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described one city, and together the series added up to a very 
useful "find" in the research for a book on city images.9 

Whether one regards these caches as interviews or conver­
sations, it is important to recognize that they are only one 
source of important qualitative data. They are probably not the 
most important source, either, for most studies directed at gen­
erating sociological theory. Since generation is most effective 
when it rests upon the search for comparative materials, caches 
can hardly be the chief source of data-any more than a bundle 
or two of interviews (no matter how extensive or on how 
numerous a population) can suffice for the field theorist. 

Perhaps we should warn that the discovery of a cache can 
actually restrict the development of a researcher's theorizing. 
Some caches are so _esthetically lovely in themselves, so inter­
esting, that the researcher hates to leave the material. He feels 
he must explore every corner of it, even make it his very own 
by possessing it (much as some sociologists sentimentally "own" 
their carefully gathered qualitative interviews or :B.eld notes, or 
as anthropologists cherish their observations on particular tribes 
and villages). This kind of ownership can yield great depth of 
substantive knowledge but add little to social theory, as we 
noted in discussing theoretical saturation in Chapters III and V. 

To be of optimal use for theory, caches need to be used in 
combination with data drawn from a variety of sources, all sub­
jected to comparative analysis. A cache, no matter how inter­
esting in itself, has no meaning for theory unless it is related to 
it. It must check out or correct or amplify the researcher's 
emerging hypotheses. If he is sufficiently shrewd, his theory will 
direct him to useful caches of data; or if he is lucky, he may 
stumble upon one and recognize its importance. 

Theorizing, Rules of :!Procedure, and Comparative Method 

In earlier chapters of this volume, we detailed various opera­
tions for generating theory. These included the discovery of 
important categories and their properties, their conditions and 
consequences; the development of such categories at different 
levels of conceptualization; the formulation of hypotheses of 

9. Strauss, op. cit., especially pp. 260-62. 



New Sources for Qualitati-ve Data 1691 

varying scope and generality; and above all the integration of 
the total theoretical framework. We noted that the search for 
comparisons, involving the discovery of useful comparison 
groups, was essential to the generation of theory. What does 
theory-making necessitate when translated into procedures suit­
able in the library? Both our earlier discussions about theorizing 
or and our commentary on parallels with field tactic are rele­
vant, but let us add a few rules and their associated procedures. 

First, the researcher should, as usual, begin a systematic 
search for important categories relevant to his area of substan­
tive concern. How should he proceed in the library? The answer 
is that he should use any materials bearing on his area that he 
can discover. For instance, explicit categories are offered in the 
writings of other men (whether sociologists or not) on the 
area. Suggestive data may occur in the form of quotations from 
informants if a social scientist has made a relevant study; for 
instance, by taxi-dancers in the book by Paul Cressey on The 
Taxi-Dance Hall.IO 

A very important early source of categories is an array of 
fiction (including ''Pot Boilers") bearing on the relevant topic. 
For instance, in researching images of American social mobility, 
novels can be an incredibly fertile source of categories bearing 
on mobility. Often the researcher may know of some novels 
even before he begins his research, but he will easily find others 
as he scans the library's shelves, and a little ingenuity will 
unearth others through reference works and volumes in which 
American literature is reviewed. But comparative method 
should be brought to bear from the outset. Thus, one. should 
think about regional novelists, about novelists of different ethnic 
groups, about novelists who \\'l"Ote for different generations of 
Amelicans, about novelists who emigrated from America, and 
others who emigrated only to return, as well as about others 
who emigrated here from different p~rts of the world. One 
should think of novelists who portrayed rural life and those who 
pictured city life, those who focused on men and those who 
were most interested in women. 

Reasoning about social mobHity itself, one should attempt to 
maximize potentially relevant comparisons by self-consciously 
searching tor novels about different periods of American his-

10. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1932. 
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tory. Since we are not concerned with the accuracy of a 
novelist's perceptions, but only with using his book to stimulate 
our generation of categories, we can throw aside an unstimu­
lating book in favor of those that help us. Books that only 
repeat what others have told us need not be read carefully. 
They merely need to be noted as supporting . our evolving 
belief that given categories are among the most relevant for 
our concern. 

Of course, novels are not the only source of categories; any 
materials that force a range of comparisons will be useful: let­
ters, diaries, newspaper accounts, or other miscellaneous non­
fiction. For instance, many initial categories about urban images 
were derived from scanning a number of books and articles 
bearing directly on American cities-their number is legion. 
Understandably, these yvere among the first documents that 
attracted the attention of the researcher. Later he returned to 
them for stimulation in developing further categories, especially 
those bearing upon temporal images of cities.Il 

Another major procedure for discovering categories is to 
abandon the illusion that only materials bearing on "the princi­
pal topic" (the urban image), or its closely related synonyms 
(mobility, social classes, "success") are pertinent to the inquiry. 
Again, a self-conscious style of thi..•king comparatively is a great 
asset. Thus one goes to the library catalogs, or to the Readers' 
Guide to Periodical Literatll1'e, and thinks of numbers of terms 
that might relate to the principal topic. Labor unions-mobility 
through collective bargaining? Tramps and hobos-downward 
mobility? Agricultural migrants or Ozark mountaineers-per­
manently frozen low mobility? Industrial education-possibly 
related to strategies for rising? Chorus girls, show-biz girls, 
women of the theater-special mobility careers for women? 
Popular culture heroes-sudden propulsion upward? Police 
manuals-strategies for dealing with the poorer classes? Collec­
tions of sermons-images on the consequences of too much 
success, ideological counsel for the rich and consolation for 
those who fail to become rich? Even an ingenious peruser of 
library materials like C. Wright Mills (never mind how he 
handled his materials) used relatively straightforward, closely 
allied rubrics as he rummaged through the library for data on, 

11. Strauss, op. cit., especially Chapters 1 and 2. 
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say, his white-collar people. So the researcher needs to cultivate 
functional synonyms for his topic in order to explore relevant 
categories fully. 

While developing categories, the researcher will also syste­
matically explore their properties. Again he must stretch 
the limits of his thinking by discovering comparative materials. 
For instance, what properties are frequently assigned to sons 
of. very successful men? (This "second-generation wealthy" is a 
persistent American cultural theme. ) Among the answers are: 
they often are failures in some way-they turn out to be non­
entities, become corrupt although remaining rich, see themselves 
as failures although seemingly not, even commit suicide; but 
they can also match their fathers' successes-they can-increase 
the family fortune or name, perhaps even proportionately, they 
can turn their considerable talents into admirable nonaltruistic 
ventures, and so on. In pinning down answers to "What charac­
teristics are assigned to sons of the successful?" we shall also be 
interested in the assigned causes and consequences of the son's 
attributes and actions. Inevitably these inquiries lead us to ask 
where in the library we can :flnd a greater range of relevant 
answers. 

At every step, appropriate hypotheses will develop and 
quickly integrate with each other. As hypotheses evolve, we are 
directed to new sources of comparative library materials. Is 
there some easily identilled member of a group whose words 
can further development of our theory? For instance, what does 
William A. White say about social mobility in country towns, 
and what does he think are the dangers, concerning mobility, 
in big cities? Or what do rural-born migrants to Chicago-or 
Chicago compared with New York or Kansas City-say about 
"how to get ahead," in those cities? 

Our theory also directs us to seek, and be alert for, possible 
caches of useful material. Is there some magazine whose files, 
taken together, represent a wonderful ·bunch of data bearing 
on certain hypotheses? For instance, what about engineering 
journals as they bear on social mobility? Journals for funeral 
directors? Florists? Songwriters? 

Explicit, or even vaguely formulated, hypotheses can lead 
us directly to certain comparative materials, if only we calculate 
shrewdly where they are to be found. Suppose, for instance, 
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that one begins to wonder about the relation of spatial mobility 
to vertical mobility. What about people's images of what "the 
frontier" meant for upward or downward mobility? And which 
frontier, spoken of in what terms? So we look for New Eng­
landers (who may give us the safety valve theory of the mid­
west frontier) or others (who may give us the anti-civilization 
image of the frontier). We look for whether the frontiersman 
speaks of making "a success" by himseH, or needs a wife, or 
needs something or someone else. 

Or, thinking about the city as a locale for vertical mobility, 
we check what people have written about the city as a chal­
lenge, a den of iniquity which can cast man down, and so on. 
But who bas said these things, why, and about what kinds of 
cities? Some cities are seen predominantly as terribly wicked 
(New York), and others-are not nearly so bad but rather linked 
with the "innocent" hinterland (Indianapolis, Des Moines). 
Again, about intra-city movement, the novel Maryorie Morning­
star tells us that a Jewish father moves his family from the 
Bronx to west Manhattan so that his daughter has better chances 
for marrying upward. 

If we have developed well-grounded <;,ategories and their 
associated hypotheses, we shall be led inevitably to look for 
exceptionally revealing comparison groups (or persons repre­
senting them) who run somewhat counter ("deviant") to the 
mainline of our developing substantive theory. Turning again to 
mobility images, we might ask which particular groups would 
be genuinely distinterested in, but aware of, mobility? We look, 
for instance, at primary sources about religious sects (the 
Amish, the Jehovah's Witnesses, the Hutterites). These will in­
dicate their views of mobility, both within the sect itseH and 
toward the outside world. If we are lucky, or shrewd, we shall 
find how some sectarians have succumbed to the more usual 
American image of mobility and how the sect has had to counter 
this threat. 

But disinterest in mobility is only one dimension of deviancy: 
what about direct action against mobility? Are there any martyrs 
who have given their lives in protest against mobility, or heroes 
extolled by other actionists? If we cannot find them, this itself 
is useful in our theory. If we can find them, theory will also be 
furthered. Another possible source of information about deviancy 
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would be those groups who, cut off from the mainstream of 
American thought, never caught on to prevailing ideas about 
mobility. They were not so much disinterested as uninformed. 
Who would they be-recent immigrants? less recent immigrants? 
Kentucky mountaineers isolated for generations? Or will we 
need to examine earlier periods of American history to find these 
groups? In short, a calculated strategy of search and scrutiny for 
data bn off-beat groups is a necessity and will be exceptionally 
rewarding. 

"Pinpointing," a procedure that tends to be used relatively 
late in one's inquiry, pertains mainly to integrating theory 
through the checking of detailed points suggested by specific 
hypotheses.I2 It is an equally valuable tactic when used on 
library data. Here are two examples. During the study of urban 
images (which has provided us with several previous illustra­
tions) the researcher wondered whether one useful source for 
pinpointing last points on rural and urban images might not be 
the utopian literature written by Americans. Like the field 
worker who often sees scenes before later recognizing their 
pinpointing potential, this library-researcher had earlier browsed 
hopefully but unimaginatively through such utopian literature. 
Now he returned to it with specific purpose. 

Even later in his research, he pinpointed with still another 
source of data. It seemed sensible to see if all he had written 
would check out with the very "latest in urban imagery" being 
produced, hot off the presses. So he looked for the latest 
imagery, especially for the most recently coined terms. ("Inter­
urbia") and integrated this last analysis into his total theory. 

In closing this .section on procedures, we cannot refrain from 
reminding sociologists that the writings of sociologists, of any 
era, as well as the writings of other social scientists, are fair 
game for comparative researchers. Ordinarily, technical writings 
are scrutinized for the explicit hypotheses they contain. These 
stimulate the researcher in his theorizing or provoke him into 
empirical answer. But it takes only a minor adjustment of stance 
to use technical writing as a source of data exactly as one uses 
the writings of ministers, politicians, engineers, explorers, spies, 
or comedians. During the great era of social reform, Franklin 

12. See Anselm Strauss et al., Psychiatric Ideologies and Institutions 
(New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1984), p. 35. 



174 THE DISCOVERY OF GROUNDED THEO!IY 

Giddings and Edward A. Ross wrote reformistic pieces not very 
different from their contemporaries; they also wrote sociology 
that embodied reform orientations. And sociological writing 
on cities, no matter how technical, has never been very different 
than popular writing. 

To bring the examples up to the minute: sociologists' pub­
lications about delinquency, or stratification, can be as useful 
for comparative analyses as anything in the popular prints. A 
close reading of textbooks on stratification, for example, com­
bined with reading the publications of men like Martin Lipset, 
C. Wright Mills, W. Lloyd Warner and, to go further back, 
Thorstein Veblen, can yield a host of categories, properties, 
and hypotheses about American images of mobility. To press 
the point home, it is only fair to conclude that one's own past 
writings are grist for today's mill, someone else's or your own. 

The Discovery of Accidents 

Because the generation of theory directs so firmly the search 
for, and analysis of, library data, we m1,1st not suppose that 
fortunate circumstance plays a lesser role than it does in field 
research. As we have implied in preceding pages, the library 
researcher cannot help but stumble upon useful comparative 
data. He is checking through the Reader$ G1lide on one topic, 
when happily his eye lights on another relevant topic about 
which he never thought-or he wonders about an article with 
an intriguing title, and in checking it finds marvelously rich 
data. He ransacks books strung along several shelves, and not 
only finds useful books he could never find through the catalog 
but also finds books-perhaps even more useful-either as he 
walks toward those shelves or allows himself to browse through 
books on neighboring shelves. Or after reading a magazine 
article which he has tracked down, he allows himself sufficient 
time to riffie through the remainder of magazine. 

We use the word "allow" because while some happy acci­
dents are completely fortuitous, others are promoted by the 
researcher. Indeed, unless tactics for maximizing accidents are 
not worked out, the researcher must rely wholly on chance. 
While chance is a powerful goddess, it is wise not to rely solely 
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upon her powers. So the library researcher ought to permit him­
self time to browse in unfamiliar journals, looking in the neigh­
borhood of the journal he happens to be scrutinizing; he must 
visit unfamiliar parts of the library (what would cookbooks 
show, or books on athletics?); and he may wish to utilize the 
contemporary newspaper collection, as well as reading his daily 
newspaper with more than a casual eye for accidental data. 

Again, an example may prove useful. In a study of the de­
velopment of American industrial education, one sociologist­
social historian gathered most of her data in the library. 13 At a 
late stage of the research, having worked out most of her 
theoretical framework, she selected one relevant comparison 
group that was contemporary enough to study mainly through 
interviews. So she visited one selected airplane company (first 
preparing herself by reading about the company, the airplane 
industry, and the geographical locale) and interviewed there just 
as one would when conducting an ordinary investigation in the 
field. In writing up this portion of the study, interview and 
library materials were used in close and effective conjunction. 

Qualitative Data and Fonnal Theory 

All of our examples in this chapter, so far, have been drawn 
from studies focused on the generation of grounded substantive 
theory. It should be readily apparent, however, that our discus­
sion has been equally relevant to formal theory. Probably the 
intelligent, comparative use of diverse types of qualitative data 
is even more necessary for generating formal theory than for 
substantive theory. 'When developing formal theory, one is 
almost forced to consider data from many different substantive 
areas-at least, as we noted in Chapter_ IV, if he ·wishes to do 
this with maximum efficiency. 

Although it is quite possible for one· researcher to generate 
magnificent substantive theory in a relatively short time (using 
field or library data), it is virtually impossible for him to gen­
erate equally excellent formal theory through only his own 
field work. Usually he also needs either the primary :ll.eld data 

13. Berenice Fisher, Industrial Education (Madison: University of Wis­
consin Press, in press). 
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gathered by. other researchers or their publisbed analyses and 
their illustrative quotes drawn from field notes. Of course, if 
he has engaged in many field studies of many substantive areas, 
then he is better equipped to formulate grounded formal theory. 
But consider how much more efficient in numbers of compari­
son groups-as well as in time, effort and money-it would be 
to use library materials. When the researcher has also engaged 
in some firsthand interview or field work studies, then those 
data should be combined, wherever useful, with his larger body 
of library materials. 

Library Materials: Advantages and Limitations 

Since most sociologists who work extensively with qualita­
tive data rely on interviews and field notes, it may be useful to 
suggest a calculus whereby they may weigh those sources 
against library sources. This is not intended to imply competi­
tion between the sources. The important point is that when a 
researcher decides what sources of data to use in a given study, 
he makes decisions crucial to its outcOI])e; so he ought to make 
those decisions with the utmost care. Our suggested calculus is 
entirely provisional and meant only to focus attention on some 
potential advantages or limitations of library and field work ma­
terials. For given studies, advantages and limitations need to be 
calculated and, to some extent, guessed at. Our discussion is 
necessarily very general. 

The first item in our calculus pertains to accessibility~ One 
of its aspects bears on informants now dead. Like interviews and 
field work, library sources can yield materials about the past, 
but with the immense advantage that they allow us to listen to 
and observe (if metaphorically) long-dead persons as if they 
were actualy still alive. So information from and about the 
dead is often rather accessible to the researcher. (It may seem 
flippant to remind ourselves that more men have lived than are 
now alive, but the point, perhaps, is worth pondering.) 

A second aspect of accessibility bears on how much the 
researcher .is separated from his data by spatial obstacles.14 One 

14. Its accuracy aside, the classic instance is Ruth Benedict's The 
Chrysanthemum and the Sword (Boston: Houghton Mi:IHin, 1946). 
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striking characteristic of library materials is that they bring 
distant actors to the researcher's neighborhood, without the 
necessity of his moving from it. The better his libraq facilities, 
the better his conquest of space. But even researchers who must 
draw their materials from raL'ler poor local libraries do them­
selves injustice if they ignore its potentials. We have in mind not 
merely finding materials that bear on a geographically distant 
locale-anyone who has used library resources for finding the 
words of men scattered around the United States alone will 
understand the immense usefulness of a library for spanning 
space. Of course, a researcher can travel to a specific locale, or 
even visit informants all over the United States; but time, effort, 
or money may make such ventures impractical or impossible. 
Consequently, a bias against library materials will greatly re­
strict the data readily available to such a ·space-bound researcher. 

A third aspect of accessibility to data pertains to informants' 
willingness to be observed or interviewed. Certain groups are 
unwilling to expose themselves to the sociologist's gaze, or re­
quire him to make a considerable effort to "get inside," yet 
they may have produced-or had produced-useful library ma­
terials about them and their institutions. Taken in conjunction 
with the use of materials on dead informants and disintegrated 
groups (from brigands or pirates to secretive religious sects or 
"society people") such library materials make accessible the 
otherwise relatively inaccessible. Used with great care, they can 
also minimize the possibility that your informants may lie to you, 
as living informants do when they cannot otherwise protect 
themselves against a researcher's inquiry. 

A fourth aspect of accessibility to data is linked with late 
phases of a researcher's inquiry. Frequently in field research, and 
especially. in interview studies, the researcher discovers, when 
well along in his analysis, that his data leave something to be 
desired. But he may already have left the field, and cannot 
fill the gaps in his data. (A field worker with an eye on theo­
rizing, however, should not often have major gaps in his data.) 
By contrast, the library researcher can return again and again, 
unless of course he is using library facilities at some distance 
from his home. Usually he can easily return to the library to 
check a detail, pinpoint with- more data, or even work on an­
other comparison group, if necessary. 
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A fifth aspect of accessibility is a consequence of the sched,.. 
uling of work in universities and colleges. Probably most soci­
ologists and anthropologists confine the data-collecting phases 
of their field work to semesters when they are free from teach­
ing-mainly during the summer vacation. Even interviewing, 
unless it can be done in the immediate locale, is either a free­
time activity or done speedily around the fringes of teaching. 
With either interviewing or field work, the researcher some­
times faces the additional problem of fitting his activity to the 
daily routines of his subjects. Research with library materials is 
relatively free from such considerations. Often the researcher 
can work at home, with materials drawn from the library or 
coHected by himself. He can . work without concern for his sub­
jects' fluid and sometimes unpredictable routines. Best of all, he 
can work intermittently, gather his data (and analyze it, too) 
whenever he has a few hours, or even minutes: the limits to 
effectiveness are set only by his flexibility. 

Implied in our discussion of accessibility are considerations 
of effort, cost, and speed of data gathering. About effort: it 
should be evident that often librazy materials are unearthed 
with much less effort than the gathering of c~mparable materials 
through interviews or field work. Less travel and less work may 
be entailed, as well as less daily wear and tear in terms of 
social relations. Also, far less transcribing Is entailed than with 
interviews and field notes where transcribing is a necessity. One's 
own newspaper and magazines can be clipped, and efficient 
systems of note-taking on the library's materials can be de­
veloped. If the researcher is a faculty member, usually he can. 
keep the library's relevant books-with slips of papers marking 
important pages-until his study is completed; he will find that, 
unlike standard sociological works, most of his source materials 
have little attraction for other readers. As for cost: when library 
data comparable to data yielded by interviews can be gathered, 
then certainly they should be used. The expense for the library 
researcher is minimal, even when he needs to purchase certain 
materials himself (for instance, popular magazines which the 
local library facilities may not possess). 

