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Grounded theory is considered one of the most rigorous methodologies in qualitative research. Debate on
its philosophical paradigm has trended toward endless over the past 50 years, as it was not clarified in its
first canon. Scholars from multiple disciplines and philosophical backgrounds have contributed
throughout its development, necessitating a comparison of the evolving dynamics of philosophies in the
key grounded theory methodological schools. This article provides a systematic comparison at both
substantive and formal levels, analyzing the philosophical approaches and methodological designs of
Glaser, Strauss and Corbin, and Charmaz. The philosophical paradigms chosen by these three key
schools and how they are perceived by researchers who adopted grounded theory methodology are
presented. Formal grounded theory methodological design is limited in comparison to substantive
grounded theory methodology. A novel Weberian approach is proposed to re-ground formal grounded
theory methodology, contributing to initial grounded theory methodological design.
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INTRODUCTION

Grounded theory methodology originated in sociology and nursing, and is well-explored in medicine,
information science, and recently business and education research. Although grounded theory
methodology is one of the most popular qualitative research methodologies (along with meta-theory,
qualitative synthesis, and systematic theory), there is probably more confusion about what grounded
theory methodology is, and what it is not, due to its complex nature. The three prevalent approaches (as
described by Glaser, Strauss and Corbin, and Charmaz) should not be compared solely on the level of
difficulty encountered in implementing their procedures, but more significantly on their ontological
impacts on the methodological design and its competence to cope with the phenomena relevant to the
scope of the research question(s).

Many methods and methodologies have the potential to develop social theories; however, no other
methodology expresses its aim in theory development as boldly as grounded theory methodology (GTM).
GTM is about “the discovery of theory from data systematically obtained from social research” (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967, p. 2). Glaser updated the definition to take a more generalized approach:
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GT (Grounded Theory) is simply the discovery of emerging patterns in data. Everything
has patterns. Everybody engages in GT every day because it’s a very simple human
process to figure out patterns and to act in response to those patterns. GT is the
generation of theories from data. GT goes on every day in everybody’s lives:
conceptualizing patterns and acting in terms of them. (Walsh, Holton, Bailyn, Fernandez,
Levina, & Glaser, 2015, p. 593)

Based on comparative analysis, there are two types of (grounded) theory generated from an empirical
field: substantive (grounded) theory (SGT) and formal (grounded) theory (FGT). SGT develops from
substantive areas of sociological inquiry, while formal theory (FGT) is generated from formal conceptual
areas of sociological inquiry (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 32). Theory development was a fashion in the
hard sciences before its popularity in the social sciences. Some fundamental assumptions about theories
still show the strong influence of their initial fields.

There is a close relationship between management research, GTM, and qualitative data analysis
software, with a strong tendency of software adoption in GTM application in management journal articles
(ProQuest, 2013). The high percentage of management research with GTM adopting data analysis
software indicates a quantitative orientation in current management research. Quantitative researchers
have become accustomed to engaging software in data analysis to improve overall efficiency.

From 1990 to 2019, the three dominant software packages for qualitative research coding cited in the
ProQuest database were ATLAS (commercialized in 1993) (ATLAS.ti, 2014), NUDIST (predecessor of
NVivo) since 1981, and NVivo since 1990 (QSR, 2014). The majority of researchers engaged in
qualitative data analysis (QDA) software development applied GTM for initial product testing. According
to ProQuest (2019), 80% to 90% of QDA applying GTM were from management, and management
research accounted for between 40% and 50% of all GTM applications since 1990. The relationship
among GTM and management and QDA software indicates that management research is a key research
area in GTM, and management research leads the application of software in GTM research.

Based on the increasing adoption of GTM by management researchers, arguments have arisen
regarding how it should be conducted. The time has arrived for management scholars to provide a more
defined direction for the future use of GTM in their research. Some would argue that GTM cannot
continue to be practiced as a free-for-all methodology in management research without risking becoming
irrelevant (Jones & Noble, 2007). It appears that the GTM techniques associated with data collection and
analysis are popular among management scholars; however, studies embracing a holistic approach to the
methodology itself remain limited (Loonam, 2013).

Age (2011, p. 1601) indicated that “the founders of particular scientific methodologies, including
GTM, often fail to explore and explain the fundamental philosophical basis of their particular
methodologies — even when the theoretical and conceptual principles of that methodology are ostensibly
being presented.” Gustavsson (1998) further noted that GTM had been subjected to criticism from both
subjectivists and objectivists.

