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Choosing a Methodological Path: 
Reflect ions on the Construct ivist  Turn

Jenna P. Breckenridge, Queen Margaret  University, Derek Jones, Northum bria University, 
I an Elliot t ,  Queen Margaret  University, Margaret  Nicol, Queen Margaret  Universit y

Abstract

Researchers deciding to use grounded theory are faced with com plex decisions regarding 
which m et hod or version of grounded theory to use:  Classic,  st raussian, fem inist  or 
const ruct iv ist  grounded theory. Part icular ly for  beginning PhD researchers, this can 
prove challenging given the com plexit ies of the inherent  philosophical debates and the 
am biguous and conf lict ing use of grounded theory ‘versions’ within popular literature. 
The aim  of this art icle is to dem yst ify t he differences between classic and const ruct ivist  
grounded theory, present ing a cr it ique of const ruct iv ist  grounded theory that  is rooted in 
the learning experiences of the f irst  author as she grappled with differ ing perspect ives 
during her own PhD research. 

I n t roduct ion

Reflect ing on the PhD process, it  could be said that  the decision to use grounded t heory 
is only a start ing point . Often arm ed with only a lim ited understanding of ‘grounded 
theory’, new PhD researchers are faced wit h the challenge of  navigat ing their  way 
through t he m ethodological m ire in order to arr ive at  an inform ed decision about  which 
‘version’ of grounded theory to use:  Classic (or glaserian)  grounded theory, st raussian 
grounded t heory, fem inist  grounded theory or const ruct ivist  grounded theory. Cutcliffe 
(2004)  has ident ified, however, that  m any researchers appear t o have avoided this 
challenge altogether, opt ing sim ply for an am biguous m edley of aspect s from  each 
version without  regard for t heir  inherent  incom pat ibilit ies. Ult im ately, this ‘pick and m ix’ 
approach to grounded theory poses a signif icant  challenge for novice researchers as, 
without  being able t o refer to useful exem plars of grounded theory studies, it  is difficult  
to understand and prepare for the pract icalit ies of carrying out  one’s own grounded 
theory research (Breckenridge & Jones 2009) . 

By sharing t he m ethodological reasoning developed by t he first  author during her 
own PhD study, the aim  of this art icle is to assist  novice researchers in understanding 
the differences between two of t he m ain grounded theory versions:  const ruct ivist  
grounded theory and classic grounded theory. Wr it ing as a classic grounded theorist ,  the 
aim  of this art icle is not  to discredit  const ruct ivist  grounded theory,  but  is instead to 
illust rate the incom pat ibilit ies between versions in order to share learning and em phasise 
the im portance of using classic grounded t heory as a full package m ethodology. 

Construct ivist  grounded theory

Const ruct ivist  grounded theory was proffered by Charm az (2003, 2006)  as an alt ernat ive 
to classic (Glaser 1978, 1992, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2011)  and st raussian grounded 
theory (St rauss & Corbin 1990, 1998) .  Charm az (2003)  has advocated that  her 
const ruct iv ist  version of grounded theory “ takes a m iddle ground between 
postm odernism  and posit iv ism , and offers accessible m ethods for taking qualitat ive 
research into the 21st century”  (p. 250) . Certainly, for the first  author choosing between 
versions, Charm az’s (2003)  at tem pt  at  ‘m odernising’ (or, indeed, ‘post -m odernising’)  
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grounded theory had im m ediate appeal.  Her m ethod appeared to value the induct ive 
creat ivity of the classic m et hodology, and also resonated with the current  popular ity of 
const ruct iv ism  within social research. As an epistem ological stance, const ruct ivism  
asserts that  reality is const ructed by individuals as they assign m eaning to the world 
around them  (Appleton & King 2002) . From  a const ruct ivist  perspect ive, m eaning does 
not  lie dorm ant  within objects wait ing to be discovered, but  is rather creat ed as 
individuals interact  with and interpret  these objects (Crot ty 1998) . Const ruct iv ism  thus 
challenges the belief that  there is an object ive t ruth that  can be m easured or captured 
through research enquiry (Crot ty 1998) . Charm az (2003)  has therefore proposed a 
version of grounded theory that : “assum es the relat iv ism  of m ult iple social realit ies, 
recognises the m utual creat ion of knowledge by t he viewer and viewed,  and aim s toward 
an interpret ive understanding of subjects’ m eanings”  (p. 250) .