As for the speed with which library data can be discovered 
and scrutinized, this is especially worth underscoring. After all, 
interviewing and field work are relatively time-consuming activi-
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ties. And though the search for, and reading of, library materials 
can also be time-consuming, skilled researchers can quickly 
improve both their searching and their scanning. From our own 
experience, library research is faster than either interviewing or 
field research, when these enterprises are personally conducted. 
(Of course, research teamwork also is possible with library 
materials.) And we have noticed that when certain types of 
library materials are discovered and analyzed, they need not be 
intensively re-analyzed to be extremely useful for entirely new 
inquiries; thus a group of novels used for generating theory 
about images of urbanization were equally useful for two later 
studies about images of mobility and of women. 

Another means for assessing the potential usefulness of 
library materials pertains to their generating of theory. As we 
detailed earlier, theorizing begs for comparative analysis. The 
library offers a fantastic range of comparison groups, if only the 
researcher has the ingenuity to discover them. Of course, if his 
interest lies mainly with specific groups, and he wishes to explore 
them in great depth, he may not always find sufficient docu­
mentation bearing on them. But if he is interested in generating 
theory, the library can be immensely useful-especially, as we 
noted earlier, for generating formal theory. Regardless of which 
type of theory the theorist is especially interested in, if he 
browses intelligently through the library (even without much 
initial direction), he cannot help but have his theorizing im­
pul<:cs aroused by the happily bewildering, crazy-quilt pattern 
of social groups who speak to him. Ordinarily, the sociologist 
does not personally encounter in any depth this range of groups 
or their representatives. Even picking books randomly from the 
"books to be reshelved" section of his library tends to yield 
quick theoretical pay dirt. Even if he has decided upon a field 
or interview study, additional work iJ?. the library, by yielding 
comparison groups, may stimulate his theorizing about the sub­
stantive area under study. Whether he is interested in substan­
tive or tormal theory, the rule is: maximize those comparison 
groups! That rule may lead to the libra1y. 

Finally, we shall mention one further characteristic of li­
brary materials that adds to their potential usefulness. These 
materials often lend themselves to being atmyed chronologically, 
which enhances their usefulness when the social theorist is 
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especially interested in temporality. The historians have made a 
virtual fetish of chronology and narrative; we need neither be 
so compulsive about nor so enraptured with the temporal fea­
tures of library data. These data are useful even for the analysis 
of change and development. Many examples cited in this chapter 
ilustrate that point. In addition, it is worth considering that the 
historical depth of our materials is usually far greater than our 
interview and field data. For generating some sociological theory, 
that greater historical depth can be especially useful. 

For instance, substantive theory about American images of 
anything (mobility, urbanization, women, science) cannot in­
clude much temporality unless library materials (other than 
studies by social scientists) are used. As for formal theory: it 
would be an obvious mistake to confine either it or its gen­
eration to contemporary materials. Max Weber knew this, al­
though his use of library sources was fairly conventional, albeit 
of great scope and managed with great skill. 

Now that we have listed the very substantial potential assets 
of library data for sociological theorizing, we need to look 
closely at some possible disadvantages. Again we underline that 
this calculus is highly generalized; in specific inquiries our 
sketching of limitations may not apply. The first stricture that 
must be made against library materials .is that some groups or 
institutions evolve and disappear without leaving much, if any, 
documentary trace. If the sociologist is interested in a particu­
lar group, he may be quite defeated when he tries to gather 
data about it in the library. On the other hand, if he is interested 
principally in theory, and so can settle for comparable groups, 
he should not give up so easily in his search for documentation. 
With that proviso, it must still be admitted that even the most 
extensive libraries are richer in materials about certain given 
substantive areas and particular groups than about others. Even 
when the relevant materials exist they may be fragmentary or 
relatively useless for one's purpose. 

A related question is whether such data exist in the dense 
detail (about important issues, relationships, roles, strategies, 
processes) that interviews, and especially field work, unearth. 
A skilled researcher can decide quite quickly whether adequate 
library materials are easily obtainable for generating theory­
including their strengths and probably weaknesses-by using 
some of the procedures discussed in this chapter. 
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A second possible disadvantage of library materials, for some 
theorizing, is that information yielded by the writer (whether 
about himself or events described) can be purposely misleading. 
In fact, many sociologists and anthropologists tend to suspect 
almost all library materials on just such grounds, believing their 
own techniques either more accurate or better for unmasking 
real purposes and intentions. As every field worker knows, one 
cannot trust all statements made by the other person in an in­
terview or conversation, not merely because of his personal 
reasons for misleading the researcher but because of social 
rules about what can and cannot be told. There is no question 
that library materials must be carefully scrutinized, but prob­
ably no more or less than interview or field materials. 

A third potential disadvantage is that library sources may be 
deficient if events reported by observers · are simply inaccurate 
renditions of those events. By contrast, the field worker has been 
trained to make careful observations, to note precisely which of 
his observations can be given more credence than others-and 
why, and to report his observations accurately in his field notes. 
But the men whose writings he reads may not be nearly so 
accurate; so that while they can be read for their own views, 
they cannot necessarily be relied on for accurate reporting of 
real events. 

All one can conclude from these considerations is "maybe yes, 
maybe no," and so the researcher, as always, must use his ma­
terials with the best possible judgment and in accordance with 
the best available canons of research. A personal devotion to the 
accuracy of one's own eyesight in the field ought not to cause the 
researcher to overlook perfectly good documentary materials. 
Moreover, if his purpose is explicitly the generating of theory, 
the absolute accuracy of his library informants is, as we have 
said, not crucial. He can even be less ~oncemed if he intends 
to use field materials for further verification. 15 

15. Apropos of this issue of historical informants' accuracy versus the 
researcher's, Kenneth Bock has correctly remarked that: "The belief that 
what men have observed and recorded about human social 1ife is but a 
distorted, subjective reflection of what was really there is a debilitating 
assumption. This sort of skepticism jeopardizes the entire study of man, 
for not only does it deny us access to the great bulk of human experience, 
but it eventually casts doubt upon the reliability of all observation. For all 
recorded observations were at one time 'contemporary,' and there is little 
warrant for the current conceit that the intelligent artd careful observer 
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A fourth potential disadvantage of library materials is that 
by comparison 'vith careful field notes, they may not always 
afford a continuity of unfolding events in the kind of detail that 
the theorist requires. VVe say this despite our previous com­
ment that library · data can be excellent for theorizing about 
temporality. In some part, the adequacy of the library materials 
depends on the sheer bulk of material available concerning the 
topic under study, and also on who has produced it. This point 
can be underlined by noting that library data bearing on "inter­
action" (even face-to-face interaction) can be abundant enough 
to afford a theorist ample stimulation for generating effective 
theory. Nevertheless, in some substantive areas-such as the 
phases of interaction between terminal patients and hospital · 
staffs-the library materials may not yield nearly so much stimu­
lation (especially concerning developing events) as a few days 
spent on hospital wards. 

Library research has a fifth disadvantage when compared 
with field, or even interview, research. Sometimes field re-. 
searches are precipitated when the researcher realizes that he is 
already a participant in, or a privileged observer to, some inter­
esting group's activity. He would be denying the richness of his 
own experience with the group if he chose not to study it in 
preference to doing library research. Of course, this is especially 
true if he is interested in generating th~ory, since he cashes in 
immediately upon his past observations as well as upon his own 
personal reactions as observer or participant. If in this instance 
he chooses a field or interview study, less effort is also required 

is an exclusively modem phenomenon. The bright-eyed young sociologist 
armed with his scheduled interview might generously concede that the 
shrewd perceptions of a Hesiod, Machiavelli, or Voltaire deserve a place, 
alongside his own findings, in the broad fund of social knowledge. All 
records call for careful scrutiny, but the techniques devised by historians 
for establishing the reliability of their data are by no means inferior to 
those employed by the social sciences." See his The Acceptance of Histories 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1956), p. 123. 
See also Tomatsu Shibutani and Kian Kwan, Ethnic Stratification (New 
Yorlc: Macmillan, 1965 }, in which the authors make extensive use of mate­
rials published by demographers, economists, linguists, historians, psychia­
bists, psychologists, and sociologists, as well as £1es of The New York 
Times and some historical records. As they say, "Although sociology 
originally developed out of the philosophy of history, thus far historical 
data have barely been tapped" ( p. 14). 
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because he is already a visitor or participant and likely to con­
tinue as one. The cost of his study may even be minimal, either 
because little or no financial support is necessary, or because he 
is being paid for being a participant, as in an occupational 
group. (Graduate students, especially, have earned wages from 
the employers of men whom they have studied.) 

These, then, are some of the respective advantages and dis­
advantages of library research versus field or interview re­
search.16 In weighing these, perhaps we have emphasized un­
duly the potential advantages of library research, in a conscious 
attempt to focus sociologists' attention upon the central issue­
not which source is ideally most important, but on the need for 
assessing realistically which may be best used, alone or in 
combination, in a particular study. As always, our emphasis is 
upon use for generating theory, although implicitly we also have 
made claims relevant for the verifying theory. 

16. Although we have focused on library research, documents useful 
for generating theory obviously are found elsewhere. Thus, documents in 
government archives and company files could be as useful for ,senerating 
social theory as for revealing historical and political fact. When sociologists 
use such documentary materials, they tend to use them almost wholly for 
verification or description. 





VIII 

Theorefic:al Elaboration oi 
Quantitative Data 

Quantitative data is so closely associated with the current 
emphasis on verification that its possibilities for generating 
theory have been left vastly underdeveloped. However, some of 
our best monographs based on quantitative data indicate that 
they can be a very rich medium for discovering theory. In these 
monographs, discovery cannot be stopped, but breaks through 
both verifications and preconceived conceptual schemes to pro­
vide us with very interesting and important theory.1 Yet, since 
the authors are still so focused on testing provisionally what 
they have discovered, their work is mostly written in the hedg­
ing rhetoric of verification. The result is that their statements 
present tests as merely "plausible suggestions." The plausibly 
suggested test should not be construed with our goal of the pur­
poseful generating and suggesting of theory. The generating 
capacities of these sociologists and the richness of their research 
are, therefore, not given the fullest impetus. 

Typically, discovery made through quantitative data is 
treated only as a byproduct of the "main work"-making ac­
curate descriptions and verifications. When discovery forces it­
self on an analyst, he then writes his induced hypotheses as if 
they had been thought up bel:ore the data were collected, so 
that they will seem to satisfy the logical requirements of verifi-

1. For examples see James Coleman, "Research Chronicle: The Adoles­
cent Society," and Seymour Martin Lipset, "'The Biography of a Research 
Project: Union Democracy," in Philip Hammond (Ed.), Sociologists at 
Work (New York: Basic Books, 1964). 

185 



186 THE DffiCOVERY OF GROUNDED THEOR~ 

cation.2 Purposeful generation of grounded theory is found 
usually, if at all, in short papers where a single carefully 
worked-out. explanation of a hypothesis is offered, after an 
analytic wrestle between the rhetoric of tentative qualification 
and alternative explanations and the carefully researched, ac­
curate data-a slight beginning for an adequate theory. 

When the sociologist consciously starts out to suggest a theory 
plausibly, rather than test it provisionally, then he can relax 
many rules for obtaining evidence and verifications that would 
otherwise limit, stultify or squelch the generation of theory. He 
must give himself this freedom in the flexible use of quantita­
tive data or he will not be able to generate theory that is 
adequate (as we have discussed it) in terms of sampling, 
saturation, integration, density of property development, and 
so forth. In taking this freedom he must be clear about the 
rules he is rela.xing (which could not be relaxed for purposes of 
accuracy and verifications) and he should explain his position 
to readers. The freedom and flexibility tlwt we claim for gen­
erating theory from quantitative data will lead to new strategies 
and styles of quantitative analysis, w-ith their otvn rules yet to 
be discovered. And these new styles of analyses will bring out 
the richness of quantitative data that is seen only implicitly 
while the focus remains on verification. For example, in verifica­
tion studies cross-tabulations of quant-i,tative variables continu­
ally and inadvertently lead to discoveries of new social patterns 
and ne\v hypotheses, but are often ignored as not being the 
purpose of the research. 

In this chapter we shall present one new strategy of qu_an­
titative analysis that facilitates the generation of theory from 
quantitative data. It is a variation of Lazarsfeld's elaboration 
analysis of survey data.3 In our presentation we shall indicate 
how, at strategic points, the rigorous rules for accuracy of evi­
dence and verification can be relaxed in order to further the 

2. This way of presenting one's work in a publication on research is 
not chicanery, but an established form in many circles of science. See 
Bernard Barber and Renee C. Fox, "The Case of the Floppy-eared Rabbits: 
An Instance of Serendipity Gained and Serendipity Lost," American 
Journal of Sociology, 64 ( 1958), pp. 128-29. 

3. Paul F. Lazarsfeld, "Interpretation of Statistical Relations as a 
Research Operation," in Lazarsfeld and Rosenberg ( Eds.), The Language 
of Social Research (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1955 ). 
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generation of theory. To be sure, there are many styles of 
quantitative analysis with their own rules. Our focus here is an 
illustration of how these numerous other styles can also be 
flexibly adapted to generating theory. However, we do touch 
on some existing general rules of quantitative analysis (e.g., 
indexing and tests of significance); the way they are relaxed for 
purposes of generating theory could apply to many styles of 
analysis. And we shall also develop some general rules govern­
ing how to relax the usual rigor of quantitative analysis so as 
to facilitate the generation of theory. 

The organization of this chapter is based on the successive 
stages of building up to theory from quantitative data. We 
discuss in turn the most frequent source of data used for gen­
erating theory, how one indicates his categories and properties 
with the data, how one discovers hypotheses with his conceptual 
indices, and how the hypotheses are then theoretically elabo­
rated. In an appendix to this chapter we provide examples of 
theoretical elaboration. For some longer examples of certain 
specific points, we have referred the reader to other literature. 

Secondary Analysis of Quantitative Data 

The sociologist whose purpose is to generate theory may, of 
course, collect his own survey data, but, for several reasons, 
he is more likely to analyze previously collected data-called 
secondary analysis. Surveys are usually fi:1anced for providing 
large-scale descriptions of current populations; and the soci­
ologist whose interest is in theory may not wish to be involved 
in this part of a study, for it takes considerable time and con­
centration that might otherwise be used for theoretical analysis. 
It is easier to analyze previously collected data, for then his 
only responsibility is to generate theory. Sometimes, of course, 
after the large-scale descriptions have ·been accomplished, the 
director of the study returns to his data to engage in secondary 
analysis for generating a theory on an idea initially stimulated 
by the earlier descriptive phase. 

Generating theory is a more limited, narrowly focused effort 
(even though the theoretical concept may be very general) 
than presenting the broad description of a population given by 
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the total survey. The description may involve thousands of ques­
tionnaire items, while the theoretical analysis only requires 
consideration of a few hundred.4 Therefore, the tasks of descrip­
tion and analysis can conflict unless the sociologist has adequate 
money and time (a likelihood only for the study director and a 
few assistants). Theoretical analysis of quantitative data is, of 
course, an opportunity to be taken by many sociologists other 
than study directors or their assistants,s and so most generation 
of theory from quantitative data will be based on secondary 
analysis. 

Comparative analysis requires secondary analysis when popu­
lations from several different studies are compared, such as 
different nations or factories. Comparative analysis of groups 
internal to one study does not require secondary analysis, but 
again it often is. 

Trivial data, such as found in market surveys on consump­
tion of products, can also have very important theoretical rele­
vance. For example, from a study of meat consumption one 
can gain knowledge about the life styles of social classes. Sec­
ondary analysis is a necessity in such cases because sociologists 
with a theoretical bent do not usually collect such data. 

When using secondary analysis of quantitative data for gen­
erating theory, one point must be kept clear. Because of the 
heavy emphasis on accurate evidence and verification of hypoth­
eses, the analyst usually wishes to start out with the facts as 
facts. One limitation of secondary analysis is the difficulty of 
pinning down the accuracy of findings in what is necessarily a 
secondhand view-often without much knowledge of collection 
procedures and meanings of data. Also, since populations are 
in constant change, we have no way of knowing whether a sur­
vey accomplished some years ago for other purposes still 
applies meaningfully to the specific population. This problem 

4. For example, compare the theoretical analysis in Barney G. Glaser, 
Organizational Scientists: Their Professional Careers (Indianapolis: Hobbs­
Merrill, 1964) to the description from the same study using over 100 
different IBM card decks and comprising four volumes. Human Relations 
in a Research Organization, Volumes I and II ( 1953) and Interpersonal 
Factors in Research, Parts I and II ( 1957) (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Institute 
for Social Research). For another example see Hanan C. Selvin, The 
Effects of Leadership (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1960). 

5. See Barney G. Glaser, '"The Use of Secondary Analysis by the Inde­
pendent Researcher," The American Behavioral Scie11tist ( 1963), pp. 11-14. 
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of accuracy is not as important for generating theory about 
a type of social unit as it is for describing a particular social 
unit or verifying a hypothesis. What are relevant for theory are 
the general categories and properties and the general relations 
between them that emerge from the data. These can be applied 
to many current situations and locations as very relevant con­
cepts and as hypotheses of interest to sociologists and laymen, 
regardless of whether the specific descriptions yielded by the 
data are currently accurate for the research population. Sec­
ondary analysis, then, is uniquely well suited for the g~neration 
of theory but is often severely limited for description and veri­
fication-for which it is still mostly used, with a typical pre­
amble about "limitations." 

Another limitation of secondary analysis that makes its use 
in description and verification questionable, but does not affect 
the generation of theory, is the representativeness of the popu­
lation studied. Accuracy is, of course, crucial in description and 
verification, and the sample must therefore be carefully chosen 
by some form of random sampling. Secondary analysis of a 
random sample chosen for other reasons may introduce system­
atic and random biases into the secondary study, making claims 
to accuracy questionable. Indeed, it is often difficult to ascertain 
from previously collected data what kind of sample was taken 
for what purpose, since records may have been destroyed, lost, 
misplaced or made unavailable. Many important questions con­
cerning the sampling become unanswerable, such as how many 
people did not respond, how many cards were lost, and how 
many questionnaires were not usable. But when theory is the 
purpose (as stated in Chapter II), there are two reasons why 
the representativeness of the sample is not an issue. First, the 
direction of a relationship used to suggest a hypothesis is 
assumed to exist until disproved, in bc;>th biased and unbiased 
populations; and, second, theoretical (not statistical) sampling 
guides the choosing and handling of the data. 

What is more important for generating theory is the scope of 
the population, which can be increased when the analyst is 
less concerned about representativeness. Representativeness 
usuaUy requires some purification of the original sample to 
obtain a clear-cut population for a smaller study; the sociologist 
takes for his analysis carefully stratified samples from a larger 
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survey sample. This tactic cuts down on scope by weeding out 
the possible (but never proven) "contaminating" :influences of 
sume respondents. For example, one may wish to take all scien­
tists out of a national survey for study, but then, if he purifies 
the group by weeding out all but the PhD's, he loses the popula­
tion scope that could have been afforded by keeping the scien­
tists with the MD's, MS's, and BS's. 

Concepts and Indices 

In the last decade, the flexible use of concepts and their 
empirical indices in quantitative analysis has been advanced 
greatly by Lazarsfeld. A number of publications 6 have carried 
his work on the· "process by which concepts are translated into 
empirical indices." We wish to mention here only a few gen­
eral points and urge the reader to study the footnoted refer­
ences for the general argument and the examples. 

When the discovery and generation of theory is the goal of 
a survey analysis, ''crude" or "general duty" indices (as de­
scribed in detail by Lazarsfeld) suffice to indicate the concepts 
of the theory and to establish general relationships between 
them, which in tum become the basis for suggesting hypotheses 
for the emerging theory. Similar crude indices, usually a single 
questionnaire item or a simple summation index of two to six 
items, are often interchangeable when based on similar, but 
different indicators. "Interchangeability of indices," as Lazars­
feld demonstrates, means that we obtain the same findings in 
cross-tabulations with other variables when two indices of the 
same category are based on reasonably similar but different sets 
of indicators. Therefore, the analyst does not have to be certain 
that he has the most accurate index, judged on the basis of 
either precision or the best set of indicators. 