Thorough GTM research in management is quite rare, and mostly involves minimal discussion of the
philosophical backgrounds of GTM schools. For example, an analysis of the 10 management journals
included in the 45 Financial Times Top Journals in 2012 (Financial Times, 2012), identified 31 articles
employing GTM, but only three of these discussed the philosophical background of GTM (Hallier &
Forbes, 2004; Shah & Corley, 2006; Suddaby, 2006).

Comparing Substantive Grounded Theory Methodological Schools

In the historical philosophical discussion of GTM, there have been three waves. In the earliest stage
of GTM development (see Figure 1), the debate was based on GTM and other qualitative research
methods and how GTM follows the positivist tradition in research logic, which is also known as classic
GTM when Glaser and Strauss (1967) initiated the original GTM (Chametzky, 2013).
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FIGURE 1
BRIEF HISTORY OF GROUNDED THEORY RESEARCH
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The notion that GTM belongs to a positivist or post-positivist tradition arose during that time. The
first development stage, when Strauss and Corbin (1990) published Basics of Qualitative Research:
Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques, departs from Glaser and the classic approach of GTM.
Glaser considered himself more aligned with the original purpose of GTM, while Strauss and Corbin’s
GTM development tends to be more aligned with a standard pragmatist procedure, rather than systematic
thinking, resulting in Glaser’s critique that Strauss had betrayed their original purpose for GTM and that
he was attempting to force theories to emerge through a standard procedure (Glaser, 1992; Seldén, 2005).

Most of the researchers following Glaser are active in Grounded Theory Review, a journal initiated by
Glaser and a channel that promotes Glaser’s approach to GTM. Key followers of Strauss include Corbin
(2009; Corbin & Strauss, 1990, 2008, 2015; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 1994, 1997, 1998); Clarke (2003,
2005, 2007, 2008; Clarke & Star, 2007); Denzin (2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994); Kearney (1998a,
1998b, 1999, 2007); Locke (2001, 2007); Star (1999, 2007); and German sociologists Striibing (2007),
Soeffner, Grathoff, Riemann, Hildenbrand, and Hoffman-Riem (Clarke, 2008).

In the current discussion of GTM schools, a relatively new stream of GTM led by Charmaz (2000,
2004, 2006, 2008, 2014) and Bryant (2006; Bryant & Charmaz, 2007) has positioned a revised approach
to GTM within the constructivist paradigm developed based on Strauss (Clarke, 2008; Denzin, 2007;
Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003). Charmaz emphasized a constructivist version of GTM which
indicates that the researcher’s role in GTM is not only the analysis of data but also playing a more active
role as a participant and contributor to the theories that emerge from the application of GTM. Glaser
strongly argued against Charmaz’s constructivist approach, stating point-blank that “grounded theory is
not constructivist” (Glaser, 2012, p. 28; 1998). Corbin and Strauss are more open to constructivism and
seek its validity (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 9). Nevertheless, Charmaz’s approach has won the favor of
GTM researchers as it is easier to manage and less critical of the position of constructivists. Thus, three
schools of GTM have formed. The following two sections explore the philosophical approaches and
research designs of the GTM schools to evaluate their internal methodological consistency.

Glaser (1998, p. 41) commented, “Grounded theory is a general method and it is only a
methodological option... to try to wed it to another methodology dilutes and complexifies its simple
inductive approach... it works with any data, because all is data for generating theory”. Wedding it to
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phenomenology, ethnography, concepts of hegemony and even positivism distorts true emergence for
theory generation. However, the discussion about which philosophical paradigm GTM belongs to
continues unabated.

Researchers from different philosophical paradigms seek to determine whether GTM aligns or
conflicts with their ontologies. How individual researchers perceive GTM differs widely (see Figure 2).
Since Charmaz’s school is more consistent with constructivism, the comparison focuses on the
differences between the approaches of Glaser and Strauss and that of Corbin. To Age (2011), Glaserian
GTM could be related to hermeneutics (constructivism) and pragmatism as well as the positivist tradition.
Charmaz (2000, 2006, 2014) and Hallier and Forbes (2004) consider the old schools of GTM to be
positivist, following the tradition of GTM as established by Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) and Glaser
(1978, 1992, 1998, 2001, 2003). Positivism, based on the work of Comte, focuses on science as a product
— as a linguistic or numerical set of statements, a concern with axiomatization, and an insistence on at
least some of these statements being testable. Positivists believe that science is markedly cumulative,
predominantly transcultural, and rests on specific results. They believe that science contains theories or
research traditions that are largely commensurable and sometimes incorporate new ideas that are
discontinuous from old ones. They believe that science involves the idea of the unity of science, and that
science is nature and nature is science.

