grounded theory designs, of-
ten researchers represent the results in a group of 
main codes. This may be because grounded theory 
techniques are sometimes embedded in research de-
signs whose scope extends beyond generating one 
hypothesis/theory generating. In this case, some 
phenomena may require the interplay of three or 
four codes, rather than one overarching conceptual-
ization (or one core code), to capture their complexi-
ty. In whatever way the results are made to best rep-
resent a phenomenon, the researcher must engage in 
a complex process at the end of the analysis. It is the 
researcher’s primary task to first collect codes that 
are as differentiated as possible and then to sort 
them, become immersed in the data, rediscover the 
central themes and then, finally, to condense the 
work of one or two years into a simple, comprehen-
sible concept. Whether the concept is expressed in 
the form of one grounded theoretical sentence, one 
core code or a set of interconnected main codes is 
therefore a secondary consideration.  

Before concluding, it is necessary to mention that, 
according to Glaser (1998), a substantial grounded 
theory should be judged according to four compo-
nents: fit, relevance, workability and modifiability. 
Glaser considers fit to be an aspect of validity that 
shows how successfully the concepts match the inci-
dents they represent. Relevance describes whether 
the concepts are related to the actual phenomenon 
and whether the study addresses the real concerns of 
the participants. Workability refers to whether a 
theory really works. A theory is said to work when it 
explains how a main concern is resolved through var-
iation. Lastly, modifiability means that the theory 
can be modified when new data are compared to the 
existing data. Importantly, a grounded theory is nev-
er right or wrong. Instead, it has more or less fit, rele-
vance, workability and modifiability (Glaser, 1998).  

 
 

Conclusions and reflections  
on grounded theory analysis 

 
The process of grounded theory analysis can be de-
scribed as an activity in which the data are broken up 
through the process of categorization and are reas-
sembled through the process of theory construction 
(McLeod, 2003). The former process has been criti-
cized by some authors. For instance, Thomas and 
Games (2006) claim that this method, which in-
cludes dividing the text (through axial coding, codes, 
second-level codes, etc.), seeks to impose a specific 
type of thinking that reduces the role of the original 
voice, the narratives and even clear accounts by re-
searchers themselves because it over-emphasizes 

methodology and techniques. The same authors argue 
that using the method entails a denial of acquired 
knowledge and a rejection of simple understanding.  

We see grounded theory method as a way to make 
sense of the complex phenomena and processes con-
stituting an individual’s experiences, which are often 
private in nature. Grounded theory analysis is a quali-
tative method that facilitates researchers’ explorations 
of a variety of phenomena. Because its aim is to gener-
ate new theory, it is used in fields where little is known 
or in fields in which knowledge about a social phe-
nomenon already exists but could be further en-
hanced. It involves the researcher in the creative activ-
ity of theory building (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008).  

Whether or not the method enables the conceptu-
alization of what Glaser and Strauss (1967) called 
formal theory, as opposed to substantive theory that 
is localized in particular contexts, is a moot point. In 
recent years, researchers have addressed this meth-
odological issue. Mörtl, Gelo, and Pokorny (in press), 
argue that the original intent of grounded theory 
could be interpreted as a post-positivist method for 
approaching an objective truth (represented by one 
formal theory). Grounded theory methodology has 
undergone constructive and hermeneutical revisions 
(see also Charmaz, 2006; Rennie, 2012) and no longer 
claims to reach one explanatory theory.  

Breaking the text into smaller units and labeling 
them is a process that requires the researcher to be 
truly immersed in the data. The method’s respect for 
the data and the possibility it creates for exploring 
the material with openness, untrammeled by previ-
ous knowledge, is what makes it a way to facilitate 
new discoveries. Therefore, McLeod (2003, p. 143) 
characterizes it as an a-theoretical and a-historical 
method “which produces pragmatic frameworks for 
understanding categories and procedural models that 
are effective in specific contexts.” We complement 
these remarks by underlining one more key aspect of 
grounded theory: the researcher. Grounded theory is 
more than a method or a methodology. It is a re-
search attitude (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) localized in 
a person and affected by all of his or her personal po-
tential and limitations. However, we also want to 
critically reflect upon this point: While we agree with 
Denzin & Lincoln’s statement, it should be noted 
that in the last 20 years, grounded theory has been 
used as a label not only for the application of the 
method itself but for a wide variety of qualitative 
procedures. Suddaby (cited in the introduction to the 
grounded theory reader by Mey & Mruck, 2007, p. 
14) says pointedly: “I note, with some concern, that 
‘grounded theory’ is often used as rhetorical sleight 
of hand by authors who are unfamiliar with qualita-
tive research and who wish to avoid close description 
or illumination of their methods.”  

In conclusion, the manner in which a grounded 
theory study is carried out depends on the unique 
contributions of the researcher. Thus, we suggest 
that interested readers experiment with this exciting 
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method; if it suits their basic attitudes and under-
standing of science, they will find a way to fit the 
method’s procedures to their needs and the needs of 
the given phenomenon that they seek to explore. 
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