
 

 

Toolkit or Toolbox: Grounded theory and methodological flexibility 

Abstract 

The development of grounded theory has always contained tensions between positions of 

purism and adaptation, and grounded theory developments have been characterised as being along 

various generations (Morse et al. 2009) or varieties (Bryant 2019). The pragmatics of applied 

research though have led to both the borrowing of specific techniques from grounded theory and 

the blending of grounded theory with other research approaches. This is presented as the grounded 

theory ‘toolkit’, which exists alongside the more traditional ‘toolbox’ that represents. This paper will 

explore how grounded theory has been applied in health contexts, and will particularly emphasise an 

ongoing project in which grounded theory is being blended with participatory action research in 

supporting the process of goal-setting by transdisciplinary teams of healthcare providers and 

educators in a school for children with motor disorders. It will be shown how salient features of 

grounded theory and participatory action research work to provide the benefits of both approaches. 

This new ‘toolkit/toolbox’ model provides definitional clarity in understanding how grounded theory 

methodology both stands on its own as a self-contained methodological approach and yet still 

makes its strengths available for adoption by researchers working with other methodologies. 

Through the use of specific examples we hope to provide inspiration for such borrowings for current 

nurse researchers. 

[SLIDE 2] 

It seems unlikely that there is another research approach that is so contested by its own 

practitioners as grounded theory. For at least the last thirty years, grounded theory practitioners and 

writers have wrestled with pinning down what is and what isn’t grounded theory, as successive 

generations of researchers have adapted and built upon the seminal work of Barney Glaser and 

Anslem Strauss (1967).  

[SLIDE 4] 

I view the development of grounded theory as coming in three waves – the original 

progenitors, a second generation of innovators many of whom show a lineage from one or other of 

the progenitors, and a third generation of hybridisers, who are less wedded to any particular forms 

of grounded theory, but “who feel free to pick and choose analytic tools from their methodological 

forbears” (Gordon-Finlayson 2012, p.80).  



 

 

The surviving progenitor, Barney Glaser, is quite famously a grounded theory purist, and his 

position on what counts as grounded theory led to a split with Strauss and a later dismissal of 

Charmaz’s work as generic ‘qualitative data analysis’ (Glaser 2002). Such antagonism, and the 

differences between classic or Glaserian, Straussian, and constructivist approaches, can make 

engaging with grounded theory tricky for the novice.  

It is these differences though that have provided us a richness of analytic approaches, 

epistemological possibilities, and, pragmatically, of analytic tools that contemporary researchers can 

draw upon. Some do so very much under the aegis of one of these three traditions, while others 

“pick and choose” between them, or blend grounded theory with other approaches entirely. 

In this symposium, we will explore these purist and adaptive positions through the metaphor 

of the toolbox and the toolkit. We will hear from three new nurse researchers, each of whom has 

tussled with the sometimes thorny issues of how to use grounded theory in their own doctoral work. 

We hope that by understanding their work and showcasing this variety of possibilities, we can 

inspire others to benefit from the enormous possibilities of grounded theory as a research approach.  

[SLIDE 5] 

These two images sum up the difference between the toolkit and the toolbox approaches to 

grounded theory. On the left we have a set of tools useful for different tasks –a voltmeter, a bench 

vice, a pipe cutter, pliers etc. This is what the householder or DIYer probably has in their garage: 

tools they’ve picked up for a specific purpose as needs arose, driven by pragmatism and the 

demands of the moment.  

On the right, we have a set of beautiful antique woodworking hand tools. We have wooden 

planes, auger bits for a hand brace, marking-out tools for dovetails or other fine joinery, chisels, and 

hand saws. Importantly, we also have a fine hand-crafted wooden toolbox into which they go – 

these tools belong to each other; they’ve been refined into this particular toolbox over decades. 

Similarly, some researchers approach grounded theory as dedicated artisans who inherit their 

craft from a single authoritative source (sometimes in an almost literal apprenticeship with their 

doctoral supervisors). Others are not grounded theorists at all, but pick out tools that work for them 

and integrate them into their action research project or their phenomenological analysis.  