Crude indices, when correlated with other variables, also 
yield the same relationships in direction as the more precise 

6. Paul F. Lazarsfeld, "Problems in Methodology," in R. Merton, L. 
Broom and L. Cottrell (Eds.), Sociology Today (New York: Basic Books, 
1959), pp. 47-67; "Evidence and Inference in Social Research," Daedalus, 
LXXXX:VII { 1958 ), pp. 100-109; and, with Wagner Thielens, The Aca­
demic Mind (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1958), pp. 402-407. 
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indices yielded by factor analysis, latent structure analysis, a 
Guttman scale, or elaborate scales involving dozens of items. 
Since for generating theory we are only looking for general 
relationships of direction-a positive or negative relation be­
tween concepts, and not either precise measurement of each 
person in the study or exact magnitudes of relationship-it is 
easier, faster, and considerably more economical to use the 
crude index. Even when crude indices result in obvious mis­
dassification of some cases, they still yield the information 
necessary for generating a grounded theory.' 

Crude indices of categories or properties can also be based 
on either a single questionnaire item or a series of items summed 
into an index. However, for indices of the core categories, it is 
perhaps preferable to use two to six item summation indices, 
since the category will usually be based on· at least two dimen­
sions and each should be indicated by at least one item. Further, 
crude indices need only be dichotomized to obtain comparative 
groups, not cut into several groups. Whether an index is cut in 
two, three, or four groups, the same genAral relation will 
appear when it is cross-tabulated with another variable, pro­
vided that the c~tting point is statistically established with 
criterion variables as a meaningful break in the data. 8 Dichoto­
mizing an index is financially economical and saves cases for 
cross-tabulation when the number of cases :is small and when 
the analyst engages in the multivariate analysis of three or 
more variables. Indeed, even if a trichotomous index is used, 
the analyst, except in cases of exceptional patterns, still ends up 
talking about the general positive or negative relation between 
twci variables. 

When generating theory, validation of a core index-demon-
7. It· is at this point, Lazarsfeld suggests, that technicians, who per­

haps have no generative powers, take Hight into precision by blaming 
their crude methods and trying to refine their indices instead of thinking 
about what they have found. 

8. In constructing a summation index, the analyst fu5t obtains one 
more group than the number of indicators he is using: four indicators 
lead to five groups. Before combining these groups he should cross-tabulate 
the five groups with a criterion variable-he knows the relationship e;dsts 
-to find out between which groups the direction of the relationship 
changes. He then combines all those groups positively related to- the 
criterion variable and all those negatively. He cannot just dichotomize the 
index where he pleases, because he may reduce its discriminating power 
by cornbidng positive and negative degrees. 
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strating that the index measures the concept to a sufficient 
probable degree-need not be a special operation in which a 
theoretically relevant relation between two variables is sacri­
:liced from the substance of the analysis itself to prove the 
validity of the argument, as is typically necessary in verifica­
tions.9 If the index "works"-that is, if it is consistently related 
to a whole series of variables that, when put together, yield an 
integrated theory-this is validation enough of a core index. 
Integration of the theory is, in fact, a more trustworthy valida­
tion of an index than the standard method of merely showing 
that an obvious relationship exists between the index and another 
questionnaire item, and that therefore the index must measure 
what it is supposed to measure.Io 

For example, the core index of "professional recognition" in 
Organizationlll Scientists (by one of this book's co-authors) 
could easily have been validated by showing that professional 
recognition is positively related to receiving promotions; but 
instead the whole book shows the validity of the index by the 
way the substantive theory on scientists' organizational careers 
is integrated.ll In fact, the theory becomes integrated around 
the core index of recognition because of the multiple rela­
tionships with that index, indicating that the theory works-it 
provides relevant explanations and consequ~nces of organiza­
tional careers. Lazarsfeld's methods for specifying concepts and 
for selecting sub-sets of items to construct indices of the con­
cepts are excellent for ensuring that categories will fit the data 
and will work or be relevant. This fulfillment of the two major 
requirements of grounded theory explains why the index be­
comes validated by the whole theory. 

We make these statements in the service of generating 
the01y. If the analyst wishes to describe or verify, these issues 
must be argued on different grounds, because his problems of 
precision, dichotomization, and validation of indices are dif­
ferent. The analyst must therefore be clear about his purpose. 
However, most survey analysts are not clear, because Lazarsfeld 

9. For an example see Lazarsfeld and Theilens, op. cit., pp. 89-90. 
10. This is a specific case of Zetterberg's rule that the total integration 

of a theory tends to make any .one of its parts "highly plausible." See 
Hans L. Zetterberg, On Theory and Verification in Sociology (Totowa, N.J.: 
Bedminster Press, 1963), Chapter 6. 

11. Glaser, op. cit. 
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never has made the distinction between the purpose of genera­
tion and those of verification and/or description with accurate 
findings. He writes not of theory but of "empirical propositions" 
and "statistical relations." We see clearly how his work on con­
cepts and indices is valuable for generating theory through 
conceptual indices and general relations between them. But 
others who wish to discover "facts" and verify hypotheses, es­
pecially by secondary analysis, must argue for Lazarsfeld's 
methods on their own. Indeed, there are many sociologists who 
use his methods and stay on the empirical level of description 
or harp on their findings in the veri£cation rhetoric, even when 
attempting to suggest theoretical hypotheses. 

The survey analyst chooses his categories in the same man­
ner as the researcher doing qualitative analysis. An initial scheme 
of concepts and hypotheses, usually applied to quantitative data 
in attempting verifications, is not needed. Concepts whose fit 
will be emergent are found in previous descriptive analyses 
with the quantitative data, or in other quantitative or qualita­
tive data on the same subject. Also, categories and properties 
emerge during the collecting and analyzing of quantitative data 
as readily as they do with qualitative. It must be remembered 
that qualitative data suggesting a category may also be used as 
another slice of data for the quantitative analysis. 

The theoretical relevance of the concept is soon demon­
strated by whether or not its index actually \vorks in a multi­
tude of cross-tabulations. If the index does not worlc, then the 
analyst should question the theoretical relevance of his con­
cept before he questions the method of index fonnation. In quan­
titative analyses it is typical to observe a non-emergent category 
derived from a logico-deductive theory (say, on self-image, role 
confiict, or status congmency), forcibly indexed-and then 
found to be :related to nothi...Dg of theoretical :·devance. The 
analyst then Bnds fault with the precision or the method of 
index formation, rather than with the relevance of a category 
derived from an ungrounded theory, since he seldom questions 
his faith in the logico-deductive theorist when the latter is a 
charismatic figure in the profession. Jlviuch survey analysis fails 
for this reason, but we hear of failmes only through our friends; 
tact prevents citing examples. 

It is possible to index any categm~v, but while, with erner-
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gent categories, the analyst is almost sure to discover many rela­
tions between indices, "ought" categories from ungrounded 
theories are a risk To stay on the empirical level, using no theo­
retical categories, is one alternative to taking the chance of 
directing theoretical research through logically deduced cate­
gories such as "anomie" or "authority relations." Yet people 
who do not trust logico-deductive theory, but who wish to do 
theoretical work, could very safely attempt discovery of 
grounded theory as another alternative. 

Discovering Hypotheses 

In generating theory, preconceived hypotheses are not neces­
sary for correlating or cross-tabulating two variables (called 
runs) with indices of core categories and properties. Indeed, 
the rule for generation of theory is not to have any pre-set or 
valued hypotheses, but to maintain a sensitivity to all possible 
theoretical relevances among the hundreds of possible runs 
afforded by large surveys. In contrast, necessarily preconceived 
hypotheses direct exactly what two variable qorrelations to use 
as tests in verificational studies. Indeed, verificational rules state 
that data should be collected for tests after_. the hypothesis has 
been formulated-though they seldom are. For generating 
theory the data can be collected at any time. As we have said, it 
is usually collected beforehand because most discovery and 
generation is a secondary analysis of data collected for other 
purposes, and because the hypotheses come after the analysis­
they are suggested from :findings, not tested \vith them. 

In order to saturate all possible findings for suggesting 
hypotheses, the analyst may take his core concepts and run 
them with literally eve1'y other questionnaire item in the survey 
that seems remotely relevant to his area of interest. 12 At this 
point the theory of the core indices starts to emerge. Clusters 

12. If the analyst has enough time and money, he can run the inder. 
open (use all groups) and then dichotomize them at the breaking point 
for each item. This will yield more diverse information on each relation­
ship and make the index more sensitive. This strategy is an alternative to 
dichotomizing on a criterion variable, but is cumbersome; and once the 
analyst is sure his break in the index is the most sensitive one, it may 
seem a waste of time for the yield of information. 
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1'AliLE 1 
CosMOPOLITAN ORIENTATION 

195 

Motivation to Advance Knowledge 

Personal contacts outside organization 
are very important as sources of 
scientific information 

If had to, would prefer to move to 
a university 

Belonging to an organization with 
prestige in the scientific world is 
of the utmost importance 

Very strong involvement with 
close professional work associates 

Very strong sense of belonging 
to section (principal research 
work group) 

Basic research, as a result of 
clinical program, is likely to 

-benefit 
-suffer 

Those who would worry about a 
substantial emphasis on applied 
as well as basic research 

Base for each per cent 

High Low Difference 

56% 

72% 

40$ 

40% 

44% 

42% 
40% 

38% 
(186) 

35% 

43% 

21% 

26% 

27% 

56% 
29% 

19% 
(146) 

+21% 

+21% 

+19% 

+14% 

+17% 

-14% 
+11% 

+19% 

LocAL ORIENTATION 

Having an important job in the 
organization is of the utmost 
importance 

Association with high-level persons 
having important responsibilities is 
of the utmost or considerable 
importance 
Having a very strong sense of 
belonging to the organization 

Interested in a higher level job 
in the organization whic:h entails 
stimulating or advising subordinate 
professionals about their work 

Interested in a h-igher level job 
entailing administrative planr>Jng 
or coordination 

Base for each per cent 

Motivation to .-ldvance Knowledg~ 
High Low Difference 

30% 12% +18% 

55% 

19% +12% 

77'], 67% +10% 

68~ 56% +12% 
(186) ( 146j 
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of items are discovered as associated with the index. Indeed 
this strategy (an unbelievable "sin" in verificational studies) vir~ 
tually discovers theory for the analyst by providing associa­
tions to be conceptualized and analyzed. He induces a theory 
simply from the general relationships he has found. He need 
not concern himself with theoretical explanations of what he 
has found in comparison with what he was supposed to find, 
as is done in verificational studies. 

One comparative strategy for generating theory from find­
ings is to compare clusters of relationships within the context 
of the emerging theory. For example, in Table I we see that 
"motivation to advance knowledge" (a crude index) is con­
sistently related to two clusters of items, those indicating a cos­
mopolitan orientation-toward the profession-and those indi­
cating a local orientation-toward their research organization. 
Thus we discover and suggest theoretically that highly moti­
vated scientists within research organizations devoted to basic 
research (a structural condition) possess the property of being 
local-cosmopolitans.13 Table II bears out the suggested bypath-

TABLE ll 

Consecutive addition of hours per Motivation. to Advance Knowledge 
week spent on various work activities High Low Difference 
21 or more hours: own research 7&. 61% +15% 
36 or more hours: plus other 
professional productive work 63~ 49% +14% 
41 or more hours: plus 
nonproductive professional work 6S% 48$ +21% 
51 or more hours: plus other 
organization activities for total 
wor!c week 55% 48% +ln 

Base for each per cent ( 186) (146) 

esis, by sho,.ving that in their work activities highly motivated 
scientists are both local and cosmopolitan oriented: as more 
working hours and activities are added to the work week, the 

13. For the theoretical discussion of Tables I and II, see Glaser, 
O:rganizatioTilll Scientists: Their Professional Cateers, op. cit., Chapter 2. 
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highly motivated scientists spend more time on both professional 
and organizational activities. 

Consistency Indices 

These two variable runs showing clusters of associations are 
analyzed comparatively in two ways: within and between con­
sistency indices. A consistency index is a list of single question­
naire items which all indicate the same category, such as cos­
mopolitan, and all relate separately to the core index in the 

TABLE m. PERCENTAGE OF RESEARCHERS WITH HIGH MonvATION AS 

RELATED TO THEm PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE 

Background Previous No Previous 
Experience Experience Experience 

% % 
Emphasis on advance 
of lmowledge: 

University employment 65 45 
( 180) " (152) 

Research and teaching 61 42 
(247) (85) 

Ph.D. Education 62 40 
(164) (58) t 

55 
( 110) # 

Emphasis on application 
of knowledge: 

Medical or clinical 58 5!5 
practice (244) (83) 

Hospitals 57 55 
( 111) (121) 

Industr1 58 0:L' vl.! 

(73) (254) 
Private practice or 58 58 

business (36) (288) 
Government agencies 48 61 

(117) (215) 
U.S. Public Health 47 58 

Service ( 68) ( 26-i) 

° FigUTes in parenthesis indicate number of cases. 
t Education less than doctorate. 
#M.D. 

Difference 
% 

+19 

+22 

+3 

+2 

+2 

+2 

-13 

-11 
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same consistent direction. The indicators are not added together 
first and then related to the core index, as in summation indices. 
Summation indices are best for the core categories, but con­
sistency indices are best for the categories to which a core index 
is to be related. This strategy allows the analyst to see how the 
core concept relates to each individual indicator of another 
category. If inconsistencies in associations between the consist­
ency index and the core index occur for what appeared to be 
substantively consistent indicators, they are quickly caught and· 
compared for the underlying meaning of the differences within 
the set of indicators and the emerging theory. 

For example, in Table III we see that within the consistency 
index of applied experience, high motivation to advance knowl­
edge (not to apply it) is not related to previous experiences 
in private or group practice, hospitals or industry. 14 These 
particular applied experiences, then, we theoretically suggest, 
neither engender nor inhibit motivation to advance knowledge. 
But the problem remains: why is motivation negatively related 
to applied experience in government agencies and the U.S. 
Public Health Service, or (theoretically) why do these experi­
ences inhibit or reduce motivation to advance knowledge? We 
suggest that it is because these two experiences, in contrast to 
the first four, imply routine service in . the application of 
knowledge. 

If all the items on "experience in application of knowledge 
experiences" had been combined first in a summation index, 
and then related to motivation, these inconsistent comparisons 
of groups within the consistency index (from which we discov­
ered strategic structural conditions varying the core category) 
would have been missed; hence, so would an important hypoth­
esis of the theory: the effect of "routine" applications on the 
scientists' motivation to advance knowledge. The property of 
.. routine application" would have been missed had the analyst 
simply constructed a summation index, since all the items on 
applied experience would have seemed internally consistent 
when tested-all items positively related to each other. There­
fore there would have been no suspicion that correlating an 

14. For LIIe theoretical discussion of Tables III and IV, see Barney 
G. Glaser, "Differential Association and the Institutional Motivation of 
Scientists," Administrative Science Quarterly, 10 ( 1985), pp. 81-H7. 
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applied experience index with another index was actuaHy sum­
ming inconsistencies. 

Comparisons between different consistency indices are also 
used as a strategy of comparative analysis. We saw in Table I 
that, since high motivation is positively associated with both a 
local and cosmopolitan orientation, the analyst can suggest, on 
the basis of this comparison between consistency indices that 
scientists highly motivated in research are local-cosmopolitans in 
a basic research organization. 

These two comparative strategies-comparing within and 
between consistency indices associated with a summation index 
--occur in three or more variable associations also; but then 
the analyst is using additional analytic strategies, which we 
discuss in the next section. Also, once a detailed analysis of an 
association with a consistency index is accomplished, then the 
consistency index can be summed and dichotomized for further 
analyses with three or more variables. These analyses are more 

TABLE IV. RELATION OF RECOGNITION TO SciENCE ExPEniENCE von 

RESEARCH VVoaxEas WITH HIGH MoTIVATiON 

Science High Low 
Experience Recognition Recognition Difference 

% % % 

Full 76 69 +7 
( 46) " (52) 

Some 68 42 +26 
(75) (99) 

None 44 35 +9 
(23) (37) 

° Figurl!s in parenthesis indicate the number of cases. 

complicated, requiring reduction of details a~d. the saving of 
cases for cross-tabulation. For example, the first part of Tab1e 
III shows motivation to advance knowledge related to a con­
sistency index on one kind of previous experience in science­
experience emphasizing advancement of knO\vledge. Table IV 
shows the summation index of previous experience in science 
related to two other summation indices-motivation to advance 
knowledge and professional recognition-for the them-etical 
purpose of suggesting hypotheses bea:i'ing on the interaction 
betv,:een the three indices. 
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Tests of Significance 

Statistical tests of significance of an association between 
variables are not necessary when the discovered associations 
between indices are used for suggesting hypotheses. Selvin 15 

has argued that this rule should be relaxed for all survey analy­
sis, but he can take this stand only because he has not made 
the distinction between the generating and the verifying or 
describing purposes of research. He questions whether these 
tests are appropriate with survey data, since the statistical 
assumptions necessary to use them cannot be met with such 
data and also are ineptly applied according to general sociologi­
cal theory. His critics, however, seem to be more concerned 
with keeping the tests of ·significance to ascertain accuracy of 
evidence used for verification and description.16 We wish to 
stay clear of this controversy because we are making an argu­
ment concerned only with these tests in relation to the genera­
tion of theory. 

Testing the statistical significance of an association between 
indices presents a strong barrier to the generation of theory 
while doing nothing to help it, since the resulting accuracy {if 
one can actually trust the test) is not crucial. These tests direct 
attention away from theoretically interesting relationships that 
are not of sufficient magnitude to be statistically significant. The 
analyst usually does not think of the associations as a grounded 
foundation for an hypothesis, although weak associations may 
be highly theoretically relevant. Also, the test, not the relation­
ship, may be weak 

Believing that he has no findings relevant for generating 
theory, the analyst also usually neglects to ask what the partial 
relationships look like under several conditions. It is easy to 

15. Hanan Selvin, "A Critique of Tests of Significance in Survey 
Research," American Sociological Review, 22 ( 1957 ), pp. 519-27; "Sta­
tistical Significance and Sociological Theory" (July, 1960) ( mi.meog;aphed, 
University of California, Berkeley). 

16. Robert McGinnis, "Randomization and IrJerence in Sociological 
Research," American Sociological Reoiew, 23 ( 1958), pp. 408-14; Leslie 
Kish, "Some Statistical Problems in Research Design," American Sociologi­
cal Review, 24 ( 1959), pp. 328-38; and critical comments by David Gold 
and James Beshers in ;tmerican Sociological Reoiew, 23 (1958), pp. 85 
and 199. 
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forget that partials may be statistically significant even if the 
general relationship is not, because the partials can cancel them­
selves out. "Canceling out" means that the relationship may be 
positive under one condition and negative under another; so 
that when combined the partial relationships cancel themselves 
out to result in a weak general association. However, it is theo­
retically very relevant and interesting to be able to say how 
conditions minimize, maximize, or cancel out a relationship. 
Also, even if partials are weak, the theoretical relevance of a 
weak relationship between two indices. may be the weakness 
itself. 

Believing in tests of significance can also dissuade one from 
trusting consistent but weak relationships within and between 
consistency indices. Yet consistency validates the merit of rela­
tionships when it comes to the plausible reasoning required in 
a credible theoretical analysis,l7 And, as just noted, whether the 
level of the relationship is zero, weak, or strong, it may, if 
relevant, be grist for the theory. 

A belief in tests of significance can also, in the process, 
direct one's attention away from theoretical relevance of con­
tent toward confusing statistical significance with theoretical 
signficance, and a statistical method labeled "analysis" with 
theoretical analysis. Merely being statistically significant does 
not mean that a relationship is or should be of theoretical rele­
vance. Such relevance depends on the meaning of the associa­
tion as it relates to the theory. Also, the statistical analysis 
methods (for example, "factor analysis," or "analysis of vari­
ance") are not theoretical analyses. They are merely techniques 
for arriving at a type of fact. It is still up to the analyst to 
discover and analyze the theoretical relevances of these facts. 
In sum, the basic criterion for generating theory is theoretical 
relevance, and the analyst should sample his quantitative find­
ings on this basis. 