Taking th is perspect ive on the nature of reality, Charm az (2006)  is naturally 
cr it ical of the way in which classic grounded theor ists purport  to discover latent  pat terns 
of behaviour within the data. I nstead, she suggests that  data and analysis are created 
through an interact ive process whereby the researcher and part icipant  const ruct  a 
shared reality. She suggests that , rather than look for one m ain concern, grounded 
theorists should seek to const ruct  a “picture that  draws from , reassem bles,  and renders 
subject s’ lives”  (Charm az 2003, p. 270) .   

Ult im ately , however, through careful and cr it ical explorat ion of const ruct iv ist  
grounded theory, it  is apparent  that , in com m on with Glaser’s (2002)  cr it icism s of 
St rauss and Corbin, Charm az has sim ilar ly ‘re-m odelled’ the or iginal m ethodology. This 
not ion of ‘re-m odelling’ m ethodologies poses an interest ing dilem m a for all researchers. 
While it  is im portant  that  m ethodologies are open to developm ent  and im provem ent , it  is 
im portant  to be wary of the point  at  which a m ethodology has been changed so m uch 
that  it  has becom e som ething different  altogether. I ndeed, as Bryant  (2009) , another 
proponent  of const ruct ivist  grounded theory, has recognised “how far can one go with 
alter ing or revising GTM [ grounded theory m ethod]  basic tenets before one ceases to be 
doing GTM”  (para. 18) . 

While som e would suggest  that  there are m ult iple versions of grounded theory, 
each with a fam ily resem blance, Glaser has contended that  they differ sufficient ly from  
the or iginal m et hodology that  they serve a different  purpose (Bryant  & Charm az, 2007) .  
Thus, this art icle does not  contend that  either version is superior, sim ply different . As 
such, the first  author’s decision to avoid const ruct ivist  grounded theory in favour of the 
classic m ethodology in her own research was based upon several points of difference:  
the ‘interpret ive understanding of subject s’ m eanings’;  the co-const ruct ion of data;  the 
not ion of relat ivism ;  and the predet erm ined lens through which dat a are processed. 
These will now be dealt  with in turn, dem onst rat ing for the reader the ways in which 
these core facets of the const ruct ivist  m ethodology differ from  classic grounded t heory. 

The interpret ive underst anding of subjects’ m eanings

A cent ral tenet  of const ruct ivist  grounded theory is to give voice to part icipants. 
Charm az (2006)  has encouraged grounded theorists to incorporate the m ult iple voices,  
views and visions of part icipants in rendering their  lived exper iences. I n so doing,  
const ruct iv ist  grounded theory has dev iated significant ly from  the or iginal intent  of the 
classic m ethodology. To agree w ith Glaser (2002) , the purpose of grounded theory is not  
to tell part icipants’ stor ies, but  rather to ident ify and explain conceptually an ongoing 
behaviour which seeks to resolve an im portant  concern. Essent ially, the ‘findings’ of a 
grounded theory study are not  about  people,  but  about  the pat t erns of behaviour in 
which people engage. I ndeed, the m ain concern conceptualised in the grounded theory 
m ay not  have been voiced explicit ly by part icipants, but  instead abst racted from  the data 
in which t he concern was acted out  all the t im e (Glaser 1998) . The unit  of analysis is not  
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the person them selves, but  incidents in the dat a (Glaser & St rauss, 1967) . Thus, in 
cr it icising classic grounded theory for focussing on “analysis rather than the port rayal of 
subject s experience in its fullness” , Charm az (2003, p.269)  appears to be dism issing 
classic grounded t heory for failing t o do som ething that  it  does not  purport  to do. Classic 
grounded theory aim s for a conceptual understanding of social behaviour, rather than 
the const ruct ivist  focus on interpret ive understandings of part icipants’ m eanings.

This is not  to say  that  classic grounded theory is not  concerned wit h part icipant  
perspect ives. I ndeed, Glaser (2002)  has ident ified classic grounded theory as a 
perspect ive m ethodology. The key difference, however, is that  part icipant  perspect ives 
are explored not  from  a descript ive or interpret ive approach, but  with an aim  to raising 
these perspect ives to a conceptual level (Glaser, 2002) . Mult iple perspect ives are not  
denied, indeed,  part icipants’ perspect ives influence their  behaviours. However, through 
constant  com parison and the interchangeabilit y of indices, classic grounded theory aim s 
to conceptualise an ongoing pat tern of behaviour that  will account  for as m uch variat ion 
in the data as possible. While on an em pir ical level part icipant  perspect ives will 
undoubtedly  vary, the concepts them selves m ay not  change. Through constant  
com parison, the latent  behaviour is conceptualised, saturat ing concepts and 
t ranscending the descript ive level of m ult iple perspect ives to account  for as m uch 
variat ion in the data as possible. Classic grounded theory aim s to ident ify a pat tern of 
behaviour that  t ranscends em pir ical difference in order to provide a conceptual, rather 
than descript ive or int erpret ive, rendering of  part icipant  behaviour.