Of course, there are multiple positions between these ends. For instance, I count myself 

primarily as a constructivist grounded theory researcher, but I’m happy to loot the toolbox of 

Clarke’s (2017) situational analysis, a lesser-known variant of grounded theory that itself borrows 

from more radical discursive research traditions. 



 

 

[SLIDE 6] 

Perhaps the most widely-used term that originated in grounded theory is ‘saturation’. In the 

iterative process that is traditional grounded theory, this is the point at which going back into the 

field to collect more data “yields no new properties nor yields any further theoretical insights” 

(Charmaz 2014, p.345). The notion of saturation “now commands acceptance across a range of 

approaches to qualitative research” (Saunders et al. 2018, p.1893).  

Nikpeyma et al. (2014) purposefully sampled clinical nurses in an Iranian hospital to 

investigate their nurse performance appraisal system, and conducted a framework analysis on a 

series of focus groups “until the data reached saturation” (p.15). Like in so many examples, there’s 

little information on saturation in the paper, but they deemed it important enough to mention in 

their abstract.  

Saturation receives a bit more attention in a recent paper on the phenomenology of COVID 

nursing in Turkey. Muz & Erdoğan Yüce (2021) reported that “when similar concepts and expressions 

began to repeat, it was deemed that data saturation was reached and the sampling was terminated” 

(p. 1028) – in their case, having sampled 19 nurses from multiple COVID wards in Turkey.  

An awful lot has been written about the complexities of saturation (e.g. Saunders et al. 2018, 

Sebele-Mpofu & Serpa 2020) and it’s clear that this particular tool has already made a wide impact 

across qualitative traditions. 

[SLIDE 7] 

Another hallmark of grounded theory is theoretical sampling. Elsewhere I define this as “a 

gradual strategy to select further participants once the analysis of the initial data has got under 

way… to further explore ideas that the researcher is developing from data” (Gordon-Finlayson 2019, 

p.287). Charmaz (2014) describes it as neither representative nor random, but allows us to explore 

the features, relevance and boundaries of theoretical ideas that we are developing. 

While the term ‘theoretical sampling’ is seldom found outside grounded theory, the notion of 

sampling while data analysis continues has found its way into qualitative research generally under 

the heading of ‘gradual sampling’. 

The driving principle of sampling in qualitative research should be that it is purposeful rather 

than representative; each participant or research site or text is included for a specific reason and 

earns their way into the sample. Schreier (2017) lists theoretical sampling alongside snowball 

sampling and sequential sampling, where sampling is not a priori task: sample sizes may not be 



 

 

known until late in the project. In fact, the ongoing analysis allows projects to take unexpected 

directions as the researchers encounter material they did not initially expect.  

[SLIDE 8] 

Other aspects of grounded theory that might be attractive to researchers from all 

backgrounds include: 

• The delayed literature review: The basic idea is that a comprehensive literature review 

before data collection may “contaminate, stifle or otherwise impede the researcher’s 

effort” (Glaser 1992) but not, as Suddaby (2006) points out, the absence of a literature 

review. Birks and Mills (2015) show how this helps develop sensitivity in the initial 

stages of a project, allows us to treat the literature as data, and to use the literature 

as a source for a late-stage codes once your own analysis has matured. 

• Memos: Few research methods are as insistent on the maintenance of substantial 

reflective analytic writing as grounded theory. From the outset, Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) insisted upon the production of memos at all stages of the research project. 

Accounts of different methods often focus on how the data are coded, but “It is 

memo-writing that is the engine of grounded theory, not coding” (Gordon-Finlayson 

2019, p.296, original emphasis). Systematising one’s own reflective, analytic thinking 

may seem to some to be implicit in all qualitative analysis, but it’s quite often 

overlooked. 

• Diagramming: Such memos need not be verbal, either – diagramming out conceptual 

ideas can be a creative and non-linear way of generating analytic insights. Braun and 

Clarke’s influential paper on thematic analysis called for “tables, or mind-maps, or [to] 

write the name each code… on a separate piece of paper and play around” with them 

(2006 p. 89). Such processes have long been used in grounded theory, and you are 

very welcome to them! 