In place of making tests of signiJicance, the sociologist can 
establish -,:;,.-orking rules to fit his particular situation. For exam­
ple, two rules for establishing an acceptable percentage-differ­
ence level are not to consider any relationship of, say, less than 

17. That consistency validates is a basic pattern of plausible inference. 
See G. Polya, Patterns of Plausible Inference (Princeton, N.].: Princeton 
University Press, 1954), Vol. 1!, Chapter XII. 
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10 per cent difference; or any relationship in which three 
people's changing their minds or being misclassi.fied would 
change the percentage to below an establshed level. These 
levels change with the number of cases used, smaller numbers . 
of cases requiring a higher percentage-difference level. Selvin 
has ·also developed an internal replication procedure for estab­
Jishing the possibility that a relationship exists.IB 

Standing by the rules that he may have initially established 
for his research is pertinent only to the beginning phases of 
generating theory. When the analyst has achieved theoretical 
relevance with his data, consistency arises in percentage-differ­
ence levels as . well as in content, and he will readily learn to 
understand when and why a lower difference is relevant as well 
as a higher one. The absence of a relationship becomes just as 
important as an increase above the consistent percentage level, 
for any degree of association (or lack of it) may be part of the 
theory. For example, in Table III the relationship of motivation 
to previous experience varies at consistent percentage-difference 
levels-positive ( 20 per cent) to zero ( 2 per cent) to negative 
( -12 per cent)-thus theoretically indicating that these levels 
are engendered by experiences emphasizing basic research, 
unaffected by those experiences emphasizing applied research, 
and inhibited by experiences involving ro_utine service in ap­
plied research. In Table V, a consistent percentage-difference 

TABLE V. EFFECT oF REcOGNI'!ION oN SciENTISTs' SATISFACTION 

WITH DIVERSE ORGANIZATIONAL PERSONNEL 0 

Organizational Position of Scientists 
Junior S enio1· Supervisor 

Assisting personnel 
Very and fairly satisfied +10% +5% +11% 

Scientific personnel 
Very satisfied +16% +5% +22% 

Leadership 
Very satisfied +28% +26% +12% 
Fairly satisfied -11 +ll +16 

Institute director 
Ve1y competent +10% +7% +28$ 
Fairly competent +7 +2 

o This is a table of differences accounted for by high compared to low 
recognition. 

18. Selvin, op. cit. 



Theoretical Elaboration of Quantitative Data 203 

level of 10 to 16 per cent shows in comparative relief the theo­
retical relevance of the stronger and weaker relationships as 
conditions varying the effect of recognition on satisfaction with 
organizational personnel.19 

Liberties in Presentation of Data 

When quantitative data are reported in verificational and 
descriptive studies, typically each association is given in table 
form with a technically exact discussion of it; and then the 
finding is qualified by tentative statements and alternative ex­
planations or interpretations. This style of presentation need not 
be used in generating theory, nor, in fact, could it be used. The 
multitude of relationships on which groupded theory is based 
is so large that this style applied to each relationship would 
make the report of the theory unreadable-too long, cumber­
some, and slow-moving-to colleagues and quite inaccessible to 
laymen. It is particularly important that both colleagues and 
laymen readily understand the theory,20 since quantitative data 
are usually not as interesting to read as qualitative, and do 
not carry the reader along as easily. Therefore, the analyst 
must take some liberties both in presenting tables and in making 
statements about them. Needless to say, the liberties in presen­
tation should not in any way change the data upon which the 
theory is based; it is just that for generating theory not all 
data must be presented and stated in exact detail. Since the 
possibilities are great, each analyst must decide on various lib­
erties according to his particular directions of effort. 

Let ris consider here a few general liberties of presentation. 
Unlike Tables I through IV, Table V is a table of percentage 
difference. The proportions that were compared to arrive at the 
differences are left out, since they were not necessary for the 
theoretical analysis. If it is necessary to lmow about a particular 
set of proportions, they should be mentioned in text. However, 
the focus of the analysis in this table was on comparing per­
centage differences for indicating direction and magnitude of 
many relationships: that is, differences in satisfaction with organ-

19. For theoretical discussion of Table V see Glaser, Organizational 
Scientists: Their Professional Careers, op. cit., Chapter 6. 

20. In contrast, verifications usually only require the understanding of 
a small group of colleagues working in the area. 



204 THE DiSCOVERY OF GBOUNDED THEORY 

izational personnel accounted for by the high and low recogni­
tion achieved by scientists at different stages of their organiza­
tional careers. Both the direction and magnitude of these 
relationships were important for the analysis; if only direction 
of relationship had been important, the table. could have been 
further simplified by leaving out numbers and using only plus 
and minus signs. These flexible renditions of quantitative evi­
dence are in the service of generating theory. No information is 
lost, distorted, or purposively concealed. It is just that only 
enough information is presented to show, in the simplest pos­
sible manner, the grounded basis of the emerging theory. Veri­
fication requires a more detailed rendition of the data-showing 
all N's, sub-N's and compared high and low percentages-so 
that the reader can verify the verification for himself. 

Because of the overabundance of separate associations neces­
sary in generating theory (literally hundreds, in contrast to the 
tew necessary in verilicational studies), another general liberty 
may be taken in presenting tables, particularly two variable 
tables. Unless a whole configuration of consistency indices are 
shown together in a table for visual comparisons, it is enough 
to state in the written text two variable associations in their 
direction and (if necessary) magnitude; presenting a table 
would be repetitious. ·when theoretically nl:!cessary, proportions 
and N's can be provided in a footnote. 

'While verificational studies require exactitude, statements 
about associations can be more flexibly written when theory is 
the goal. For example, "more successful investigators have satis­
factory research facilities provided to them as a reward by 
the organization" is a statement that assumes the reader under­
stands that three liberties have been taken with this reporting 
of a two-variable table. First, the "successful" investigators have 
been compared with less successful investigators-the statement 
is comparative. Second, "more" means proportionately more­
the comparison is relative, not absolute. And third, that the 
organization provides these research facilities as rewards to the 
successful investigators is a theoretical inference from the finding 
that they simply have more satisfactory research facilities than 
the less successful investigators. Such a hypothesis is more read­
able than the precise, literal statement: "A higher proportion of 
those scientists \vith high professional recognition than those 
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scientists with low professional recognition have satisfactory re­
search facilities. We tentatively suggest that these facilities are 
provided as rewards to the more successful scientists by the 
organization." 

These three liberties in writing can also sometimes be taken 
when rendering three-variable tables, and the table need not be 
put in text. But more often, as noted in the next section, three­
variable tables have complex purposes-f::~r example, an inter­
action table showing the joint effects of two variables on a third 
(example 4 below). A table and some explicit reporting of it 
are required for the theoretical inference to be easily understood 
as being based on evidence. 

Theoretical Elaboration 

The previous section presented the first step in our style of 
theoretical analysis of quantitative data: saturating core indices 
with all possible two-variable runs; discovering relationships 
among the runs with theoretically relevant consistency indices, 
summation indices and single questionnaire terns; then analyz­
ing the findings with theoretical inferences. The next step, which 
cannot be neglected, is elabo-ration analysis-to make three or 
more variable analyses in order to saturate categories further by 
developing their properties and thereby achieving a denser 
theory. Thus, the discovery of relationships among indices pro­
vides the analyst with beginning suggestions for a theory, plus 
a theoretical direction and focus for its elaboration. 

By "elaboration" we mean that the two-variable associations. 
which are the basis of theoretical hypotheses, must have their 
structural conditions specified; their causes and consequences 
sought, with possible spurious factors checked for; and their 
intervening variables (delineating processes between the vari­
ables) discovered. Although this, of course, is Lazarsfeld's 
elaboration analysis,2t we shall contribute something new to his 
method for our O\vn purpose of generating theory. The next 
several paragraphs assume an understanding of elaboration 
analysis (which can easily be gained by a .study of Hyman's 

21. See references in Footnotes 3 and 8. 
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rendition of it 22). The notions on consistency analysis discussed 
in the previous section are subsumed in elaboration analysis. 

Lazarsfeld has provided three ways of ordering the variables 
in an elaboration analysis: ( l) temporal, ( 2) structural level 
of complexity, and ( 3) conceptual generality. Temporal order­
ing is simply the time sequence of the variables involved. Struc­
tural complexity is an ordering in terms of the encompassing 
structural levels that characterize the unit of analysis under 
study. For example, a nurse can be characterized by the ward 
she works on, the hospital she works in, the city in which the 
hospital is located, and the nation where the city is. Conceptual 
generality is an ordering by degree of abstractness of the vari­
ables. For example, a nurse says that all patients should be 
bathed every day, which is specific opinion derived from a 
broader attitude of obeying· all hospital rules, which attitude in 
tum derives from a basic value in medicine that nurses should 
obey hospital rules. 

Lazarsfeld's elaboration analysis is seldom used in research, 
except for the simple task of specifying the conditions of a find­
ing; for this task, one need not understand or expressly use his 
formula. The reason for this lack of use is simple: the only type 
of ordering of variables that Lazarsfeld has actually worked out 
is temporal ordering-the other two types haye only been sug­
gested.23 Since survey data is typically cross.:sectional in time, 
analysts are hard put to establish clear-cut, factual time orders 
in which colleagues will have confidence, because of the empha­
sis on accurate facts in verification and description.24 Usually 
there is too much temporal interrelation among cross-seCtional 
sur-Vey variables-over time, either one could, and probably 
does, result in the other. Thus, elaboration analysis is often 
stopped in its tracks before it has a chance to prove its useful­
ness. And the analyst who does not give it a chance stifles, 
rather than stimulates, his theoretical imagination. He has been 

22. Herbert H. Hyman, Survey Design and Analysis (Glencoe, Ill.: Free 
Press, 1955), Chapter VII. 

23. See Lazarsfeld's introduction to Hyman, ibid. 
24. The evaluator of an article for one journal remarked on an elabora­

tion table, "More generally the whole argument about establishment vs. 
persistence (or stability) of the relationships suffers because the author 
really has no time trend data-and that is necessarily implied in statements 
about persistence or stability." The paper was rejected because temporal 
order was not an incontrovertible fact. 
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taught not to let his imagination range on data that he cannot 
himself believe completely accurate, much less argue for their 
credibility with his colleagues. He has been taught to be skepti­
cal of such strategies for survey data to the point of keeping an 
empty head about data felt unreliable. 

Elaboration analysis is stimulating because the findings it 
produces fit the thought patterns of sociological theory. With 
it, the analyst can show interpretations, processes, conditions, 
causes, spurious factors, and consequences with actual data­
not an interpretation of the data. The analyst can literally speak 
through elaboration tables. He need only infer from his indices 
the conceptual level of his talk since the tables provide the theo­
retical arrangement of the variables. But if temporal ordering is 
believed impossible in most cases, how can we allow theory to 
emerge from elaboration tables? ' 

Theoretical Ordering 

The theory ran emerge from these tables if, first, the analyst 
decides that his purpose is to generate theory, for then the 
accuracy of temporal ordering that would be required for veri­
fication and description is no longer crucial. He must then pro­
ceed to order his variables theoretically: a new principle of 
ordering. Lazarsfeld comes close to suggesting this principle 
with his "substantive" orderings by structural complexity and 
conceptual generality, for these are two specific examples of 
the general principle of theoretical ordering. But Lazarsfeld 
misses developing a general theoretical ordering principle be­
cause he does not consider their underlying similarity, nor how 
and why they can be used for the generation of theory. He 
misses this consideration because he is involved exclusively in 
establishing facts for description and verification. He never 
comes close to understanding that temporal sequence can be 
handled theoretically as well as factually. 

Theoretical ordering of variables occurs by two strategies: 
( l) running all possible three-variable associations with each 
theoretically relevant two-variable association; and ( 2) running 
particular tables to fill in gaps or to answer questions, which 
emerge as the theory develops, by arranging elaboration tables 
according to the dictates of the theory. From the findings in 
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both strategies there emerge theoretical orderings of variables 
already integrated with core categories and hypotheses. The 
analyst then infers or suggests them as his theory. 

Theoretical ordering of variables by all possible three-vari­
able associations on core two-variable relationships is done by 
comparing the partial association percentage differences to the 
percentage difference of the original relationship. "When the 
partials vary above and below the original relationship, then 
the analyst discovers conditions that minimize and maximize 
his core relationship. From these findings he generates theory 
stating "under what conditions" a phenomenon exists. Some of 
these conditions are antecedent to the original association and 
may be suggested as partial causes; others, which occur at the 
same time, may be called contingencies. When the partials are 
equal to the original relationship, then a particular condition 
does not vary the relationship. The analyst either regards it as 
theoretically relevant or ignores the finding. 

When both partials are less than the original relationship 
(they never completely disappear), then the analyst must theo­
retically suggest whether the third variable is ( 1) an interven­
ing variable, thus suggesting a theoretical process between two 
core variables, or ( 2) an antecedent variable. An antecedent 
variable that reduces partials may have several theoretical 
meanings. The original relationship may be spurious; that is, 
both original variables are the consequences of the third vari­
able. This :finding may be theoretically very relevant. For in­
stance, "the more fire engines that come to a fire, the greater 
the damage" is a spurious relationship, with both factors 
accounted for by size of the fire. The antecedent variable may 
also suggest a process in which the third variable leads to one 
of the original variables, which in tum leads to the other. This 
inference can be tested with the second strategy of theoretical 
ordering, which is to answer the question "Is this a process?" 
by rearranging the table to fit, thus testing for the theoretically 
assumed ordering of an intervening variable. If the inference 
proves correct, the analyst has found a value-added process­
without the first variable the other two variables do not occur in 
process.25 Thus the analyst can actively check on his theory as 

25. See for a discussion of this type of process Neil Smelser, Theory 
of Collective Behador (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1B63), 
Chapter I. 
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it emerges, by testing assumed theoretical orders. (This will 
be iJ!ustrated shortly.) Third, the antecedent variable may be 
a cause of a cluster of two variables. These two variables always 
occur together and therefore are truly, not spuriously, associated, 
but they do not occur without the discovered cause, which the 
analyst might wish to call a necessary condition. Thus fire 
engines and fires are truly associated, but are not found together 
unless someone has put in the alarm. 

The Hrst strategy of theoretical ordering is based on emer­
gence: the data provides possible orders for the analyst. He 
need only induce theory about what he has found. This can be 
difficult when he has to overcome current training in quantita­
tive analysis. He must remember that he is only looking for 
plausible orders among variables to suggest a theory. He is not 
looking for the "facts" of a description or verification. He mttst 
think developmentally by remembering that only the data i.s 
static or cross-sectional-not his mind! Although the data may 
admit of no temporal sequence, his creative imagination can 
consider any ordering principle for the related variables, and 
this principle becomes his ingenious suggestion. With imagina­
tion and ingenuity he can theoretically order his variables by 
time, structural complexity, conceptual generality, or in any 
other theoretical manner. His job is to suggest a theory based 
both on the theo·retically relevant order of elaborated relation­
ships and on the content of the variables he employs. He can­
not think methodologically or statistically with symbols such as 
t factors or x leads to y; he must think theoretically about the 
content of his indicated categories and infer why the order of 
their possible relationships may be as he found them. In short, 
he must free himself from the exact mles of elaboration ordering 
as applied to descriptive and verificational studies, so he can be 
flexible in an imaginative, post hoc theoretical analysis of what 
he has discovered from the four elaboration possibilities: ante­
cedent or current conditions ( PA and PI), antecedent or inter­
vening variables ( MA and MI). 

In generating theory as it emerges, the analyst first discovers 
two-variable relationships; second, he discovers their elaboration. 
Then he moves into a third stage, in which he starts generating 
possible further elaborations of two-variable relationships within 
the previous elaboration, using the second strategy of arranging 
variables to test theoretical orderings. He looks through his 
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data to find indicators for the concepts he. thinks are related in 
theoretical ways to his emerging theory. Then he arranges his 
elaboration tables to test if they bear out his hypotheses (for 
suggestion, not verification), or to discover what actually hap­
pens. At this stage of the analysis, he is theoretically sampling 
his data as directed by his emerging theory and he is actively 
directing his further runs accordingly; much as the field re­
searcher directs his final work toward theoretically sampling 
data on hypotheses for filling gaps and answering the remaining 
questions in order to saturate categories. And much as the field 
worker at this stage moves quickly between situations, achieving 
greater relevance with smaller amounts of data, the quantitative 
analyst may literally camp in the IBM machine room, ha"\ing 
successive tables run to continually check his hypotheses as he 
thinks them through and theoretically samples his data for 
them/~6 At this stage an active dialogue of discovery and gen­
eration develops between himself and his data. He lmows what 
his data should look like in various runs, and the runs set him 
straight. By this time the analyst has looked at hundreds of 
tables, trying to discover what he anticipates :finding because of 
directions provided by the first two stages of his research. Con­
sistency and elaboration analyses join together to provide him 
a grounded basis for his theory. (The appendix to this chapter 
gives examples.) · 

Conclusions 

The point of this chapter has been to illustrate the careful 
relaxation of rules surrounding quantitative analysis, a relaxation 
for generating theory. The styles of quantitative analysis are 
multitudinous, so our discussions here include but few illustra­
tions pertaining to the rich veins in quantitative data that can 
be mined when analysts relax their rigor. 

One topic that we have not yet dealt >vith in this chapter 
bears mention: comparative analysis within and between sur­
veys. To be sure, the discovery of relationships and their elabo-

26. This is a frequent activity among suu•e survey analysts; see Cole­
man's discussion of continually having tables run as he thinks them 
through, op. cit., pp. 203-04. 
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ration are all based on comparative analysis of subgroups that 
are readily found in the same body of data. However, sociolo­
gists have yet to explore the many possibilities for generating 
theory by the active creation of diverse comparison subgroups 
within a survey (beside core index and typologies), and by 
the active search for comparison subgroups in other surveys. The 
various survey-data libraries scattered around the nation now 
facilitate comparisons between surveys. 

We can suggest a few general rules for beginning this kind 
of exploration. The analyst can use similar groups for compari­
sons between surveys; they do not have to be identical. For 
example, "working class" may be indicated by residential area 
in one study, income in another, and low degree of organiza­
tional affiliation in another (remembering that crude indications 
are sufficient and interchangeable) .27 Further, the analyst should 
search for ways of comparing quickly and easily the multiple 
comparison groups within many different, particularly large, 
surveys, since one or two surveys can easily run thin on data, 
and what is needed for a dense, adequate theory is a great 
amount of data. Also, multiple comparisons should be sought 
and Hexibly done with qualitative data on other relevant groups. 

In malting these multiple comparisons, the analyst should 
constantly focus on generating and generalizing a theory, not 
on the comparison of differences to verify or account for a fact. 
Generating from differences is not easy to manage with quimti­
tative data, since sociologists are trained to verify, and verifica­
tion from differences comes very easily with quantitative data. 
Verifying and accounting for facts by differences are subsumed 
in the process of generating theory; they are not the product 
of quantitative research for this purpose. 

Appemfu: to Chapter Vlli: 'Examples o£ Theoretical Elaboration 

Following are several examples of theoretical ordering of 
elaboration tables, which tell the analyst if it is possible to 
suggest a theoretical statement. We focus particularly on the 

27. See Herbert H. Hyman, Political Socialization (Glencoe, Ill.: Free 
Press, 1959 ), for examples of combining similar categories for comparative 
analysis. 
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second strategy of theoretically arranging tables to discover 
possible orderings for hypotheses. 

1. The discovery and generation of a performance-reward 
process. In a study of organizational scientists, the analyst dis­
covered that scientists' motivation to advance lmowledge was 
positively associated with professional recognition for doing so. 
This Hnding suggested the theoretical inference that recognition 
from others maintains motivation.28 The analyst then elaborated 
this relationship by suggesting the following theoretical ordering: 
if recognition (which indicates previous performance) main­
tains motivation, then motivation should result in high quality 
performance in research and this, in tum, should result in more 
professional recognition. This ordering could then be suggested 
as a circular, snowballing, reward process for performance 
within science. The problem then became to order the elabora­
tion tables to test if theoretically (not factually) this process 
was grounded. 

In Table VI, the magnitude of association between recog­
nition and performance is diminished when the intervening 
effect of motivation is removed. Therefore, high motivation tends 
to be a link between receiving recognition apd accomplishing 
further high quality research performance, tentatively demon­
strating the performance-reward process as a. grounded basis for 
a theory of this process. As a social pattern, this circular process 
will continue if the performance measured here results in new 
recognition. 29 

TABLE VI 
Recognition 

Average Less Difference 

High performance 56% 44% 
( 144) (188) 

Proportion with high performance 
and: 

High motivation 60% 53% 
(98) (90) 

Low motivation 46% 37% 
(48) (98) 

28. Glaser, Organizational Scientists: Their Professional Careers, op. cit., 
Chapter III. 

29. See ibid., p. 32. 



TheDTetical Eloboration of Quantitative Dot4 213 

At this point the analyst suggested that, besides research 
performance, it was also possible to predict behavior associated 
with research on the basis of intensity of motivation. This asser­
tion was borne out by one indicator of research behavior: the 
amount of time in a typical work week that the scientist puts 
into his own research activities. Fifteen per cent more of the 
highly motivated investigators worked 21 hours a week or 
longer on personal research. Furthermore, 11 per cent more of 
those who worked 21 or more hours a week on their own 
research had a high quality performance score. (Note the dis­
covery of two additional associations.) 