The co-const ruct ion of data

A further key pr inciple in const ruct ivist  grounded theory is t hat  data and analysis are co-
const ructed in the interact ion between the viewer and the viewed, the researcher and 
the part icipant  (Charm az, 2003, 2006) . Charm az (2006)  offers this as an alternat ive 
view to classic grounded theory, which she cr it icises for retaining a ‘dist ant ’ relat ionship 
with part icipants, whereby researchers “assum e the role of aut horitat ive experts who 
bring an object ive view to the research” (p. 132) .  I n response to this claim , it  is argued 
here that  the cont r ibut ion of the researcher in shaping data and analysis within classic 
grounded theory is certainly not  ignored. Glaser (2002)  has asserted t hat

researcher bias... is just  another var iable and a social product . I f the researcher 
is exert ing bias, then t his is a part  of the research,  in which bias is a vital variable 
to weave int o the const ant  com parat ive analysis (para. 12) .

Thus, classic grounded theory does not  necessarily assum e the naive object iv ity 
of the researcher, but  rather through the r igorous applicat ion of the m et hodology, 
researcher biases are revealed and accounted for (Glaser 1998) .  The researcher’s 
perspect ives are not  ignored, but  are incorporated as sim ply m ore dat a to be constant ly 
com pared. Glaser (1998)  has recom m ended that  the researcher ‘interviews oneself’ and 
analyses this interview as any other, com paring it  with other data, codes and em erging 
categories. By ‘interviewing oneself’,  researcher biases becom e sim ply m ore data and 
any inappropriately presum ed relevancies can be corrected for through constant  
com parison. As such, throughout  her PhD study, the first  author wrote several m em os 
explor ing her own percept ions, experiences and exist ing knowledge which were then 
constant ly com pared with other data. The researcher perspect ive is thus interwoven into 
the analysis as sim ply another perspect ive. 

Moreover, as only one slice of the data, the researcher’s perspect ive is not  
pr ivileged or considered different  to the other m ult iple slices of data that  inform  theory 
developm ent . Charm az (2003)  has been cr it ical of the ‘object ivist ’ stance wit hin classic 
grounded theory, advocat ing instead for a m utual relat ionship between the researcher 
and part icipants result ing in the creat ion of a shared reality. I ndeed, while classic 
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grounded theory does not  ignore researcher perspect ive, researchers do st r ive for a 
degree of object ivity as fulfils their  purpose;  to generat e a conceptual theory that  is 
abst ract of the descript ive detail from  which it  was derived. I n cont rast  to Charm az’s 
(2003, 2006)  assert ions that  this object ivist  stance is an at tem pt  at  discovering t ruth, 
however, it  is argued here that  the object ive posit ioning of the researcher is about  
pr ivileging the part icipants’ m ain concern rather than seeking object ivist  accuracy and 
verificat ion. I ndeed, Glaser (2002)  has warned against  using the guise of const ruct ivism  
to discount  part icipants’ concerns, accusing const ruct ivist  grounded theory of m aking 
“ the researcher’s interact ive im pact  on the data m ore im portant  than the part icipants”  
(p.4) . Thus, m aintaining a degree of object ivity in classic grounded theory is not  
necessarily about  t rying to find ‘t ruth’ in the data. Rather, by pr ivileging part icipants’ 
m ain concerns over the professional concerns of the researcher, this object ive stance 
st r ives to generate a theory that  is useful, m eaningful and relevant  to part icipants. I n 
cont rast  to the above quotat ion from  Charm az (2006) , while classic grounded theorists 
do st r ive for a degree of object ivity, they certainly cannot  claim  to be ‘authoritat ive 
experts’. I nstead, classic grounded theory can claim  only to produce potent ially useful 
hypotheses about  part icipants’ concerns and behaviours. A grounded theory is not  an
authoritat ive t ruth claim  but  a theory;  it  is not  intended to be proven but  to be used and 
m odified (Glaser, 1992) . 