• Constant comparison: the task of constantly comparing code to code, case to case, 

concept to concept and so on is the essential mechanism in grounded theory. 

Urquhart explains that this means that our analysis is always under review, and that it 

“allows for a fuller and more nuanced understanding” (2013, p. 17) of our data. There 

is so much research that fails to reach fully developed conclusions: the use of constant 

comparison is available to anyone searching for a way to ensure analytic depth and 

rigour. 



 

 

So, grounded theory as a toolkit is ready for anyone to adopt them – with proper reflection 

and consideration of course. A note of caution: consider how removing each tool from its original 

context will impact its use or effectiveness. Like all else in qualitative research, the researcher’s own 

reflexivity is important, and such borrowings should be properly justified.  

 [SLIDE 9] 

There is less to be said about the toolbox approach – this is assumed by most grounded theory 

authorities to be how people are approaching their research: by being a classical or constructivist 

grounded theorist, for example, and subsuming themselves in the work of Glaser or Charmaz.  

It would be naïve to think that even within each of the recognised traditions, though, that 

there isn’t still a wide variety of analytic practice, and this has developed over the years.  

Within classic grounded theory, for instance, there is the notion of theoretical coding families, 

higher-level analytic prompts for the researcher to use as a lens for their developing grounded 

theory. Coding families allow them to ‘conceptualise how the substantive [intermediate] codes may 

relate to each other’ (Glaser 1978, p. 72). Glaser added additional coding families in 1998 and 2005 

as his own work and that of his students and collaborators enabled him to develop more fruitful 

strategies for fully realising a thorough analysis of the data set. So the list of coding families is not a 

closed set, and creative researchers will continue to find additional ways of working with their data 

within the traditional framework. 

[SLIDE 10] 

Another possibility alluded to earlier is that of true hybridisation: the purposeful combining of 

grounded theory with another research approach that aims to draw on the strengths of both.  

A research student of mine, Sarah Hyde, is an OT working with children with complex special 

needs in a multi-disciplinary environment. Her project combines elements of grounded theory with 

participatory action research – seemingly, two quite dissimilar approaches. However, the goals of 

both are important to Hyde’s aims to develop a theoretical understanding of how needs 

assessments are performed in this environment, and to use that understanding to improve these 

processes. 

There are challenges of course, but we have also discovered some very welcome synergies, 

particularly in that both approaches demand an iterative process at the heart of the project. Action 

researchers set up cycles of reflection and action, reflecting on changes they institute and then 



 

 

cycling back again into the field for more. These iterations worked well as one form of theoretical 

sampling, with each allowing her analysis to evolve as more is learned on the ground. 

Another key difference is that in participatory action research a team of co-researchers work 

together on a project, with the primary researcher giving up control of the project to the collective: a 

challenge and a risk for a doctoral candidate! However, as one of the co-researchers, Hyde is close to 

the process throughout, and the action research group have allowed her to record their reflection 

sessions for her own dataset. 

 [SLIDE 11] 

I hope my conclusions are obvious – I am a champion of researchers finding their own ways to 

work within or between research traditions. I advocate purism for the purists, deliberative blending 

for hybridists and careful borrowing for anyone who finds value in the tools, techniques and overall 

approaches that have been developed in the universe of grounded theory since 1967. 

Researchers must judiciously reflect on the implications of their approach, no matter what 

that may be. They should play devil’s advocate with themselves: the purist should ask themselves 

what they are missing by staying so doggedly within the confines of a single approach – as well as 

how they can work to develop it. The borrower, though, must be as careful in selecting a tool to 

loan: how does removing this from its context influence its capacity or utility?  

But having sensibly considered the ramifications, and feeling capable of producing a 

justification that will pass peer review, each researcher must do the best they can to serve their 

participants, their community and of course wider society in choosing and using a suite of tools that 

will empower their qualitative analysis to reflect as closely as possible the world they are 

researching, to be true empiricists.  
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