FIGURE 2
PHILOSOPHICAL DISCUSSION OF GROUNDED THEORY METHODOLOGY
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In opposition to positivists, interpretive social scientists hold a variety of opinions that conflict with
each other. Ponterotto (2005), Omar et al. (2012), Yeadon-Lee (2013), Brown (1995), Goulding (1998),
Suddaby (2006), and Lowenberg (1993) consider GTM as belonging to the larger body of interpretivism.
Goulding (1998, 1999), Kunchamboo and Lee (2012), Borgstrom (2012), Reiter et al. (2011),
McKemmish et al. (2012), Carcary (2009), Tan and Hall (2007), Charmaz (2000), Corbin and Strauss
(2008), and Creswell (2007) comment that GTM should or could be aligned with constructivism.
Constructivists perceive multiple realities and mutual construction of data through social interaction.
They assume that the researcher constructs categories and views the representation of data as problematic,
relativistic, situational, and partial. Their values, priorities, positions, and actions affect the resulting
Views.
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Strauss (1987), Strauss and Corbin (1990), Corbin (2009), Shah and Corley (2006), Clarke (2005),
and Creswell (2007) position GTM in the philosophical school of pragmatism or post-modernism (Flick,
2018). The pragmatist school was formed by the philosopher William James (McDermid, 2006), who
claimed that an ideology or proposition is true if it works satisfactorily, a proposition is to be found in the
practical consequences of accepting it, and unpractical ideas are to be rejected.

Stiles (2003) places GTM under realism, while Kempster and Parry (2011) argue that it belongs to
critical realism. Locke (2001) considers it to be objective realism. Although philosophical discussions can
become quite convoluted, there is evidence that more qualitative and quantitative researchers are seeking
to validate the use of GTM in their research and are attempting to find a way to match GTM with their
philosophical preferences.

Is it possible for GTM to be paradigm free? What is the philosophy behind the design of GTM? The
early work of Glaser and Strauss (1967) was positioned among the positivist paradigm, or more
accurately, they did not distinguish themselves from the positivist paradigm in order to win favor among
quantitative researchers, and GTM was claimed to be one of the most rigorous qualitative methodologies
that could meet comparable level of validity and reliability as quantitative methods. Therefore, the general
understanding of classic GTM is under positivist paradigm, rather than post-positivist paradigm which
might be a more suitable position for qualitative research.

Charmaz (2014) examined the ontological preferences of Glaser and Strauss according to where they
gained their qualifications, based on Corbin (2009, pp. 36-37), concluding that Glaser belongs to
Columbia positivism, illustrated by Popper (1963, 1972, 1992); and Strauss to the Chicago heritage of
symbolic interactionism (pragmatism) (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Symbolic interactionism by George
Herbert Mead (Charon, 2004) holds that humans must be understood as both a social person and a
thinking being. It is an important philosophical approach in American sociology, which derives from
pragmatist school introduced by Dewey and Mead (Huber, 1973).

Due to such conflict, Glaser and Strauss departed due to their uncompromisable philosophical stands
in the end. The philosophical differences influenced their general assumption of what is reality, what is
data, how to deal with literature, the research procedure, data coding and interpretation. They see the
world differently. As an emerging GTM theorist, Charmaz (2014) takes a constructivist approach. Micro-
scoping GTM design aspects of Glaser’s and Strauss’s approaches provides insights into their design
logic and hidden philosophies.

Table 1 below systematically compares the three key GTM approaches: Classic/Glaserian GTM,
Straussian GTM, and Charmaz’s GTM. The table illustrates how GTM approaches (apart from Charmaz)
occupy multiple paradigms described by the theorists or interpreted by other researchers; and how
ontological and epistemological positions can influence their methodological design.
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The comparison in Table 1 indicates some interesting patterns amongst the three key schools. The
definitions of GTM reflect the theorists’ philosophical positions, especially Glaserian and Charmaz’s. The
word “discovery” reflects positivists’ understanding that social reality exists and is comprehensive, while
Charmaz views GTM as a process of “constructing” theories, a position identical to that of constructivists.
The Straussian definition is more focus on the procedure of GTM, rather than focusing on its
philosophical paradigm. All three definitions reveal a systematic approach.