Relat ivism

Const ruct ivist  grounded theory assum es the relat iv ism  of m ult iple social realit ies 
(Charm az, 2003; Charm az, 2006) . As a result , whereas classic grounded theory seeks to 
ident ify and conceptualise one m ain concern and its cont inual resolut ion, const ruct ivist  
grounded theory presents a m ore diffuse theoret ical product  which does not  cent re upon 
a core cat egory (Mart in, 2006) . This is int ended to allow for the m ult iple t ruths perceived 
within const ruct ivist  research, and the em phasis on capturing m ult iple part icipant  
perspect ives rather than looking for one m ain concern. I n abandoning the search for a 
core category, however,  const ruct iv ist  grounded theory can again be considered to have 
deviated significant ly from  the or iginal m ethodology. I ndeed, for the classic grounded 
theorist , the em ergence of a core category  is an “ indisputable requirem ent ”  (Holton,
2007, p. 280) . I t is the isolat ion of one m ain concern and the focus on one core category 
that  enables the classic grounded theorist  to present  an integrated, parsim onious 
theoret ical product . 

I t  is pert inent  to note that , by focusing on a m ain concern, the classic grounded 
theorist  does not  assert  that  this is the part icipants’ only concern, but  rather that  it  is 
one part icular and significant  concern wit h which part icipants are cont inually dealing. 
Where there is m ore than one concern com pet ing for the researcher’s at tent ion, Glaser 
(1998)  has recom m ended that , in the service of present ing an integrated, parsim onious 
and theoret ically com plete grounded theory, these can only be dealt  with one at  a t im e.  
Thus, the core category presented in the grounded theory does not  necessarily account  
for all of the behaviour under invest igat ion, but  rather accounts for one part icular 
behaviour that  is highly relevant  for part icipants in the substant ive area (Glaser, 1998) . 

The relat iv ist  stance within const ruct ivist  grounded theory is presented by Charm az 
(2006)  as a revolt  against  ‘object ivist ’ grounded theory, which seeks to develop a 
“provisionally t rue”  and “verifiable”  theory of reality (p. 273) . While in classic grounded 
theory the not ion of ‘discovering’ a latent  pat t ern of behaviour does appear to reflect  a 
posit iv ist  search for t rut h, in cont rast  to this cr it icism  from  Charm az,  classic grounded 
theory aim s only to present  plausible hypotheses about  part icipants’ behaviour. The 
focus is not  on producing and ver ifying facts, findings or accurate results but  in 
generat ing concepts that  are variable and m odif iable (Glaser, 2004) . As such, it  is 
acknowledged that  concepts generated in classic grounded theory will indeed have 
different  m eanings to different  people, but  whatever the m eaning, the concept  will st ill 
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exist  (Glaser, 2004) . Through the interchangeabilit y of indices achieved in theoret ically 
saturat ing categories, the categories presented in the final theory are conceptual rather 
than descript ive, m eaning that  they can account  for m uch var iat ion in t he data. The final 
theory is therefore presented as t ransient , open to m odificat ion as it  is exposed to new 
data. I t  is this concept ual level that  enables grounded theory categories to t ransfer to 
different  situat ions;  not  on account  of t ransferr ing descript ions from  one unit  to another 
but  in the m odifiabilit y of concepts within different  set t ings (Glaser, 2004) .

Philosophical posit ion

Glaser (2002)  has cr it icised const ruct ivist  grounded theory for cont radict ing the 
openness of the or iginal m ethodology by predeterm ining one part icular lens through 
which to analyse data. I nstead, classic grounded theory is presented as a general 
m ethod, which can use any type of data and is not  at tached to any one theoret ical 
perspect ive;  it  is essent ially ontologically and epistem ologically neut ral. As such, Glaser 
(2005)  has argued that  discussions of ontology (what  we believe about  the world)  and 
epistem ology (how we can com e to know what  we know)  are m oot  within classic 
grounded theory. Wit hin social research, however, this posit ion proves som ewhat  
problem at ic, where there is an increasing expectat ion that  researchers are explicit  about  
their  philosophical posit ion (Grix, 2002) .  Glaser’s assert ions that  classic grounded theory 
is epistem ologically and ontologically neut ral have therefore been at tacked as non-
com m it tal, naive and as perpetuat ing an “epistem ological fairytale”  (Bryant , 2009,
para.13) . I n response,  Holton (2007)  has provided a helpful clar ificat ion of Glaser’s 
posit ion:

this is not  t o say t hat  classic grounded theory is free of any theoret ical lens but  rather 
that  it  should not  be confined to any one lens;  that  as a general m ethodology, classic 
grounded theory can adopt  any epistem ological perspect ive appropriate to the data 
and the ontological stance of the researcher (p. 269) .