T..ULE VII 
M atlvation 

High ' Low 

High perfol'Dlance 57% 38% 
(186) (148) 

Proportion with high performance 
who put: 

21 or more hours per week 60% 43% 
into own research (142) (89) 
Less than 21 hours per weelc 48% 35% 
into own research (44) (57) 

Difference 

+17$ 

+13% 

Next, in theoretically ordering motivation, personal research 
time, and performance (Table VII), it can be suggested that 
the highly motivated investigators will tend to put more time 
into their own research work, and that this time in tum will 
tend to result in higher quality performance. The magnitude 
of association between motivation and performance is diminished 
when the intervenng effect of personal research time is removed. 
This finding then adds a subsidiary link to the circular perform­
ance-reward process (diagramed below). 

JP:mFoaMANC£·REWA.iiD JPl!locEss UN ScmwcE 

,n Recognition --» Motivation --» Time in Own Research --» Performance-\ 

'------------------------------------~ 
This theory is based on one possible one-time sequence. 

The reverse time is also possible: some investigators may have 
developed a high degree of motivation because they put in 
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more than 21 hours per week. Hard work could generate inter­
est. Therefore, we may have another time sequence in the per­
formance process-longer hours in research leading to high mo­
tivation, resulting in high performance. However, this cannot 
be suggested because the data leave it ungrounded. In compar­
ing proportions downward in Table VII, among those with 
high motivation 12 per cent more of those who worked 21 or 
more hours a week on their own research had a high perform­
ance score. Among those with low motivation, 8 per cent more 
who worked 21 hours or more a week on personal research had 
a high performance score. The original relation between time in 
own research and performance is 11 per cent. So high motiva­
tion, instead of being an intervening variable between time and 
performance, is a condition that creates a slightly stronger rela­
tion between the two. This is, of course, the time sequence 
originally assumed, which shows it to be the only theoretically 
grounded sequence. 

This example indicates the discovery of two-variable rela­
tionships and their theoretical elaboration in order to generate 
a processual theory. The theory is suggested, not tested, because 
obviously the temporal ordering is theoretical, not factual; the 
data were collected on one day, except for the performance 
index, for which data were collected three months after the sur­
vey. However, even theoretical ordering pro-vides checlcs on it­
self; even when the two elaboration tables were rearranged, the 
order of the process did not change. 

2. Structural complex-ity process. In the same study of organi­
zational scientists, the following consequences of two different 
promotion systems in the organization were discovered.30 The 
"recommend" system (in which initial consideration for a scien­
tist's promotion was based on a supervisor's recommendation) 
resulted in more discrepancies between rank and actual respon­
sibilities and in more unsatisfactory evaluations of Lhe system 
than did the "routine" system (in which initial consideration for 
promotion was based on periodic reviews ) . Theoretically. it 
seemed that a process was involved, whereby the relative fre­
quency of perceived discrepancies resulting from each promo­
tion system was a reason for the relative number of unsatis­
factory evaluations of each system. The analyst then arranged 

30. Ibid., Chapter III. 
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an elaboration table to test for this theoretical order (Table 
VIII), and the :findings supported it-the partial associations 
( 22 and 25 per cent) were less than the original association ( 29 
per cent), showing that discrepancies were an intervening vari­
able between systems and evaluations. This theoretical process 
was supported by another consistency finding that among sci­
entists in the "recommend" system there was considerably less 
satisfaction ( 29 per cent) with chances for a promotion. 

T.AliLlE VIII 

Pmmotion System 
Recommend Routine Difference 

Evaluate promotion process as 58% 2.9% +29% 
unsatisfactory (184) (145) 

Proportion who evaluate promotion 
process as unsatisfactory and 
who observed discrepancies 

Frequently 83'% 61% +~ 
(59) (28) 

Occasionally 45$ 21% +24% 
(125) (117) 

Here the theoretical ordering of variables is based on struc­
tural contexts at different levels, and assumes that the more 
encompassing level has a greater effect on the lesser level rather 
than vice versa. Thus "promotion systems" is a contextual unit 
that causes discrepancies in rank and responsibilities among 
personnel; while "discrepancies" is a property of the system that 
provides a structural condition affecting the way scientists 
evaluate their systems' promotion procedures. Thus, mixed into 
this structural level process are contextual properties of indi­
viduals or structural conditions under which they have a career 
(promotion procedures and characteristic discrepancies in ran]< 
and responsibility); consequences for individuals ( discrepan­
cies) and for a system (evaluations); properties of a system 
(procedures, discrepancies, and dissatisfied individuals); prop­
erties of individuals (evaluations), and so forth-depending on 
how the analyst wishes to render and focus his theory. In short, 
even within this simple structural process, as found in one 
elaboration table, the analyst can find much grist for socio­
logical theory. 
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3. Theoretically rearranging a table to test for altemative 
career processes. The question arose about how those scientists 
who planned to move to relieve the pressure of a currently 
unsuccessful career have made this decision.31 They may ( 1) 
decide to leave the organization, and then choose the goal they 
plan to work for-perhaps still basic research (by going to a 
university) or perhaps a change to practice or applied research 
(by going to either a private, industrial or governmental re­
search organization); or ( 2) decide to change the goal of their 
work from basic research to another goal, such as applied re­
search or "practice," and this change would necessitate leaving 
their organization as soon as possible. 

Table IX is arranged to test for the sequence of factors in 
the first process: "plans to move" is tested as an intervening 
variable, coming between degree of recognition and preference 
for a preferred affiliation in a university, if the move is made. 
Since the original relation is nil, we discover that this theoretical 
elaboration test for an intervening variable is a test if the non­
existent original relationship was actually a canceling-out of a 
strong positive relationship (between recognition and preference 
under the condition of planning to move soon) and a strong 
negative relationship (between recognition and preference when 
planning to stay on in the organization). Thus this table corrects 
our theoretical ordering by yielding a finding that suggests that 
unsuccessful scientists who plan to move ( 11 per cent in Table 
X) have not as yet planned to go on with either basic research 
or applied research or practice. They are still just planning to 
move because of a poor career, and they have not decided 
where or for what purpose. 

Prefer move to university 

Proportion who ·prefer move to 
university and who plan to: 

Move soon 

Stay for time being or 
permanently 

31. Ibid., Chapter Vlli. 

TAliLE !L"'{ 

Recognltion 
High Low Difference 

62% 63% -1% 
(144) (188) 

66% 69% -3% 
(12) (36) 
58% 57% +1% 

( 130) ( 152) 
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Table X is arranged to test the second-mentioned process in 
making plans to move. Preference for the university or for other 
organizations is tested as intervening in the decision to move as 
soon as possible made by those who lack recognition. Again, 
planning to move because of low recognition is not a result of 
planning to change work goals-both partials are not less than 
the original relationship of 11 per cent. What this table tells us 
is that the scientists' plans to move as soon as possible material­
ize ( 15 per cent) under this condition of a certain preference 
tor moving to a university where their research goals would be 
the same. On the other hand, plans to move soon hardly mate­
rialize ( 7 per cent), if at all, when the scientists prefer an or­
ganization oflering them another work goal. 

TABLE X 

Plan to move as soan as possible 

Proportion who plan to move as 
soon as possible and who prefer 
to move to: 

University 

Other organizations 

Recognition 
High Low 

8% 19% 
(144) (188} 

10% 
(84) 
7$ 

(50) 

25% 
( 111) 
14% 
(77) 

Difference 

-11% 

-15$ 

-7% 

Thus, theoretical arrangements of elaboration tables, while 
not necessarily bearing out our theoretical guesses, discover for 
us what is going on (in, say, the decision to leave an organiza­
tion because of a failing career). They fill gaps in the total 
theort; of organizational careers and answer our specific 
questions. 

4. Specifying joint effects of corulitioru. Seldom are boL~ par­
tial associations less than the original association; the most fre­
quent findng speci£es antecedent or contingent conditions that 
minimize and maximize relationships. These findings yield per­
haps the most frequent of theoretical statements: the varying 
conditions under which a phenomenon exists. As we have said, 
t.he specification of conditions may apply to a single :index, but 
as an elaboration procedure it applies to hvo or more variable 
relationships. Antecedent conditions (such as previous research 



218 THE DISCOVERY OF GROUNDED THEORY 

experience, Table III) may, if the theory warrants, be suggested 
as partial causes. Conditions occurring at roughly the same time 
are called contingencies, denoting whether a relationship is 
contingent on a condition that makes it more or .less pro­
nounced. Further, for his theory the sociologist may choose to 
reverse tne temporal order of his specifications of conditions to 
obtain statements on the varying consequences of diverse aspects 
of a condition (types, dimensions, or degrees of the condition). 
Thus, this type of elaboration table yields findings that suggest 
several ways to generate a theory. 

TABLE XI. PERCENTAGE Wuo ARE VERY SATISFIED WITH Jon SEcURITY 

Felt Recognition 
Organizational Position High Low Difference 

Junior Investigator 67% 43% +24% 
(57) (84) 

Senior Investigator 70% 58% +12% 
(40) (60) 

Supervisor 73% 73% 
( 47) (44) 

Joint effects is another theoretically interesting way of talk­
ing about the specification of conditions. In Table XI we see 
the joint effects of scientists' organizationaLposition and degree 
of professional recognition on their satisfaction with the security 
of their job in the organization. A standard means for rendering 
this table is to say that when we hold organizational position 
constant, professional recognition only makes for job security in 
the investigator position. But "holding constant" is a notion used 
in verification of theory, when the analyst is trying to reduce 
the contaminating effects of any strategic variable not in focus 
with his variable of interest. 

To view the table in terms of joint effects of two conditions 
on a third lends itself better to generating theory, since no 
variable is assumed a constant; all are actively analyzed as part 
of what is going on. For example, in Table XI we see that as a 
scientist's organizational position advances (or for the theory, 
as his career advances), professional recognition becomes less 
important for job security (the percentage differences decrease). 
Another joint effect for theoretical inference is that, as the 
scientist's career advances, he becomes more secure in the or-
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ganization through seniority, and less dependent upon his degree 
of professional recognition for this security (under "low recog­
nition" security percentages increase with position). Or the 
analyst might say that a scientist with professional recognition 
to his credit tends to have a secure job no matter what his 
organizational position. (See percentages under "high recogni­
tion.") Thus, statements of joint effects tell us how conditions 
interact together to affect a third variable-and this is theo­
retically rich and relevant information. 

TABLE xn. PROPORTION OF jUNIOR INVESTIGATORS WHo ARE VERY 

SATISFIED WITH SECURITY OF JoB 

Promotion 
System Recognition 

High Low Difference 
Recommend 63% 37% +26% 

(30) (51) 
Routine 69% 50% +19% 

(26) (32) 

Two other ways of making inferences about this table are 
in terms of "differential impact" and "differential sensitivity." 32 

For Table XI the analyst can say that position bas a differential 
impact on the relationship between recognition and security. In 
Table XII, we see the differential impact of promotiQn systems 
on junior scientists' satisfaction with job security under different 
conditions of professional recognition. These, again, are forms 
of contextual and conditional comparative analyses. Referring 
again. to Table XI, the analyst can say that the security of the 
scientists with low recognition is very sensitive to organizational 
position, while the security of scientists with high recognition 
is insensitive to organizational position-thus indicating the 
differential sensi#vlty of the successful and unsuccessful in 
their job security. 

Finally, the analyst can generate minimal and maximal con­
figurating conditions (a useful theoretical model) for his theory 
from a joint-effects table like Table XI. To be at the beginning 
stages of a career without recognition is to feel comparatively 
little satisfaction with job security. lVIaximum security comes at 

32. Ibid., Chapter IV. 
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the peak of one's career in the organization, because of tenure. 
Though it took professional recognition to achieve this position, 
recognition is no longer a condition for job security. 

We could suggest more ways to generate theoretical state­
ments from joint-effects tables, as well as from the first three 
illustrations of elaboration tables. However, we wish only to 
conclude from these brief illustrations that if quantitative data is 
handled systematically by theoretical ordering of variables in 
elaboration tables, the analyst will indeed find rich terrain for 
discovering and generating theory. We hope by our slight but 
purposeful loosening of the rules, via our principle of theoretical 
ordering, that elaboration analysis will be used more than here­
tofore. Its richness for research has not yet been tapped because 
of difficulties in using it on cross-sectional survey data to pro­
duce accurate facts for description &.nd verification. 



PART Ill: 

IMPLICATIONS OF 
GROUNDED THEORY 





IX 

The Credibility oi 
Grounded Theory~ 

The change of emphasis in sociology toward verification of 
theory, which has been linked with the growth of rigorous quan­
titative research, has bad the unfortunate consequence of dis­
crediting the generation of theory through flexible qualitative 
and quantitative research. The qualitative reS(;arch is generally 
labelled "unsystematic," "impressionistic," or "exploratory," and 
the flexible quantitative research "sloppy" or "unsophisticated." 
These critics, in their zeal for careful verification and for a 
degree of accuracy they never achieve, have forgotten both the 
generation of theory and the need for carefully appraising the 
different degrees of plausibility necessary for sociology's diverse 
tasks. 

In each chapter of this book, we have for a proposed phase 
of research detailed its level of credibility, plausibility, and 
trustworthiness; what accounts for this level; and the purposes 
for which its techniques are used. For instance, we have dis­
cussed the level of accuracy of data needed for generating 
theory. We have focused on how comparative analysis and dif­
ferent slices of data correct the inaccuracies of data. We have 
shown how integration of a theory tends to correct inaccuracies 
of hypothetical inference and data.1 We have discussed at length 

"We wish to thank the American Behavioral Scientist for uermission to 
include in this chapter large sections of our article "Discovery of Substan­
tive Theory," 8 (February, 1965), pp. 5-12. 

l. This theme of integration into a theory as a way of confirming a 
fact or a proposition is extensively developed in Hans L. Zetterberg, On 
Theory and Verification in Sociology (Totowa, N.J.: Bedminster Press, 
1963). 

223 
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the proper way to generate a substantive or formal grounded 
theory that is "accurate" in fit and relevance to the area it 
purports to explain. 

These many references to credibility enable us to controvert 
the frequent discrediting of the generating of grounded theory, 
with its associated flexible techniques and strategies of quanti­
tative and qualitative research. This criticism stems from soci­
ologists' taking as their guide to credibility the canons of rigor­
ous quantitative verification on such issues as sampling, coding, 
reliability, validity, indicators, frequency distributions, concep­
tual formulation, hypothesis construction, and presentation of 
evidence. But in this book we have raised doubts about the 
applicability of these canons of rigor as proper criteria for 
judging the credibility of theory based on flexible research. We 
have suggested that criteria of judgment be based instead on 
the detailed elements of the actual strategies used for collect­
ing, coding, analyzing, and presenting data when generating 
theory, and on the way in which people read the theory. And 
we have set forth some details to be used in both discovering 
grounded theory and judging its credibility. 

In this chapter we detail more explicitly the implications of 
grounded theory for the issue of credibilitY. First, we shall 
give our position on the credibility of grounl:led theory from the 
point of view of the analyst who feels he -has completed the 
generation of his theory, and now trusts it enough to convey it 
to others in publications. We discuss then how readers may 
judge his theory and how the discovery of theory is related to 
its further rigorous verification. Though our references are 
mainly to field work, many details pertain to all kinds of data 
used for generating theory. 

Bringing U:he Research to a Close 

The continual intermeshing of data collection and analysis 
has direct bearing on how the research is brought to a close. 
When the researcher is convinced that his conceptual frame­
work forms a systematic theory, that it is a reasonably accurate 
statement of the matters studied, that it is couched in a form 
possible for others to use in studying a similar area, and that 
he can publish his results with confidence, then he is near the 
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end of his research. He believes in his own knowledgeability 
and sees no reason to change that belief. He believes not be­
cause of an arbitrary judgment but because he has talcen very 
special pains to discover what he thinks be may know, every 
step of the way from the beginning of his investigation until 
its publishable conclusion. The researcher can always try to 
mine his data further, but little of value is learned when core 
categories are already saturated ( as we have pointed out in 
Chapter VI). The analyst also realizes that his theory as process 
can still be developed further, but that it is now sufficiently 
formulated for his current work to be closed and be published. 

The theory that emerges from the researcher's collection 
and analysis of qualitative data is in one sense equivalent to 
what he knows systematically about his own data. VVhy does 
the researcher trust what he knows? If there is only one soci­
ologist involved, he himself knows what he knows about what 
he has studied and lived through. They are his perceptions, his 
personal experiences, and his own hard-won analyses. A field 
worker knows that he knows, not only because he has been in 
the field and because he has carefully discovered and generated 
hypotheses, but also because "in his bones" he feels the worth 
of his final analysis. He has been living with partial analyses 
for many months, testing them each step of the way, until he 
has built his theory. What is more, if he has participated in 
the social life of his subject, then he has been living by his 
analyses, testing them not only by observation and interview but 
also by daily living. 

By the close of his investigation, the researcher's conviction 
about his own theory will be hard to shake, as most field workers 
would attest. This conviction does not mean that his analysis 
is the only plausible one that could be based on his data, but 
only that he has high confidence in its credibility. vVhat he has 
confidence in is not a scattered series of analyses, but a system­
atic ordering of t.l:!em into an integrated theory.2 He has, in 

2. Ibid. It is important that one distinguish between the researcher's 
conviction about the credibility of his theoretical analysis and his convic­
tion that he understands much about the perspectives and meanings of his 
subjects. Researchers will readily agree that their own theoretical formula­
tions represent credible interpretations of their data, which could, how­
ever, be interpreted differently by others; but it would be hard to shake 
their conviction that they have correctly understood much about the 
perspectives and meanings of the people whom they have studied. 
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fact, discovered, through principally inductive effort, a sub­
stantive theory about delimited arrays of data, which he is 
ready to publish. 

If a research team is involved, then of course their shared 
knowledge constitutes the final substantive theory offered to 
colleagues. Each member not only lmows his own data and an­
alyses intimately, but has shared his colleagues' observations 
and experiences during numerous discussions, "talking out," and 
memo-writing sessions. The inevitable debates among team 
members have also contributed to the development of a shared 
conceptual analysis. 

The "real life" character of field work knowledge deserves 
special emphasis, because many critics think of this and other 
qualitatively oriented methods as being merely preliminary to 
'"real" (scientific) knowing. But a firsthand immersion in a 
sphere of life and action-a social world-different from one's 
own yields important dividends. The field worker who has ob­
served closely in this social world has had, in a profound sense, 
to live there. He has been sufficiently immersed in this world 
to 1:now it, and at the same time has retained enough detach­
ment to think theoretically about what he has seen and lived 
through. His informed de-tachment has allowed him to benefit 
both as a sociologist and as a human being who must "make 
out" in that world. This is true despite the fact that the people 
there generally do not expect pedect adherence to their ways 
from the outsider. His detachment has served also to protect 
him against "going native" while still passing as a native to a 
large extent, when the people whom he is studying either have 
temporarily forgotten his outsider status or have never recog­
nized it. Meanwhile his display of understanding and sympathy 
for their mode of life permits sufficient trust in him so that he is 
not cut off from seeing important events, hearing important con~ 
versations, and perhaps seeing important documents. If that 
trust does not develop, his analysis suffers.3 

The evolving systematic analysis permits a field worker 
quite literally to write prescriptions so that other outsiders 

3. For a field work account of how tightly closed doors were finally 
opened after trust was established, see R. Wax, "Twelve Years Later: An 
Analysis of Field Experience," American journal of Sociology, 63 ( 1957), 
pp. 133-42. 
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could get along in the observed sphere of life and action. That 
is one benefit of a substantive theory. If he has "made out" 
within the particular social world by following these prescrip­
tions, then presumably they accurately represent the world's 
prominent features; they are workable guides to action and 
therefore their credibility can, on this account too, be accorded 
our confidence.4 

In effect, this is how. shrewd or thoughtful visitors to any 
social world feel about their knowledge of these worlds. Not 
infrequently people successfully stake their money, reputations, 
and even lives, as well as the fate of others, upon their inter­
pretations of alien societies. What the field worker does is to 
make this normal strategy of reflective persons into a successful 
research strategy. In doing so, of course, a trained, competent 
researcher is much more systematic in generating his ideas than 
is the ordinary visitor; if he is a superior researcher, his knowl­
edge is likely to be generalized and systematically integrated 
into a theory. Such bias as he brings to the field is more likely 
to be checked upon, while his hypotheses are more likely to 
arise within the field of observation than to be imported from 
the outside. In the latter regard, he also differs from researchers 
who bring such a working baggage of preconceived formal 
theory into the field that they end not by discovering much 
substantive theory but by merely writing footnotes to the im­
ported theory. They are not likely, either, to do very well in 
the pragmatic test of living by their theory while in the field. 