In terms of ontology and epistemology in Table 1, Strauss and Corbin’s position is similar to
Charmaz, apart from Charmaz’s ontology has a strong tendency of constructivist position. In the later
development of Straussian school, Corbin favors constructivism and become even closer to Charmaz
(Strauss & Corbin 1998, p.25). Age (2011, p. 1601) considers the epistemology of Glaser to be pragmatist
and that of Strauss and Corbin to be constructivist. Flick (2018, p. 7) argues that the epistemological
approach of Glaser is rather empiricist, especially towards “all is data”. Glaser commented that GTM is a
perspective-based methodology and people’s perspectives vary (Glaser, 2002).

Both Straussian and Charmaz’s approaches engage abductive reasoning in addition to inductive
reasoning. Bryant and Charmaz (2007, p. 46) argued that even Strauss seldom use the word “abduction”;
however, there are strong characteristics of abductive reasoning in his writings with the impacts of
Dewey, Peirce, Mead and Blumer. Abductive reasoning is a variety of inductive reasoning and is often
described as “inference to the best explanation” to make or justify hypotheses (Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, 2017); while inductive reasoning is based on evidence to come into a “probably truth”
conclusion. The logic of abductive reasoning conflicts with the original design of GTM to avoid
preconceptions during empirical work and data analysis.

There are some significant evolving paths in Glaserian and Straussian approaches. Glaser (1998,
p.41) started to claim his pragmatism position; while Corbin and Strauss (2008, p.9) fell into the position
of constructivism. Glaser (1998, p. 41) started to claim: “All is data”. This evolves from their original
design to focus more on qualitative data types. In the later phrase of Straussian led by Corbin, they
become more flexible, such as the memoing procedure, with a very similar tendency to the recent
development of Glaserian approach.

Interestingly, their philosophical positions misalign with the logic of their research procedures;
however, there is clear rationale behind such misalignment, which also indicates differences between
inductive and abductive reasoning. Taking a positivist/objectivist position, the discovery of theory is a
process of finding (or discovering) something exists, the procedure thus is more likely to be iterative until
the find the “probably truth” without preconceptions. Taking a pragmatist position with abductive
reasoning is to use whatever is the most efficient method and process to predict a theory with practical
implementation. The constructivist position of Charmaz is the only paradigm that consist with its research
procedure.

The data types and data collection methods are similar between Glaserian and Straussian; which
welcomes multiple data types in both qualitative and quantitative forms; while Charmaz encourages
qualitative data and provides guidelines in employing qualitative data collection methods incorporating
GTM. There are some crucial areas that are shared by the three schools as the general standards of GTM:
constant comparison, systematic coding, theoretical sampling, theoretical memoing, theoretical saturation,
theoretical sorting, theoretical writing, and theoretical sensitivity.

Glaserian is different from the rest two in the use of research question, the use of literature review, the
use of computerized analysis software, and the discussion of the quality of researchers. Glaser (1998)
considered research question is not appropriate for GTM, but research problems and interests. While,
Straussian and Charmaz considered open research questions are suitable, which matches better with
novice GTM researchers’ previous experience in quantitative and qualitative methods. Pre-empirical work
literature review is also banned by Glaser to avoid preconceptions; while Straussian consider it is
beneficial to develop theoretical sensitivity (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, pp. 35, 37); and Charmaz also holds
positive attitude towards literature review pre-empirical research as long as creativity is not strangled
(Charmaz, 2014, p. 308). Regarding computerized analysis software, Glaser (2003) stated that he likes to
think that GTM involves complex, not so intuitive, procedural in conceptualizing patterns. He has come
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out in opposition to computer software and QDA’s capability in GTM coding, despite his mathematics
and sociology background. Glaser (1998, p. 185) commented there might be a possibility to code GTM
with computer in the future, but not yet. Regarding quality of researchers, Glaser emphasizes more on the
experience and knowledge of researchers; while Strauss and Corbin, and Charmaz focus on their research
skills and preparation to handle the inner complexity in GTM.