While it  is generally understood that  substant ive codes and categories em erge from  
the data – that  is, they are not  predet erm ined by a specific research quest ion, extensive 
review of literature or r igid interview protocols – researchers have found it  m ore difficult  
to grasp the not ion of theoret ical em ergence (Holton, 2007) . Rather than assum ing a 
theoret ical perspect ive in advance of the study,  the classic grounded theor ist  stays open 
to theoret ical codes from  m ult iple theoret ical perspect ives with which to organise the 
em ergent  theory (Glaser, 2005) . Thus, for exam ple, the const ruct ivist  view is only one 
way of look ing at  the dat a. While a const ruct ivist  perspect ive m ay be highly appropriate 
for part icular studies, it  m ust  em erge to have relevance rat her t han being predet erm ined 
at  the outset . Thus,  “where grounded theory takes on the m ant le for the m om ent  of 
preposit iv ist , posit iv ist ,  postposit iv ist , postm odernism , naturalism , realism  etc, will be 
dependent  on its applicat ion to the type of dat a in a specific research”  (Glaser, 2005, p.
145) . I n classic grounded theory, the theoret ical perspect ive is thus specific to each 
study, unlike the const ruct ivist  version which pre- fram es the lens through which data are 
processed.

While the classic grounded theory m ethodology is not  defined by one part icular 
theoret ical perspect ive,  the em ergent  theoret ical product  of a study will be situated 
within a part icular perspect ive based on the em ergence of appropriate theoret ical codes. 
Typically, theoret ical perspect ive is im plicit  wit hin the presentat ion of classic grounded 
theory studies. Although there is increasing expectat ion within the qualitat ive dom ain 
that  researchers are explicit  about  the philosophical posit ion of their  studies, within 
classic grounded theory, as a general induct ive m ethodology that  st r ives for abst ract  
conceptualisat ion, this is not  considered necessary (Holton, 2007) . Within the current  
clim ate of social research, this philosophical posit ion will undoubtedly cont inue to be 
subject  to m uch debate. I t  is certainly a debate in which classic grounded theor ists need 
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to be m ore involved. Am idst  such debate, however,  it  is im portant  to note that  a 
preoccupat ion with the ontological and epistem ological issues of grounded theory m ay 
dist ract  from  the sim plicity of its purpose:  to generate a theory from  the data that  fit s, 
works and is relevant  within the area from  which it  was derived. As such, Bryant  (2009)  
has suggested that  the epistem ological differences between grounded theory versions 
m ay be reconciled if researchers focused less on the nature of the process, and m ore on 
the product :

the key issue becom es the extent  to which their  substant ive research produces 
conceptual innovat ions and theoret ical insights that  prove useful …the ult im ate 
cr iter ion for good research is that  it  m akes a difference (para. 102) . 

This is indicat ive of a wider concern with the pragm at ics, rather than the philosophy, 
of research. Although this is another area in which there is m uch debate, part icular ly 
surrounding the ontological com pat ibilit y of different  perspect ives, there is a rapidly 
growing interest  in the use of m ixed m ethodologies which seek to com bine different  
philosophical posit ions as a m eans of best  answering research quest ions (Duncan & 
Nicol, 2004) . I n light  of this current  progression towards a com binist  approach in 
research, part icular ly in health, the potent ial for classic grounded theory to assum e any 
theoret ical perspect ive m ay soon be m ore willingly em braced. I n at tem pt ing to address 
the real concerns of part icipants, using what ever perspect ives and m ethods will best  
address the purposes of the research, classic grounded theory is perhaps m ore aligned 
with the direct ion in which m odern healthcare research is t ravelling;  seeing philosophical 
posit ions not  as discrete, incom pat ible opposites, but  as offer ing m ult iple and 
com plem entary approaches to understanding social phenom ena. 

Conclusion

Ult im ately , it  can be concluded that  const ruct iv ist  grounded theory is dist inct ly different  
to the classic m ethodology. Where const ruct ivist  grounded theory at tem pts to interpret  
how part icipants const ruct  their  realit ies and present  m ult iple perspect ives, it  has re-
m odelled t he or iginal purpose of  classic grounded theory, which is to conceptualise a 
latent  pat t ern of behav iour. Sim ilar ly, the relat ivism  inherent  with in const ruct ivist  
grounded theory and the predeterm ined philosophical lens are fundam entally at  odds 
with the general induct ive nature of the classic approach. I t  is hoped that  this art icle has 
been able to clar ify som e key differences in both ‘versions’ of grounded theory, thus 
facilitat ing for  the reader a great er understanding of the incom pat ibilit ies between the 
two. Given these fundam ental differences, it  is essent ial that  researchers are clear and 
consistent  in their  choice of m ethodology,  following one path rather than engaging in a 
m ethodological pick and m ix.
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