Finally, it is worth special mention that those field workers 
who do not really believe in their own hard-won substantive 
theory . are tempted toward a compulsive scientism. Because 
they do not trust themselves-their mvn ability to know or 
reason-they rely in addition upon questionnaires or other "ob­
jective" methods of collecting and analyzing quantified data. 
When used for this purpose, these methods do not necessarily 
lead to greater credibility, but they do permit ,the insecure 
researcher to feel greater security in his "results" without really 
considering what specific queries do or do not need this addi-

4. The most vigorous of quantitative researchers may write a meth­
odological article "from the heart" with no data collection or cocling, 
because he simply knows what he knows. He has lived it and he was 
successful. People will believe him because they know he has been through 
it. In writing this article, he is merely doing :field work on l>Jmself. 
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tional "hard" data. This insecure :field worker may know that 
he is running away from his own ideas, because of a lack of 
confidence in his ability to render his knowledge credible, but 
he probably cannot stop running! 

Conveying Credibility 

When the researcher decides to write for publication, he 
faces the problem of conveying to colleagues and laymen the 
credibility of his discovered theory so that they can make 
some sensible judgment about it. The problem of conveying 
credibility is dividable into two sub-problems, each of which 
deserves discussion. 

The first sub-problem is that of getting readers to understand 
the theoretical framework This is generally done by giving an 
extensive abstract presentation of the overall framework and 
its principal associated theoretical statements, usually at the 
beginning and/or end of the publication and also in segments 
throughout it. This presentation is not particularly difficult since 
there exists an abstract social science terminology that is quite 
as applicable to qualitative as to quantitative data, as well as a 
common sociological perspective that furthers the communica­
tion. The presentation can also be aided by the use of emergent 
concepts (of the type discussed in Chapter II) that are both 
analytic and sensitizing. 

The related second sub-problem is how to describe the data 
of the social world studied so vividly that the reader, like the 
researchers, can almost literally see and hear its people-but 
always in relation to the theory. The standard approach to this 
problem is to present data as evidence for conclusions, thus in­
dicating how the analyst obtained the theory from his data. 
Since qualitative data do not lend themselves to ready summary, 
however, the analyst usually presents characteristic illustrations 
and, if also attempting provisional proofs, various accompanying 
crude tables. If the theory encompasses a multitude of ideas, 
illustrating each one is too cumbersome and too disrupting to 
the How of general ideas.5 Thus the qualitative analyst will 

5. See detailed discussion on this point in Anselm L. Strauss, Leonard 
Schatzman, Rue Bucher, Danuta Ehrlich, and Melvin Sabshin, Psychiat1"ic 
Ideologies and Institutions (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1965), 
Chapter 2, "Logic Technique and Strategies of Team Fieldworlc," pp. 18-37. 
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usually present only enough material to facilitate comprehen­
sion, which is usually not enough data to use in evaluating all 
suggestions. So the researcher also ordinarily utilizes several of 
a considerable armamentarium of standard devices. He can 
quote directly from interviews or conversations that he has 
overheard. He can include dramatic segments of his on-the-spot 
field notes. He can quote telling phrases dropped by informants. 
He can summarize events or persons by constructing readable 
case studies. He can try his hand at describing events and acts; 
and often he will give at least background descriptions a£ places 
and spaces. Sometimes he will even offer accounts of personal 
experience to show how events impinged upon himself. Some­
times he will unroll a narrative. Chapter headings can also help 
to convey sights and sounds.6 

Another way to convey credibility of the theory is to use a 
coclliled procedure for analyzing data (such as presented in 
Chapter V), which allows readers to understand how the ana­
lyst obtained his theory from the data. When no codified pro­
cedure is used in qualitative analyses, the transition from data 
to theory is difficult, if not impossible, to grasp.? Without this 
linking process in mind, the reader is likely to feel that the 
theory is somewhat impressionistic, even if the analyst strongly 
asserts he has based it on hard study of data gathered during 
months or years of field or library research. 

Even such codilied procedures, however, as a search for 

6. The researcher's task of conveying credibility is actually much like 
that of the realistic novelist, though the latter's analytic framework-his 
interpretation-is generally much more implicit. Often the novelist's tac­
tics for. getting the reader to imagine social reality are more subtle, both 
because he may be a more skilled writer and because he may feel that 
he can use more license in his presentation. Sometimes, too, his descriptive 
task is simpler because his analytic framework is much simpler. Nonethe­
less, the great novelists have conveyed views of society that readers have 
long felt to be both complex and real (i.e., credible}. VVe say this not to 
pit researchers against novelists, but to point out where their respective 
tasks may be similar and where different. 

7. Following Merton's suggestion (see Chapter V, Footnote 3) about 
the need for codifying actual qualitative methods, we require more de­
scriptions of methods of transition from qualitative data to analysis. Barton 
and Lazarsfeld, in their delimiting of the various functions of qualitative 
analysis, have indicated a full range of purposes for which other meb.twds 
of transition can be developed. In focusing discussion on these purposes, 
they hit upon what might be considered elements of possible methods. 
To analyze a purpose and the analytic operations involved in its final 
achievement is not, however, to be construed as a method of transition 
that guides one the full route from raw data to accomplished purpose. 
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negative cases or a consideration of alternative hypotheses s 
will leave a reader at \!loss, since these analytic procedures are 
not linked specifically with the procedures for using qualitative 
data. Consequently, there are no guidelines specifying how and 
how long to search for negative cases or how to find alterna­
tive hypotheses given a specified body of qualitative data. Thus 
the analyst's attempt to convey his theory's credibility may still 
be unsuccessful because of possible bias in his search for nega­
tive cases or for reasonable alternative hypotheses. The constant 
comparative method, however, joins standard analytic proce­
dures with directives for using the data systematically. 

In addition, the constant comparative method's requirement 
of keeping track of one's ideas increases the probability that 
the theory will be well integrated and clear, since the analyst 
is forced to make theoretical sense of each comparison. Making 
sure the categories of the theory and their properties are mean­
ingfully interrelated is difficult enough; keeping all the inter­
relations clearly delineated is an added difficulty. The integra­
tion and clarity of the theory will, however, increase the 
probability that colleagues will accept its credibility. 

Judging Credibility 

Several aspects of the presentation enter into how the reader 
judges the credibility of the theory. First of all, if a reader 
becomes sufficiently caught up in the description so that he feels 
vicariously that he was also in the field, then he is more likely 
to be kindly disposed toward the researcher's theory than if 
the description seems flat or unconvincing. 

Second, the reader's judgment of credibility will also rest 
upon his assessments of how the researcher came to his con­
cLusions. He will note, for instance, what range of events the 
researcher saw, whom he interviewed, who talked to him, what 
diverse groups he compared, what kinds of experiences he had, 
and how he might have appeared to various people whom he 
studied. That is, the reader will assess the types of data utilized 

8. See HowardS. Becker and Blanche Geer, "The Analysis of Qualita­
tive Field Data," in Richard N. Adams and Jack J. Preiss (Eds.), Human 
Organization Research (Homewood, Ill.: Dorsey Press, 1960), p. 290. 
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from what is explicitly stated as well as from what he can 
read between the lines. It is absolutely incumbent upon the 
reader to make such judgments, partly because the entire publi­
cation may be a complete fabrication,9 but primarily because 
any analysis may require some qualification. 

Multiple comparison groups make the credibility of the 
theory considerably greater. By precisely detailing the many 
similarities and differences of the various comparison groups, 
the analyst knows, better than if he had studied only one or a 
few social systems, under what sets of structural conditions his 
hypotheses are minimized and maximized, and hence to what 
kinds of social structures his theory is applicable. In increasing 
the scope and delimiting the generality of his theory, he saves 
his colleagues work. Ordinarily, readers of .field work must 
figure out the limitations of a published study by making com­
parisons with their own experience and knowledge of sLrnilar 
groups. They can then figure that the reported material jibes 
just so far and no further-for given structural reasons. When 
multiple comparison groups are used much of this burden of 
delimiting relevant boundaries for the theory is taken away 
from the reader.IO 

Such reader qualillcation of the theory we may term "the 
discounting process." Readers surely discount aspects of many, 
if not most, published analyses (whether they rest upon quali­
tative or quantitative data).ll This discounting takes several 
fom1s: the theory is corrected because of one-sided research 
designs,I2 adjttsted to Rt the diverse conditions of different social 

9. Note for instance how gullible or unsuspecting readers can believe 
wholly in purposely fake accounts, such as tha papers :reprinted in R. 
Baker (Ed.), Psychology in the ·wry (Princeton, N.J.: Van Nostrand, 
1963 ). 

10. See, for example, J. Q. >Nilson's structures on D. C. Thomp~on's 
"The Negro Leadership Class," American Sociological Review, 28 (Decem­
ber, 1963}, pp. 1051-52. 

11. Cf. B. Berger's review of J. Colem2.n's quantitative study, "The 
Adolescent Society" (Social Problems, 10 [1963], pp. 394-400}; also J. Q. 
Wilson, op. cit. And whether analysis is quantitative or qualitative, later 
generations of scholars will discount it by placing it within a larger con­
text of public rhetoric; cf. "Appendix: A :\ote on Imagery in Urban 
Sociology," in A. Strauss, Images of the _A_merican City (New Yorlc: Free 
Press of Glencoe, 1961), pp. 255-58. 

12. For instance, when we read that someone has done .!leld wor1c 
\'lith workers in a factory, we suspect that h_is interpretive account (even 
as it pertains to the workers) needs some correction because the acL-.lln-
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structures, invalidated for other structures through the reader's 
experience or knowledge, and deemed inapplicable to yet other 
kinds of structures. It is important to note that when a theory 
is deemed inapplicable to a social world or social structure, 
then it cannot be invalid for that situation. It is not correct 
to say that because a theory "does not fit" a structure, then it 
is invalid. The invalidation or adjustment of a theory is only 
legitimate for those social worlds or structures to which it is 
applicable. 

This ongoing discounting process by the reader allows the 
researcher to write his theory in general form, because the re­
seacher knows that the reader will make the necessary cor­
rections, adjustments, invalidations and inapplications when 
thinking about or using the theory. These are quali£cations 
that the researcher could not begin to cover for even a small 
percentage of one type of reader; and, more important, they 
are qualifications that he must learn to gloss over or to ignore 
in order to write a substantive theory of some generality.13 

(It is a!w necessary to leave out qualifications in order to write 
a theory that is readable, because the rhetoric of qualification 
can be as onerous to read as to write. ) 

The researcher and his readers thus share a foin:t responsi­
bility. The researcher ought to provide s¢ficiently clear state­
ments of theory and description so that 'readers can carefully 
assess the credibility of the theoretical framework he offers. A 
cardinal rule for the researcher is that whenever he himself feels 
most dubious about an important interpretation-or foresees 
that readers may well be dubious-then he should specify quite 

istrators have not been similarly studied. What correction is needed may 
not, of course, be so evident: for instance, some sociologists have studied 
state mental hospitals from a perspective borrowed from psychiaLry and 
thus interpreted their structure and functioning from a quasi-psychiatric 
viewpoint. The needed correction was read in by at least one set of readers, 
who themselves later studied a mental hospital and came to a rather 
different conclusion about such institutions; see R. Bucher and L. Schatz­
man, "The Logic of the State Mental Hospital," Social Problems, 9 ( 1962), 
pp. 337-49. This latter instance suggests that readers are not always merely 
readers, but can also be or become researchers upon topics about which 
they have read. 

13. Consider the discussion of social laws by Ernest Nagel, The 
Structure of Science (New York: Harcourt, Brace and ·world, 1961 ), pp. 
459-66. 
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explicitly upon vvhat kinds of data his interpretation 1·ests. The 
parallel rule for readers is that they should demand explicitness 
about important interpretations, but if the researcher has not 
supplied the information then they should assess his interpre­
tations from whatever indirect evidence may be available. These 
same rules apply to the reading of qualitative materials from 
libraries and organizational archives, as well as to the writing 
of those materials. 

The Issue of Further Rigor 

The presentation of grounded theory, developed through 
analysis of qualitative data, is often sufficiently plausible to 
satisfy most readers. The theory can be applied and adjusted 
to many situations with sufficient exactitude to guide their 
thinking, understanding and research. Given certain structural 
conditions under which sociologists work (such as designing 
speci£c action programs, or working in rather well-developed 
substantive areas), more rigorous testing may be required to 
raise the level of plausibility of some hypotheses. 

Under these conditions, it should be a matter of empirical 
determination as to how the further testing can best be 
accomplished-whether tlu:ough more rigorous or extensive 
field work, or through experiments or survey methods. The two 
essential points in this decision on method are, first, that the 
testing be more rigorous than previously (though not neces­
sarily by the most rigorous method); and, second, that · the 
more rigorous approach be compatible with the research situa­
tion in order to yield the most reliable findings. 'What should 
not enter into the determination of further testing al'e the 
researcher's ideological commitments (with associated caree1· 
contingencies ) to only one method; for instance, that a survey 
is a more rigorous mode of achieving a high degree of plausi­
bility than :field observation, and therefore the best and only 
mode to use in all cases. In the actual research situation, a 
survey may not be feasible nor w01ih the time m· money, nor 
yield the type of information needed; it may even distort t..~e 

information yielded. An approach to a necessarily higher level 
of plausibility should be based, therefore, on using the method 
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or methods best suited to the socially structured necessities of 
the research situation. 

This cardinal rule for determining which method to use for 
increasing the plausibility of theory is broken in another way 
by researchers who are ideologically committed to quantita­
tive methods. They assume, out of context, that all research 
requires a rigorously achieved high level of plausibility; and 
that quantitative research, more rigorous than most qualitative 
methods, is therefore the best method to use in all research 
situations.14 Thus, whatever qualitative research has been done 
is seen merely as a preliminary providing of categories to use 
in the ensuing quantitative research. As noted at the begin­
ning of our book, this position neglects both the importance 
of discovering substantive theory based on qualitative re­
search, and the fact that this substantive theory is more often 
than not the end product of research within the substantive 
area beyond which few, if any, research sociologists are moti­
vated to move. Also, this view of the research. as merely "pre­
liminary," an attitude essentially focused on verification, in­
hibits the generation of theory.'5 

There are several reasons why substantive theory dis­
covered through qualitative analysis is often the end product 
of research. First, those researchers who do try to move beyond 
substantive theory by testing it with qu:intitative data are 
often told by coiieagues and editorial boards that they are 
simply proving what everyone knows sufficiently well already. 
They may be told that their quantitative work will be trivial 
and a waste of resources.lo To "save" their work, they are 

14. See Peter Blau's doctrinaire statement on this in Philip Hammond 
(Ed.), Sociologists at ·work (New York: Basic Books, 1964), pp. 20-21. 
See also a fuller discussion of tlus position in our Epilogue. 

15. Cf. Edward Shils, "On the Comparative Study of New States," 
in Clifford Geertz (Ed.), Old Societies and New States (New York: Free 
Press of Glencoe, 1963), p. 11. 

16. For a few (or many) diverse comments of concern about the 
trivial results of "precise" quantitative research, see: on their laboring of the 
obvious, R. K. Merton, "Problem Finding in Sociology," in R. K. Merton, 
L. Broom and L. S. Cottrell, Jr. (Eds.), Sociology Today (New York: Basic 
Books, 1!}59), IV -I; on their uselessness for theory construction, H. L. 
Zetterberg, On Theory and Verification in Sociology (Totowa, N.J.: Bed­
minster Press, 1963), Preface, pp. 36, 52, and 67; and on their worth in 
verifying what is already known, A. Etzioni, ''Book Review," American 
Journal of Sociology, LXVII (January, 1962), p. 466. 
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forced to tum their quantitative Yvork of testing the "aiready 
known" hypothesis into an effort to discover :new subsiantive 
fact and theory in their data. In sum, quantitative data are often 
used not for rigorous demonstration of theory but as another 
way to discover more theory; 17 and qualitative data often result 
in a de facto conclusive analysis rather than a preliminazy one. 

Second, it is an old story in social science that once an 
interest in certain phenomena is saturated with substantive 
theory, attention switches to something else. This switch usually 
occurs long before satisfactory quantitative research on the phe­
nomena has taken place. Meanwhile, informed laymen and social 
scientists manage to profit quite well from the merely plausible 
work of discovery published by sociologists who carefully 
analyze their qualitative data, and so the need for future 
highly rigorous research is forestalled. 18 Since the theory works 
well enough, it is typically only modified, if even that, and not 
even by further demonstrative research on a specific hypothesis 
but only by additional related theory. The researcher's primary 
effort in working with this related theory is to discover new 
theory, not to correct or test older theory. Once new theory 
is discovered and developed, any modification of older theorj 
that then occurs will receive post hoc recognition. 

Third, and most important, a great deal of sociological 'N01·lc, 

unlike research in physical science, never gets to the stage of 
rigorous demonstration because the social structures being 
studied are undergoing continuous change. 01der sb·uctures 
frequently take on new dimensions before highly rigorous 
research can be accomplished. The changing of social struc­
tures means that a prime sociological task is the eJ\:ploration­
and sometimes the discovery-of emerging ~tructures. Undue 
emphasis on being ".:;cientific" is simply not reasonable in light 
of our need fm· discovery and exploration amid ver.Y consider-
able structu:ral changes. - -

17. See Lioset's discussion of how he started i:o test but then turned 
to generate m~re theor;, in Hammond, op. cit., pp. 107-20. 

18. uV/hile ~~ve cannot count on very mBny research ,Norkers being 
stimulated to conduct crucial tests of middle-range theories, they are hlcely 
to be especially stimulated by the concepts that entei· into such th.=mies." 
H. Hyman, .:Reflections on i:he Relations Bet\veen Theo1y and Resea~ch/' 
The Centennial Review, 7 (Fe.ll, 1963), p. 449. 





Applyinq Grounded Theory 

In this chapter we shall discuss how grounded theory has 
been developed in order to facilitate its . application in daily 
situations by sociologists and laymen. The practical application 
of grounded sociological theory, whether substantive or formal, 
requires developing a theory with (at least) four highly inter­
related properties. The first requisite property is that the theory 
must closely fit the substantive area in which it will be used. 
Second, it must be readily understandable by laymen con­
cerned with this area. Third, it must be sufficiently general to 
be applicable to a multitude of diverse daily situations within 
the substantive area, not to just a specific type of situation. 
Fourth, it must allow the user partial control over the structure 
and process of daily situations as they change through time. 
We shall discuss each of these closely related properties and 
briefly illustrate them from our book Au:areness of Dying, to 
show how grounded them-.; incorporates them, and t.herefore 
why and how the theory can be used in practice. 1 

L This chapter is reprinted with only minor changes from Chapt-:r 14 
of that book: Barney G. Glaser and Anselm Strauss, Awa-reness of Dying 
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 1965). 

Applied theory can be powerful for exactly the reasons set forth by 
John Dewey, some years ago: "What is sometimes tenned 'applied' science 
... is directly concerned ·with ... instrumentalities at wor!c in effecting 
modifications of existence in behalf of conclusions that are reflectively 
preferred .... 'Application' is a hard word for many to accept. It suggests 
some extraneous tool .ready-made and complete which is then put to uses 
that art external to its nature. But ... application of 'science' means appli­
cation in, not application to. Application in something signifies a mora 
extensive interaction of natural events with one another, an elimination of 

237 
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Fitness 

That the theory must fit the substantive area to which it 
will be applied is the underlying basis of a grounded theory's 
four requisite properties. It may seem an obvious requirement 
that a grounded theory, particularly a substantive theory, must 
correspond closely to the data if it is to be applied in daily 
situations. But actually, as we have discussed throughout this 
book, there are many pitfalls in the current ways of developing 
sociological theory that may preclude a good fit.2 A sociologist 
often develops a theory that embodies, without his realizing it, 
his own ideals and the values of his occupation and social class, 
as well as popular views and myths, along with his deliberate 
efforts at making logical deductions from some formal theory 
to which he became committed as a graduate student (for 
example, a formal theory of organizations, stratilication, com­
munication, authority, learning, or deviant behavior). These 
witting and unwitting strategies typically result in theories so 
divorced from the everyday realities of substantive areas that 
one does not quite know how to apply them, at what part of 
the social structure to begin applying them, where they fit the 
data of the substantive area, or what the propositions mean in 
relation to the diverse problems of the area. -

Deducing practical applications from formal theory rests 
on the assumption that the theory supplies concepts and by-

distance and obstacles; proviSIOn of opportunities for interactions that 
reveal potentialities previously hidden and that bring into existence new 
histories with new initiations and endings. Engineering, medicine, social 
arts realize relationships that were unrealized in actual existence. Surely 
in their new context the latter are understood {)r known as they are not in 
isolation." Experience and Nature (Chicago: Open Court Publishing Com­
pany, 1925), pp. 161-162. 