Comparing Formal Grounded Theory Methodological Approaches

Glaser and Strauss (1965, pp. 280-282) divided social theories into two main categories: FGT and
SGT. Grand theory is logico-deductive, systematic, leads to hypothesis testing, and is highly abstract.
Substantive and formal grounded theories are both in the scope of middle range theory, which is data
inductive, systematic, and has a certain level of abstraction and generalization (Glaser, 1968, p. 13,
Merton, 1968). Merton (1968, p. 39), the developer of the middle-range theory concept in social
theorizing to lead empirical research, stated: “It is intermediate to generate theories of social systems
which are too remote from particular classes of social behavior, organization and change to account for
what is observed and those detailed orderly descriptions of particulars that are not generalized at all”.

Predictability and explanatory power of the theory are less stressed in GTM but are mentioned in
Status Passage (Glaser & Strauss, 1971, p. 176). Glaser and Strauss use “abstract” and “generalizability”
mostly in relation to FGT, so it is likely that only FGT is comparable with social theories and theorizing
methods, while SGT developed through GTM is quite like findings from other research methods, such as
ethnography, phenomenology, or action research.

Within GTM, there are three dominant schools: Glaser’s school, Strauss & Corbin’s school, and
Charmaz’s school. The following paragraphs will focus on an ongoing theoretical discussion of the three
schools based on their GTM designs and philosophy and will then propose a formal GTM model.

In their first publication, Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 79) mentioned that “substantive theory is a
strategic link in the formulation and generation of grounded formal theory... It is most desirable, and
usually necessary, to start the formal theory from a substantive one”. There is some confusion between
SGT and FGT in business studies, such as Malik (2013) who considered GTM as not aiming to develop
substantive theories. Glaser (1999, p. 842) predicted: “in the future... there frequently will be poor
grounded theory research, but it must be seen as developmental”. The necessity of a formal GTM
construct conflicts with the reality that not enough researchers are passionate about developing GTM. It
restricts the quality of grounded theorizing. Current practices comparing substantive areas through
modified comparative method are not efficient (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).

The Nature of Formal GTM

There are assumptions about formal GTM design. First, there are researchers who believe that
generalizability should be a fundamental feature of FGT (Chametzky, 2013; Mjeset & Clausen, 2007, p.
16; Bales & Gee, 2012; Stebbins, 2006; Parker & Roffey, 1997) and take the classic approach to
theorizing. Mjeset and Clausen (2007) stated that such generalization should be built upon substantive
typologies and formal mechanisms. Parker and Roffey (1997) considered that the generalizability
mentioned in Glaser & Strauss (1967) should apply to variation for conditions and broader conditions
incorporated.

Second, grounded theories should be built up on a comparative analysis method (Glaser, 1968, p. 7;
Glaser, 1992; Mjeset & Clausen, 2007; Clarke, 2008). Clarke (2008) considered the comparative analysis
method of Margaret Kearney, a key formal theorist, an “inconstant comparison”.

The third assumption is the abstraction of conceptual systems (Mjaset & Clausen, 2007; Wallis, 2014;
Apprey, 2005, 2007). Wallis (2014) declares that the goal of formal GTM is to seek highly abstract
categories that can fully represent the concepts within the conceptual systems. Apprey (2005) suggests
that formal GTM can be used to combine multiple theories and so gain more meaning and insight in an
area of study. It is unclear if that extra step supports the creation of improved conceptual systems. It is
entirely possible that identifying all the abstractions can result in a conceptual system that is much larger
and more complex than the subject conceptual system upon which it is based (Glaser, 2007a). Mjaset and
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Clausen’s (2007, pp. 13-14) approach of formal GTM is the combination of SGT in the form of
typologies and periodization with mechanisms and a third step systematic process analysis. Finally, there
are theorists that believe transferability is another feature very close in concept to generalizability
(Chametzky, 2013; Bakir & Bakir, 20006).

Glaser and Strauss discussed the difficulties in developing a formal GTM construct as it must be
based on current substantive GTM constructs to build a broader and higher abstraction methodological
construct (Glaser, 2007a). Glaser published Doing Formal Grounded Theory: A Proposal in 2006 and
commented that his design of formal GTM is neither developing coding strategies nor proposing a grand
theory (such as in the natural sciences) but focusing on broadening the general application of core
categories (of substantive theories) (Glaser, 2006).