2. For many years, Herbert Blumer has remarked in his classes that 
sociologists perennially import theories from other disciplines that do not 
fit the data of sociology and inappropriately apply sociological theories 
developed from the study of data different from that under consideration. 
Cf. "The Problem of the Concept in Social Psychology," American jo-urnal 
of Sociology (March, 1940), pp. 707-719. For an analysis of how current 
sociological methods by their very nature often result in data and theory 
that do not fit the realities of the situation, see Aaron V. Cicourel, Method 
and Measurement in Sociology (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1964). 
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potheses that fit. '.tVhen the theory does not fit well, the con­
sequences are a typical forcing and distorting of data to fit the 
categories of the deduced applications, and the neglecting of 
relevant data that seemingly do not fit or cannot be forced into 
the pre-existing sociological categories.3 In light of the paucity 
of sociological theories that deal explicitly with change,4 de­
duction of possible applications usually is carried out upon 
static, often logico-deductive, theories. This deduction tends 
to ensure neglect, distortion, and forcing when the theory is 
applied to an ever-changing, everyday reality. 

Clearly, a grounded theory that is faithful to the everyday 
realities of a substantive area is one that has been carefully 
induced from diverse data, as we have described the process. 
Only in this way will the theory be closely related to the daily 
realities (what is actually going on) of substantive areas, and 
so be highly applicable to dealing with them.5 

Understanding 

A grounded substantive theory that corresponds closely to 
the realities of an area will make sense and be understandable 
to the people worldng in the substantive area. This understand­
ing can be crucial since it is these people who will wish either 
to apply the theory themselves or to employ a sociologist to 

3. Our position may be contrasted with that of Hans L. Zetterberg who, 
after some exploratory research to determine problems, bypasses develop­
ment of substantive theory and goes directly to formal theories for help. 
He says, "\Ve must know the day-by-day issues facing the practitioner and 
then search the storehouse of academic lmowledge to see whether it might 
aid him." Social Theory and Social Practice (Totowa, N.J.: Bedminster 
Press, 196:?.), p. 41. 

4. This is noted by Wilbert t-.Ioore in "Predicting Discontinuities in 
Social Change," .4merican Sociological Review (June, 196-i), p. 332; and 
in Social Change (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1803), Preface 
and Chauter I. 

5. Thus, in contrast to Zetterberg whose appUed social theory means 
rendering his data directly with a formal theory, we first develop a sub .. 
stantive theory from the data; it then becomes a bridge to the use of 
whatever formal theories may be helpful. By bridging the relation of data 
to formal theory with a carefully thought-out substantive theory, the 
foicing, distorting and neglecting of data by a formal, usually "thought-up" 
theory is prevented in large measure. See Zetterberg, op. cit., Ch2pter 4, 
particularly pp. 166-78. 
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apply it.6 Their understanding the theory tends to engender a 
readiness to use it, for it sharpens their sensitivity to ihe 
problems that they face and gives them an image of how they 
can potentially make matters better, through either their own 
efforts or those of a sociologist.? If they wish to apply the 
theory themselves, they must perceive how it can be readily 
mastered and used. It is more difficult for laymen in a par­
ticular area to understand a formal theory, because of its 
abstractness and presumed general applicability. It will have 
to be explained for them to understand its usefulness, and 
chances are they will not be able to apply it themselves. 

In developing our grounded, substantive theory on aware­
ness of dying, we carefully developed concepts and hypotheses 
to facilitate the understanding of the theory by medical and 
nursing personnel. This, in turn, ensured the close corre­
spondence of our theory to the realities of terminal care. Our 
emergent concepts are both analytic and sensitizing, and these 
two features have enabled medical and nursing personnel to 
grasp the theory in terms of their own experiences. For exam­
ple, our categories of "death expectations," "nothing more to 

6. In contrast, both Zetterberg and Gouldner imply by their direct' use 
of formal theory that the practical use of sociological theory is the mooop­
oly of the sociologist as consultant, since, of course, these formal $eories 
are difficult enough to understand by sociologists. See Zetterberg, op. cit., 
and Alvin W. Gouldner, "Theoretical Requirements of the Applied Social 
Sciences," Americarl Sociological Review, 2.2. (February, 1959}. Applying 
substantive theory, which is easier to understand, means also that more 
sociologists can be applied social theorists than those few who have clearly 
mastered difficult formal theories to be "competent practitioners of them." 
( Zetterberg, op. cit., p. 18.) 

Another substantive theory dealing with juvenile delinquency, in David 
Matza, Delinquency and Drift (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1964), 
provides a good example of our point. This is a theory that deals with 
"what is going on" in the situations of delinquency. It is not another rendi­
tion of the standard, formally derived, substantive theories on delinquency 
that deal intensively with classic ideas on relations between culture and 
subsubculture, confonnity, opportunity structures, and social strati£cation 
problems, such as are provided in the formal theories of Merton and 
Parsons and in writings by Albert Cohen, Richard Cloward, and Lloyd 
Ohlin. After reading Matza's book, two probation officers of Alameda 
County, California, told us that at last they had read a sociological 
theory that deals with "what is going on" and "makes sense" and that 
they can apply in their work. 

7. See Rensis Likert and Ronald Lippit, "The Utilization of Socinl 
Science," in Leon Festinger and Daniel Katz (Eds.), Research Methods 
it> the Behavioral Sciences (New York: Dryden Press, 1953), p. 583. 
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do," "lingering," and "social loss" designate general properti3s 
of dying patients that unquestionably are vividly sensitizing or 
meaningful to hospital personnel; at the same time, they are 
abstract enough to designate properties of concrete entities, 
not entities themselves. 6 Further, these concepts provide a 
necessary bridge between the theoretical thinking of sociolo­
gists and the practical thinking of people concerned with 
the substantive area, so that both may understand and apply 
the theory. The sociologist finds that he has "a feeling for" the 
everyday realities of the situation, while the person in the 
situation finds he can master and manage the theory. 

In particular, these concepts allow this person to pose and 
test his own favored hypotheses in his initial applications of 
the theory.9 Whether the hypotheses are proved somewhat 
right or wrong, the answers are related to the substantive 
theory, which helps both in the interpretation of hypotheses 
and in the development of new applications of the theory. For 
example, as physicians (and social scientists) test out whether 
or not disclosure of terminality is advisable under speci£ed 
conditions, the answers will be interpretable in terms of our 
theory of awareness contexts and of the general response that 
follows disclosure.HJ This, in turn, will direct these people to 
further useful questions, as well as leading to suggestions for 
changing many situations of terminal care. 

In utilizing these types of concepts in our book Awareness 
of Dying, we anticipated that readers would almost be able to 
see and hear the people involved in terminal situations-but 
to see and hear them in relation to our theoretical framework. 
From this ldnd of understanding it is only a short step to 
applying our theory to the practical problems thai: boi:h staff 
and patients encounter in a situation \vhere a patient is dying. 
For instance, a general understanding of what is entailed in the 
.. mutual pretense" context, including consequences t11at may be 

8. On oensitizing concepts, see Herbert Blumer, "'iVhat is ·wrong with 
Social Theory," American Sociological Review, 19 (February, 195,!), pp. 
3-10. Zetterberg has made this effort in choosing concepts •.viih mn-~h 
success, op. cii:., p. 49 and passim. 

9. Gouldner ( op. cit., pp. B4-95) comid.~rs in detail the importance 
of testing the favored hypotheses of men who are in the situation. However, 
we suggest that the person can test his own hypotheses too, whereas 
Gouldner wishes to have a socio!Ggist do the testing. 

10. Glaser and Strauss, op. cit., Chapters 3, 6 and 8. 
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judged negative to nursing and medical care, might lead a 
staff to abandon their otherwise unwitting imposition of mutual 
pretense upon a patient. Similarly, the understanding yielded 
by a close reading of our chapters on family reactions in 
"closed" and "open" awareness contexts could greatly aid a 
staff member's future management of-and his compassion for 
-those family reactions. A good grasp of our theory also can 
help hospital personnel to understand the characteristic prob­
lems faced on particular kinds of hospital services, including 
their own, as well as the typical kinds of solutions attempted 
by the personnel. 

Generality 

In deciding upon the conceptual level of his categories, the 
sociologist generating theory should be guided by the criteria 
that the categories should not be so abstract as to lose their 
sensitizing aspect, but yet must be abstract enough to make 
his theory a general guide to multi-conditional, ever-changing 
daily situations. Through the level of generality of his con­
cepts he tries to make the theory flexible enough to make a wide 
variety of changing situations understandable, and also flexible 
enough to be readily reformulated, virtually on the spot, when 
it does not work in application. The person who applies the 
theory will, we believe, be able to bend, adjust or quickly 
reformulate a grounded theory when applying it, as he tries 
to keep up with and manage the situational realities that he 
wishes to improve. For example, nurses will be better able to 
cope with family and patients during sudden transitions from 
a closed context to one of pretense or open awareness if they 
try to apply elements of our awareness theory, continually 
adjusting the theory in application.!! The person who applies 
theory becomes, in effect, a generator of theory, and in this 
instance the theory is clearly seen as process: an ever-develop­
ing entity. 

The sociologist should also be concerned with the theory's 
being general enough to be applicable to the whole picture. 
Because of the changing conditions of everyday situations, 

11. Glaser and Strauss, op. cit., Chapters 3, 8 and 9. 
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it is ·~ot .necessaq. to use ~~gorous research to discover precise, 
quantitatively validated, ractual 1mowledge upon which to 
base the theory. "Facts" change quickly, and p;ecise quantita­
tive approaches (even large-scale surveys) typically yield too 
few general concepts, and relations between concepts, to be of 
broad practical use in coping with the complex interplay of 
forces characteristic of a substantive area. A person who 
employs quantitatively derived theory "knows his few variables 
better than anyone, but these variables are only part of the 
picture." 12 Theory of this natue will also tend to give the 
user the idea that since the facts are "correct," so is the theory; 
thus hindering the continual adjustment imd reformulation of 
theory that are necessitated by the realities of practice. 

Because he is severely liimted in meeting the varied condi­
tions and situations typical of the total picture; the person who 
applies a quantitatively derived theory frequently finds him­
self either guideless or trying to apply the inapplicable-with 
potentially unfortunate human and organizational conse­
quences. This 1dnd of theory b;pically does not account for 
enough variation in situations to allow appreciable institution 
and control of change in them. Also, such theory usually does 
not offer sufficient means for predicting the diverse conse­
quences of any purposeful action on other aspects of the 
substantive area, which one does not wjsh to change but which 
will surely be affected by the action. Whoever applies this 
kind of theory is often just "another voice to be listened to 
before the decision is reached or announced" by those who do 
comprehend the total picture. !3 

Accordingly, to achieve a theory general enough to be 
applicable to the total picture, it is more important to accumu­
late a vast number of dic.:erse qualitative "facts" on many dif­
ferent situations in the area. This diversity facilitates the de­
velopment of a theory with both a sufficient number. of general 
concepts relevant to most situations and plausible 1·elations 
among these categories to account for much everyday be­
havior in the situations. These relations among categmies ar~ 
continually subject to qualification and to being changed in 
direction and magnitude by new conditions. The by-product of 

12. Zetterberg, op. cit., p. 157. 
13. Ibid. 
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such changes, occasioned by t.he application of grounded 
theory, is a correction of inaccuracies in observation, and 
reintegration of the correction into the theory. The application 
is thus, in one sense, the theory's further test and validation. 
Indeed, field workers use application as a prime strategy for 
testing emerging hypotheses, though they are not acting as 
practitioners in a substantive area. In the next section, by illus­
tr!lting how a grounded substantive theory guides one through 
the multi-faceted problem of disclosure of terminal illness, we 
shall indicate how one can apply a sufficiently general theory to 
the total picture. 

Our method of discovering a sufficiently general substantive 
theory based on a multitude of diverse facts-and then seeing 
this theory as being in a continual process of reformulation and 
development as it is applied-tends to resolve the two problems 
confronting the social scientist consultant, who, according to 
Zetterberg, is both ( 1) "dependent on what is found in the tra­
dition of a science," and ( 2) apt to "proceed on guess work" 
when tradition fails, so as not to '1ose respect and future assign­
ments." 14 Our method resolves these problems in large measure 
because its generality of scope and conceptual level are not 
limited by the dictum that Zetterberg's consultant must follow: 
"Only those details were assembled by the consultant and his 
co-workers that could be fitted into the categories of sociology, 
i.e., phrased in sociological terminology." 15 We do not believe 
that "only" the "categories of sociology" can be directly applied 
to a substantive area initially without great neglect, forcing, and 
distortion of everyday realities. A substantive theory for the 
area must first be induced with its own general concepts, or else 
a grounded substantive or formal theory that fits the area for 
application must be found. Then the concepts of these theories 
become a bridge i:o more formal sociological categories (if they 
deal adequately with change). 

14. Ibid., pp. 188-89. 
15. Ibid., p. 139. This dictum is based on the idea: "The crucial act 

here is to deduce a solution to a oroblem from a set of theoretical prin­
ciples." Theoretical principles refer- to laws of fonnal theories. 
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Gontml 

The substantive theory must enable the person who uses it 
to have enough control in everyday situations to make its appli­
cation worth trying. The control we have in mind has various 
aspects. The person who applies the theory must be enabled to 
understand and analyze ongoing situational realities, to produce 
and predict change in them, and to predict and control conse­
quences both for the object of change and for other parts of 
the total situation that will be affected. As changes occur, his 
theory must allow him to be flexible in revising his tactics of 
application and in revising the theory itseH if necessary. To give 
this kind of control, the theory must provide a sufficient number 
of general concepts and their plausible interrelations; and these 
concepts must provide the practitioner with understanding, with 
situational controls, and with access to the situation in order 
to exert the controls. The crux of controllability is the produc­
tion and contml of change through "controllable" variables and 
"access" variables. We shall not consider here the ethical prob­
lems involved in controlling situations. However, we must em­
phasize that this discussion concerns only the partial, beneficial, 
shifting, often benign controls that people already engage in 
without theoretical guides-e.g., the nurse controlling her pa­
tient's care. We are not referring to a proposed, absolute, dia­
bolic control over man. 

Controllable variables. A theory vvith controllable concepts 
of sufficient generality, that fits and is understandable, gives 
anyone vvho wishes to apply these concepts to bring about 
change a co-ntrollable theoretical j'ootlwlcl i.11 diverse situations. 
The controllability of a conceptual vmiable is enhanced by its 
being part of a theory that guides its use under most conditions 
that the user is likely to encounter. The theoretical use of a con­
trollable concept rn~y be contrasted with the unguided, ad hoc 
use of an isolated concept, and also with the use of abstract 
formal categories that are too tenuously related to the actual 
situation. Jo 

16. At a lower level of generality, in much cor.sulting done by sociolo­
gists for industrial firms, hospitals, social agencies, and the like, what is 
usually offered is "unden:tc,nding," based upon an amalgam of facts given 
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For example, the prime controllable variable of our study of 
dying in hospitals was "awareness context"-the total situation of 
who knows what about the patient's dying. Doctors and nurses 
have much control over the creation, maintenance and changes 
of various types of awareness contexts. Thus they also have 
much control over the resultant characteristic forms of inter­
action, and the consequences for all people involved in the 
dying situation. Also, we specified the interactional modes that 
are highly controllable variables; doctors and nurses deliberately 
engage in many interactional tactics and strategies. 

If a doctor contemplates disclosure of terminal illness to a 
patient, by using our theory he may anticipate a very wide 
range of plausibly expected changes and consequences for him­
self, the patient, family members and nurses. By using the 
theory developed on disclosure of terminal illness, he may judge 
how far and in what direction the patient's responses are likely 
to go, and how he can control them. By using the theory on 
closed awareness contexts, he may judge what consequences 
for himself, nurses and patients will occur when the context is 
kept closed; and by referring to the theory on open awareness 
contexts, he may weigh these against the consequences that 
occur when the context is opened. Also, he may judge how 
advisable it is to allow the characteristic .modes of interaction 
that result from each type of awareness context to continue or 
be changed. 

From these parts of our theory on awareness of dying he 
also may develop a wider variety of interactional tactics than 
ordinarily would be in his personal repertoire. If maintaining a 
closed awareness context will result in the nurse's managing the 
patient's assessments of his condition too greatly (an interac­
tional mode), thereby possibly decreasing the patient's trust in 

intuitively by references to fonnal theory and some loosely integrated 
substantive theory developed through contact with a given substantive area 
over the years. (Sometimes this is abetted, as in consumer research, by 
relatively primitive but useful analyses of data gathered for specific pur­
poses of consultation.) Providing that the amalgam "makes sense" to the 
client and that he can see how to use it, then the consultation is worth­
while. Conversely, no matter how useful the sociologist may think his 
offering is, if the client cannot see it, he will not find the consultation 
very useful. See also Zetterberg, op. cit., Chapter 2. 
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the whole staff when he discovers his illness is terminal, it may 
be better to change the context to allow the nurse tc. respond 
more honestly. The doctor may also review our chapters on the 
family's awareness for judging to what degree opening the 
context by disclosure will lead to problems in controlling family 
members, and how the disclosure may affect their preparations 
for death. The entire book deals with the effect of disclosure on 
the doctor's relationship with nurses. 

Resting the decision about disclosure upon our theory allows 
the doctor much flexibility and scope of action, precisely be­
cause we have provided many general concepts and their prob­
able interrelations closely linked to the reality of disclosure, in 
order to guide him in considering the many additional situa­
tions, besides just dealing with the patient, that will be affected. 
Simply to disclose the imminence of death 'in the hope that the 
patient will be able to prepare himself for it is just as unguided 
and ad hoc as to not to disclose because he may commit suicide. 
Or to disclose because the patient must learn (according to 
formal theory) "to take the role of a terminal patient" is too 
abstract a notion for coping with the realities of the impact of 
disclosure on everyone concerned. 

This example brings out several other properties of con­
trollable variables, and thus further indicates why grounded 
theory is suited to practical applications. First, the theOl"'j must 
provide controllable variables with much explanatory power: 
they must "make a big difference" in what is going on in the 
situation that is to be changed. We discovered one such variable 
for dying situations-awareness contexts. As we have reiterated 
in Au:areness of Dying, much of what happens in the dying 
situation is strongly detennined by the type of av'Tareness con­
text that prevails. 

Second, doctors and nurses, family and patients are already 
purposefully controlling many variables delineated in our sub­
stantive theory. While the doctor exerts the most control over the 
awareness context, all these people have tactics that they use to 
change or maintain a particular awareness context. The patient, 
for example, is often responsible for initiating the pretense con­
text. Still, all these people, in our observation, control vmiables 
for very limited, ad hoc purposes. Grounded substantive theory, 



therefore, can give participants in a situation a broader guide 
to what they already tend to do, and perhaps help them to be 
more effective in doing it. 

Controllable variables sometimes entail controlling only one's 
own behavior and sometimes primarily the behavior of others­
the more difficult of the two. But control usually involves the 
efforts of two parties; that is, control of the intemction between 
two people by one or both of them. When a patient is dying, 
it is not uncommon to see patient, family, doctor and nurse all 
trying to control each other for their own purposes. Those who 
avail themselves of our theory might have a better chance in 
the tug-of-war about who shall best control the situation. 

Objects and physical spaces are of strategic importance as 
variables that help to control situations and people's behavior.I7 
We noted how in the hospital doctors and nurses use spatial 
arrangements of rooms, doors, glass walls md screens to achieve 
control over awareness contexts. By making such controllable 
variables part of our theory we have given a broader guide to 
the staff's purposeful use of them. For instance, to let a family 
through a door or behind a screen may be more advisable than 
yielding to the momentary urge of shutting them out to prevent 
a scene. Letting family members come in may aid their prepara­
tions for death, which in turn may result in a more composed 
family over the long run of the dying . situation. 

Access variables. A grounded theory to be used in practice 
must also include access variables. These are social structural 
variables L"i}at allow, guide, and give persons access either 
to the controllable variables or to the people who control them. 
To use a controllable variable one must have a means of access 
to it. For example, professional rules give the doctor principal 
control over awareness; therefore the nurse ordinarily has a 
great deal of control in dying situations because of her con­
siderable access to the doctor, through or from whom she may 
try to exert contol over the awareness context. Professional rules, 
though, forbid her to change the context on her own initiative; 
they require her to maintain the current one. 