Formal GTM by Glaser, Strauss, and Charmaz

Throughout the decades, there are only five studies that Glaser officially claimed to have generated
FGTs: awareness context from Awareness of Dying (Glaser & Strauss, 1965), Outsiders (Becker, 1963),
Organizational Career (1968), Status Passage (Glaser & Strauss, 1971), and the discovery of cautionary
control (Gibson, 1997; Glaser, 1992, p. 99; Glaser, 2007b, p. 3; Bryant & Charmaz, 2007, pp. 98-100).
Interestingly, three of these pieces of research are by Glaser and Strauss, and the identification of the five
FGTs even predates Glaser’s (2006) proposal in formal GTM construct. It seems as if Glaser and Strauss
were urged to claim their territory without “legitimacy” based on a general understanding of what is a
“formal” or “general” theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1965).

If formal GTM is part of GTM, its methodological design should be based on substantive GTM rather
than other qualitative methods that have already forged their way in theorizing. Glaser and Strauss were
much less confident about the status of their analysis in Awareness of Dying (which Glaser claimed to be
FGT), “if one wishes to develop a systematic formal (or general) theory of awareness context, he must
analyze data from many substantive areas” (Glaser & Strauss, 1965, p. 276). The Organizational Career
is even worse, as it is merely a grand literature review with a minimal (close to no) analysis of literature
put into chapters.

Charmaz considered that it is the time to codify formal GTM procedures in response to the original
call from Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 80) that “more specific procedures await the time when enough
sociologists will have generated FGTs that their procedures can be codified”, disregarding the fact that
Glaser published the formal GTM in 2006 with the same title (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). She was
planning for a new publication in “Doing Formal Grounded Theory”. Both Glaser and Charmaz believe
the formal grounded theorizing method is based on codifying substantive GTM projects.

Formal GTM by Other Researchers

Apart from Glaser and Charmaz, there are three key contributors to formal GTM development:
Margaret Kearney (1998a, 1998b, 1999, 2007) in nursing, Isabel Walsh (2015) in information science,
and Steven Wallis (2014) in sociology. Kearney is one of the very early developers of the formal GTM
construct (Clarke, 2008; Bales & Gee, 2012). She applies substantive GTM criteria to evaluate formal
GTM, adopting a systematic synthesis approach in the comparisons of 10 “self-identified” grounded
pieces of research, which had been coded separately first. Kearney’s formal GTM construct has three
steps: theoretical coding, comparison across substantive theories, and the emergence of FGTs (Kearney,
1998a, 1998b). The condition of Kearney’s research is that substantive grounded theories in the relevant
area are developed; thus, her approach cannot work as well in a field without any grounded theories.

Walsh’s (2015) design, starting with a clarification of methodological terms, traced GTM research
back to its origin — Paul Lazarsfeld and his inductive quantitative methodology (Christiansen, 2008, cited
by Walsh, 2015). Both Walsh (2015) and Wallis (2014) integrated meta-theory design into GTM with
developed conceptual system and dimensions analysis. Walsh took the logical step to mix GTM design
with quantitative data analysis to form an exploratory formal GTM construct with rupture theory
(concepts and propositions) at the centre with contributions from three directions: qualitative data,
quantitative data, and literature review. Walsh takes a theoretical triangulation (Denzin, 2006) led by
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Glaser’s classic GTM and “all is data” principle to combine the three main schools of GTM — Glaser,
Strauss, and Charmaz — into a meta-theory development system.

Walsh’s (2015; Walsh et al., 2015) design gives the research insights into how to combine qualitative
and quantitative data to develop FGT to complement the formal GTM design in this paper from a
different approach. The philosophical discussion of Walsh is based on the existing GTM approaches with
contributions from relevant quantitative methodology, while the discussion in this paper is rooted in the
world system of philosophy discussion and the application of Weber’s sociology to reconstruct classic
GTM to a GTM applying Weberian sociological principles. Walsh’s construct with multiple philosophical
approaches is more suitable for team research project with each researcher taking a different philosophical
position. It is less likely a researcher can have multiple philosophical approaches as philosophical status is
less likely to evolve in a short period of time; whereas, the methodological design of this paper provides a
continuous construct for individual research; yet possible for researchers that agree on the general
assumptions of Weberian (Neo-Kantian) approach, including idealism and interpretivism. The difficulty
in developing a formal GTM construct is still quite explicit. Some complex concepts need to be
fragmented into multiple simpler concepts before being combined into categories. Moreover, it is unclear
whether that extra step supports the creation of improved conceptual systems (Wallis, 2014). It is easy to
find oneself with a conceptual system that is a collection of ideas rather than a set of interrelated
propositions. Thus, one may end up with a construct that is hardly a theory (or a system) at all. The
technical problems include: How can we systematically compare substantive theories in GTM research?
Does the comparison happen at the substantive theory level or the level of core category? What is the
quality of SGTs in comparison to other theories emerged from a substantive area through other
methodologies and methods?