Thus the organizational structure of the hospital, the medical 

17. Elements of "material culture" should not be neglected in develop­
ment of substantive theory. Gouldner suggests that they are the "forgotten 
man of social research" ( op. cit., p. 97). 



profession, and the ward provide both doctors and rrurses '.Vith 
different degrees o£ access to control of awareness contexts. Our 
theory of awareness contexts delineates this matter. Family 
members have more access to a private physician than to a 
hospital physician; thus they may have more control over the 
former. They can demand, for instance, that their private physi­
cian keep a closed awareness context because of the control they 
exert over him through the lay referral system (upon which he 
may depend for much of his practice) .18 In a closed context the 
patient has little access to a doctor in order to control changes 
of context. However, like the nurse, he has much access to 
everyday cues concerning his condition-they exist all around 
him and he learns to read them better and better. Thus, his 
access to strategic cues gives him an opportunity to control his 
situation-and we have discussed at length in our book how he 
can manage cues to gain control. 

Access variables also indicate how best to enter a situation 
in order to manage a controllable variable while not otherwise 
unduly disrupting the situation. As an example, we delineated 
the various alternatives that a nurse can use to gain control over 
the "nothing more to do" situation in order to let a patient die. 

Conclusion 

In generating a grounded theory, particularly a substantive 
one, the researcher can increase its potential for practical appli­
cations by including controllable and access variables if they do 
not emerge by themselves. Grounded theory, generated in the 
way we have suggested, will fit, be general enough, and be 
understandable. One· property of an applied grounded theory 
must be clearly understood: The theor; can be developed only 
by professionally trained sociologists, but can be applied by 
either laymen or sociologists. Further, as John Dewey has 
clarified for us, grounded theory is applicable in situations as 
well as to them. Thus people in situations for which a grounded 
theory has been generated can apply it in the natmal course of 
daily events. 

18. On the loy refen·al system, see Eliot Freidson, Patients' ·views of 
iHedical Practice (New York: Hussell Sage Foundation, 1861 ), Part Two. 
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We feel, as many sociologists do and as Elbridge Sibley has 
written, that "The popular notion that any educated man is 
capable of being his own sociologist will not be exorcised by 
proclamation; it can only be gradually dispelled by the visible 
accomplishments of professionally competent sociologists." 19 

By attempting to develop theory that can also be applied, we 
hope to contribute to the accomplishments of both sociological 
theory and practice. Social theory, as John Dewey remarked 
thirty years ago, is thereby enriched and linked closely with the 
pursuit and studied control of practical matters.w 

19. The Education of Sociologists in the United States (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 1963 ), p. 19. 

20. See "Social Science and Social Control'' in Joseph Ratner (Ed.), 
Intelligence in the Modern World, John Dewey's Philosophy (New York: 
Modem Library, 1939), pp. 949-954. 
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l;nsighi and Theory 
Development 

In this concluding chapter, we shall address ourselves briefly 
to a crucial issue: what is the relation of insight to theorizing 
from data? The discussion will center on the researcher as a 
highly sensitized and systematic agent. Those adjectives can be 
translated as follows: the researcher has insights, and he can 
make the most of them ( as we have argued) through systematic 
comparative analyses. 

Insight as a Source of Theory 

The root sources of aU significant theorizing is the sensitive 
insights of the observer himself. As everyone h"J.ows, these can 
come in the morning or at night, suddenly or wit.h slow da\vning, 
while at work or at play (even when asleep); furthermore, they 
can be derived directly from theory (one's own or someone 
else's) or occur without theortj; and they can shike the obsen~er 
while he is watching himself react as well as when he is observ­
ing others in action. Also, his insights may appear just as fruit­
fully near the end of a long inqui1y as near the outset.1 This 

1. For excellent discussions of insight in relation to creative worlc, see 
Eliot D. Hutchinson, "The Period of Frustration in Creative Endeavor," 
Psychiatry, 3 ( 1940 ), pp. 351-59; "The Nature of Insight," Psychia.tHJ, •! 
(1941), pp. 31-43; and "The Period of Elaboration in Creative Endeavor," 
Psychiatry, 5 (1942), pp. 165-76. For an extensive bibliography and 
summaries of literatme relevant to "insight," see Morris Stein and Shirley 
Heinze, Creativity a11d the Individual (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1960). 
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summation of the obvious has some methodological corollaries 
that are worth exploring. 

The .first corollary is that the researcher can get-and culti­
vate-crucial insights not only during his research (and from 
his research) but from his own personal experiences prior to or 
outside it. To illustrate this point, we shall tell a story: 

Recently a group of sociologists was discussing a colleague's 
article, "The Cabdriver and His Fare: Facets of a Fleeting 
Relationship." 2 This paper was based on the actual experience 
of the author, who had driven a cab while in graduate school. 
One sociologist asked whether field notes had been taken during 
his work as a cabbie; if not, he implied, then the article was 
really not based on field work-which is, after all, an intention­
ally systematic enterprise. The author explained that he had 
taken virtually no field notes, and indeed had gotten his prin­
cipal guiding ideas for the paper long after giving up the job. 
He admitted that the paper was not based on field work as such, 
but asserted that his experiences nevertheless seemed akin to 
field work data. 

Our point is that his principal insights were based on his 
personal experience as a cabbie. Some insights that formed the 
basis of his later systematic theorizing undoubtedly occurred 
while he was still a cabdriver, and others-perhaps the major 
ones-occurred later when he reviewed his earlier experiences. 
The moral of the story is that one should deliberately cultivate 
such reflections on personal experiences. Generally we suppress 
them, or give them the status of mere opinions (for example, 
opinions about what is true of fraternities, having belonged to 
one before becoming a sociologist), rather than looking at them 
as springboards to systematic theorizing. 

A related corollary is that such insights need not come from 
one's own experience but can be taken from others.3 In this 
case the burden is on the sociologist to convert these borrowed 
experiences into his own insights. The validity of this point is 
easy to grasp if one thinks of an interviewer beginning to theo-

2. Fred Davis, American Journal of Sociology, 65 ( 1959'), pp. 158-65. 
3. Many years ago, Florian Znaniecki cogently advocated using personal 

experience and others' experiences as sociological data, but his focus was 
.principally on the validity of data; that is, on the verification function of 
experiences. See his The Method of Sociology (New York: Farrar and 
Rinehart, 1934), pp. 157-67 and 186-98. 
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rize on the basis of an insight gotten from an interviewee's 
words. The anthropologist also does this vvhen he listens to in­
formants. If we can do this with an interviewee or an inform­
ant, why not with the author of an autobiography or a novel? 
What is more, the insider (interviewee, informant, novelist) 
may not give us the insight unwittingly; he may offer it inten­
tionally, fully aware that he is doing so. If the researcher 
accepts that offer at face value, there is no sound methodological 
reason why he cannot begin to build, or further build, theory 
upon it. 

A third corollary pertains to how fruitful insights can be 
gotten from existing theory. As we have frequently remarked, 
researchers often stifle potential insights by virtue of too strict 
adherence to existing theory, particularly "grand" t."heory. Nev­
ertheless, no sociologist can possibly erase from his mind all 
the theory he ]mows before he begins his research. Indeed 
the trick is to line up what one takes as theoretically possible 
or probable with what one is finding in the field. Such existing 
sources of insights are to be cultivated, though not at the 
expense of insights generated by the qualitative research, which 
are still closer to the data. A combination of both is definitely 
desirable (see Chapter III). 

Some men seem to handle the precarious balance between 
the two sources by avoiding the reading of much t.hat relates 
to the relevant area until after they return from the field; they 
do this so as not to interfere with personal insights. On the 
other hand, some read extensively beforehand. Others periodi­
caliy return to one or the other source for stimulation. There 
is no readv formula, of course: one can onlv experiment to 
find which .. style of work gives the best result;. Not to e;,:peri­
ment toward this end, but carefully to cover "all" :he literature 
before commencing :research, increases the probability of bru­
tally destroying one's potentialities as a theorist.. 

Because new insights can appear late in the inquiry, a finai, 
corollaq is that important new insights should be cultivated 
until the inquiry's conclusion. But they should be cultivated 
within the framework of the developing theory by joint theo­
retical sampling and analysis. Late insights should be fostered 
deliberately, for they can enrich the theory by forcing elabora­
tion and qualification. (Wholesale qualificatjon is impossibl'= 
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now, providing the theory is soundly grounded.) One example, 
referred to earlier, will do: late in the study of the terminal 
care of patients, deliberate visits to foreign hospitals were made, 
not to check the theory but to force further qualification and 
elaboration of it. 

Development of Theory from Insights 

An insight, whether borrowed or original, is of no use to the 
theorist unless he converts it from being simply an anecdote to 
being an element of theory. This, of course, is part of his soci­
ological enterprise; his job (as discussed in Chapters III and V 
on theoretical sampling and analysis) is to transform insights 
into relevant categories, properties,· and hypotheses. He does 
so by employing all the usual strategies for developing theory. 
Yet a few implications of that obvious point should be noted. 

The first implication, or corollary, is especially important 
because many sociologists do not recognize its existence: that 
is, insights cannot be fruitfully developed, and are even unlikely 
to occur, unless the theorist goes beyond public discussion about 
any given area. In addition to the principal corrective of com­
parative analysis, there are at least two other strategies by 
which he can do this. The most intuitive is to ·sense that 
a given statement about the area under study-whether made 
by participants or by scholars-is simply part of an ongoing 
public discussion. For instance, a sociologist may sense, or even 
charge, that another's views of poverty, delinquency or social 
mobility represent current ideology rather than actuality-or 
at least are vitiated by his limited social perspective.4 

A more systematic method (one to be recommended heart­
ily) is that the researcher regard all statements about events 
pertaining to the area under study as being data. This means 
that the statements and writings of colleagues are data as much 
as those of laymen. Sociologists also must be considered as part 
of the social structure; and a developLllg themy must therefore 
take .them and their statements into account as a slice of data. 

4. See, for example, Marshall Clinard (Ed.), Anamie and Deviant Be­
}uwior (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1964). 
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Unless such steps are taken, one's insights will only be elabo­
rated into variations on the public discussion, as L.J. past and 
present writings in so many areas (urban sociology, delin­
quency, mental health, social mobility) .s 

A related corollary pertains specifically to existing theory. 
Not only must this theory be subjected to the procedures sug­
gested above, but the theorist should also develop comparatively 
the implications of his personal insights regarding it. That com­
parison may mean initially pitting one's insight against a well­
respected theory. For instance, in Boys in White, Howard 
Becker and his coauthors pitted their initial insights about 
students in general, and medical students in particular, against 
Robert Merton's well established theory of medical students' 
socializa tion.{j 

Any contest between insights and existing theory becomes 
a comparative analysis that delimits the boundaries of the 
existing theOPJ while generating a more general one. Thus a few 
days spent in observing a mental hospital was sufficient to 
counteract Coffman's "total institutions" view of mental hos­
pitals and the careers of mental patients; and to set up initial 
theorizing that took his theory into account rather than merely 
negating it or ignoring it.7 A too-frequent practice in sociology, 
however, is to accept the existing theory and simply elaborate 
on it, thus suppressing or ignoring much rich data as well as 
potentially rich insights that could transcend the theory. A...rt 
instructive example is Women's Prison; the authors have sim­
plistically assumed that since the theory about prisons is based 
on men's institutions, a study of a women's prison will both 
qualify the theory-by pointing up differences bet·ween men's 
and women's prisons-and support the theory by underlining 
similarities between the prisons.s They do not, however, under-

5. Cf. A Strauss, Images of the il.merican City (New York: Free Press 
of Glencoe, !961), Appendix. 

6. H. Becker et al., Boys in ·white (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1961); and Robert Merton, George Reader, and Patricia Kendall 
( Eds.), The Stf.ldent Physician (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1957). 

7. A. Strauss ei al., Psuchiatric Ideologies and Institutions (New York: 
Free Press of Glencoe, 1964). 

8. David A. ·ward and Gene C. Kassebaum, ·women's Prison (Chicago: 
Aldi.ne Publishing Co., 1965). 
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stand that such a comparison limits them to generating theory 
within the framework of existing theory, nor do they recognize 
that more effective comparative analyses would permit them to 
transcend it. 

A third coroUary is that the ambitious theorist should not 
only cultivate insights until his inquiry's close, he must actively 
exploit their implications. Two examples from the inquiry 
.reported in Psychiatric Ideologies and Institutions will empha­
size this point. 

Almost from the first, the researchers focused on the 
lay personnel working either under professional command (as 
in private hospitals) or relatively autonomously (as in state 
hospitals). Differences of perspective between laymen and pro­
fessionals were assumed and discovered early. But not until 
relatively late did an insight suggest that even when nursing 
aides were in contact with nurses and doctors for a long time, 
and under conditions of excellent "communication," they did 
not have the remotest idea of what "psychotherapy" meant to 
the professionals-but they believed they did. That insight and 
its implications were developed systematically, and checked 
out by further field work 

Again, during this research, after all essential theory had 
been developed, it was realized that its boundaries extended 
not only to the hospital staff but to the patients themselves, 
who had not been at the focus of the study. That insight was 
speedily but systematically developed, and briefly if perhaps 
inadequately checked out.9 

To summarize: the theorist's task is to make the most of his 
insights by developing them into systematic theory. His socio­
logical perspective is never finished, not even when he writes 
the last line of his monograph-not even after he publishes it, 
since thereafter he often finds himself elaborating and amend­
ing his theory, knowing more now than when the research was 
formally concluded. 

The chief safeguard against stopping the development of 
one's theory too soon is, as suggested throughout this book, the 
systematic use of comparative analysis. This gives a broad, rich, 
integrated, dense and grounded theory. Since all those topics 

9. Op. cit. 
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bave been discussed earlier, we need only remind the reader­
as-theorist that his developing perspective may continue to 
develop from substantive levels to more formal ones. Indeed, 
he may first publish a monograph about a substantive field and 
then go on to a second volume dealing with related formal 
theory. 





Several months after completing the first draft of this manu­
script, we happened across seven pages published in 1964 by 
Robert K. Merton, which present in capsule form the basic ele­
ments of the very position on the relation of theory to research 
that we have tried to overcome and modify in this book.1 This 
task has resulted in the "frank polemic" interjected into our 
discussion of strategies of generating grounded . theory from 
qualitative data. Merton's few pages afford the opportunity to 
succinctly summarize how we have disagreed with and modi­
ned the position he represents. 

1. Merton's principal observation is that "sociological theory 
teruis to outrun the inevitably slower pace of systematic empiri­
cal research." This situation exists because people who share 
Merton's position feel ( 1) that generating theory can be based 
on speculation (''hypothetical tabulations" and formulations), 
with qualitative evidence ("apt cases in point") used merely 
for illustrating speculative theory after its generation, not sys·· 
tematically as a basis for generating theon;; and ( 2) that 
''systematic research" can only be quantitative. Since most 
researchers can easily generate theoretical ideas when not re­
quired to base them on data (a far more difficult task) and since 
efforts necessary to assemble quantitative data that will indi­
cate even roughly the categories of our themies are "time-con­
suming, costly and arduous," it is no wonder that this gap be-

1. Marshall Clinard (Ed.), Anomia and Deviant Bdwvior (New York: 
Free Press of Glencoe, 1964), pp. 235-42. All quotes are from these pages 
unless otherwise noted. 
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tween theory ~d research exists. Our position closes the gap: 
grounded theory allows no speculation, while qualitative re­
search is faster, less costly and a richer ground for generating 
theory than is quantitative research. 

2. But Merton says clearly that qualitative research does 
not produce "systematic empirical" data. He implicitly disquali­
fies our position (that one can be just as systematic with quali­
tative data as with quantitative data) by associating "qualita­
tive" with phrases that denote less than systematic inquiry; such 
as "replaced by clinical, qualitative description" and "rather 
than impressionistically and qualitatively," and "clinical, quali­
tative descriptions and analyses of social process are easier to 
come by than systematic, quantitative descriptions and analyses 
designed to test qualitative descriptions." In reference to dealing 
"systematically with a social process" (for which qualitative 
research is surely well suited), he says, "such a conception em­
pirically should evidently require the use of a panel analysis." 

In disqualifying our position he implies that theory based 
on speculation is better than theory based on qualitative data 
-we find it difficult to believe that generating speculations is 
better than generating theory based on data, however poor. 
And he is so wedded to the quantitative method that he fails ·to 
consider that one should use the most appropriate method, 
whether qualitative or quantitative, to obtain data necessary to 
the task. As we have pointed out, qualitative research is often 
the best way-and often the only way-to get data on a sub­
ject. Furthermore, it is hard to believe that one could catch 
with panel analysis any developing, ongoing social process with 
many stages. A panel analysis becomes cumbersome after four 
waves, even if the quantitative data can be obtained (most 
often it cannot) . 

In his final devaluation of qualitative research, Merton vir­
tually tells a large proportion of his colleagues that they are 
not really sociologists at all. He tries to enforce his methodo­
logical position by denying them their professional identities, 
stating: "For, in the end the difference between plausible ideas 
and the systematic empirical investigation of those ideas repre­
sents a central difference between the literary observer of the 
'human condition' and the sociologist." Such an outrageous and 
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flat dismissal comforts people who share Merton's posmon, 
while it ignores the important problems concerning qualitative 
research that we have tried to attack in this book: How can we 
further systematize qualitative research, and how can we sys­
tematically relate qualitative and quantitative research to ob­
tain the best of both methods for generating grounded theory? 
These problems, with which many sociologists have been 
wrestling for years, obviously have many alternative resolutions, 
depending on the conditions and purposes of one's research. But 
turning one's back on qualitative research as not being sociology 
is hardly a solution. 

3. In implying that theory can usefully be generated through 
speculation or reformulation of otl::ers' speculations, Merton 
opposes our position that a theory should :lit and work, that 
is, be relevant to the area it purports to' explain. In Merton's 
view, speculative theory can be assumed to have fit and rele­
vance until this is disproven-therefore, it should be tested with 
quantitative data. His reasoning necessarily leads to the posi­
tion that data should fit the theory, in contrast to our position 
that the theory should fit the dam. 

Merton's position allows several kinds of license to preserve 
speculative theory in the face of contrary evidence, or lack of 
evidence to fit the theory: 

(I) The data may be forced to fit the theory. Indices may 
be constructed, no matter what injustice is done to their mean­
ing. Thus tests can abandon the reality of data. 

( 2) Since data often cannot be fitted to the thea!';, the 
theory is seldom threatened. If clearly qualifying data cannot 
be found, it is not the fault of the theory. 

( 3) VI/hen data ·are brought to bear on the theory they are 
considered by :Merton, in this era of cmde sociology, as merely 
"rough empirical appro.rjmations to [he requirements of the 
theory ... and these in the nature of the case, prove indeci­
sive." Thus the only tests available can easily be discounted­
so again the theory is not threatened. 

( 4) Since speculative theory usually has many valiables, and 
is continually adding more, the restrictive nature of quantitative 
research can only test a :fragment of it, even if the data £t. 
Thus from time to time the theorist can, with immunity, gra-
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ciously admit a slight modification of his theory. (This, of 
course, fmther indicates the importance of that theory, since 
others are working on it.) 

( 5) Since testing is assumed to accomplish the important 
task of finding out "the extent to which these theories have 
captured significant variables and processes that are actually 
involved in the phenomena under examination," the relevancy 
and the explanatory power of the theoretical categories are 
again seldom questioned, for tests are so hard to come by. 

Our position on the generation of grounded theory, of 
course, allows the theorist none of this license in generating 
and preserving theory. The simple fact that one cannot find the 
data for testing a speculative theory should be enough to dis­
qualify its further use, for this surely indicates that it just does 
not fit the real world! Therefore, why should we continue 
to assume it should :lit or have relevant and powerful explana­
tory variables? Why not take the data and develop from them 
a theory that fits and works, instead of wasting time and good 
men in attempts to :lit a theory based on "reified" ideas of cul­
ture and social structure? 2 Generating grounded theory is what 
most of us end up doing, even if we start out to fl.t an existing 
theory to our data. This is well indicated by the sociologists 
who have commented on Merton's theory of anomie, in the same 
volume with his presentation. . 

Merton believes that a problem endemic in all fields of soci­
ology "is the gap between the character of current theories and 
the character of much current research that explains the diffi­
culty of decisively confirming, modifying, or rejecting one or 
another aspect of the contemporary theory of deviant behavior." 
We believe that when sociologists engage in generating 
grounded theory, the problem no longer is so great or prev­
alent, when it exists at all. 

2. Ibid., p. 97. 
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