Use of Literature in Grounded Theory Methodology

The use of literature is considered one of the most challenging components of GTM design, partially
due to internal conflicts and inconsistency in the use of literature in GTM by its originators, especially the
use of literature between substantive and formal GTM.

The use of literature is at the center of debates between Glaser’s and Strauss’s schools of GTM.
Glaser never compromises from the original design of the purpose and usage of literature in GTM
research to exclude literature review before empirical work to avoid preconceptions about what to expect
from data. On the other hand, Strauss deviates from the original GTM design to take a more constructive
approach and welcome all literature use before empirical work (Glaser, 1992, p. 32; Strauss & Corbin,
1990, p. 56; Douglas, 2003; Rodon & Pastor, 2007; Hunter et al., 2005).

In general, Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) approach to the positioning of the literature review will win
favor with many social researchers and is closer to the logic of other methodological designs. They
divided literature into technical and nontechnical literature. The technical literature includes philosophical
and theoretical papers that serve as background material. The nontechnical literature includes various
archival data that can be used as primary data to support interviews and other primary data collection
methods. The discussion mostly contributes to substantive theorizing rather than formal theorizing.
Before his statement about avoiding a literature review before empirical work, Glaser stressed three
conditions: first, the researchers should have sound field knowledge; second, the researcher should have
some research experience; and third, literature reviews from unrelated fields (not directly contributing to
theory generation) are welcome.

The three conditions involve literature in three areas: field literature, methodological literature, and
background literature. To Glaser, the primary purpose of literature review from the three areas is to build
research sensitivity rather than developing a “thesis chapter”, and to turn knowledge into skills. What
Glaser proposes is not against prior literature readings, but to keep a distance between prior knowledge
and fieldwork, so that it is possible to maximize the outputs of social investigation beyond what is already
in the field literature. GTM is adopting an inductive logic; it is not about verifying or confirming the
existing theories, rather, it is to develop new theories. If findings from investigations through GTM are no
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different to other good inductive research methods, then the reason could be that researchers do not
manage the tool, or the tool is not well designed, or both.

About the use of literature in formal grounded theorizing, Glaser stated (1968, p. 6): “the method of
advancing from data to substantive theories to a grounded formal theory used here to generate a beginning
formal theory of organizational careers has dictated the criteria for choosing and excerpting the articles
from this volume”. At the same time, he stated: “both substantive and formal theories must, we believe,
be grounded in data” (Glaser, 1968, p. 4). The FGT developed in Organizational Career (Glaser, 1968)
relies on literature entirely. However, in the original GTM design by Glaser and Strauss (1967), data and
field literature are different, data are unanalyzed, while field literature is analyzed and processed. Glaser
and Strauss claimed that there are three types of formal theorizing: grounded in systematic research,
ungrounded, or a combination of both (grounded and ungrounded). The speculative or “ungrounded”
theory, they argued, does not meet their criterion of “fit” and has limited capability in theory generation
(Glaser & Strauss, 1971, pp. 176-177). The FGT developed around organizational career by Glaser,
according to their definition, is “ungrounded” and not “fit”.

Use of Ideal Types in Social Research

Coser (1977, pp. 223-224) defined ideal type as “an analytical construct that serves the investigator as
a measuring rod to ascertain similarities as well as deviations in concrete cases”. Ideal types and concepts
are fundamental to social discussion and investigation, and propositions about relationship are
meaningless without them. Clarification of ideal types became fundamental for the development of new
disciplines. If ideal types served to distinguish in Weber’s time, in the context of social research today,
ideal types should serve to merge and unify social concepts. One of the critical issues in social research
now is the barriers imposed by terminologies used by scholars from different disciplines, which restricts
in-depth interdisciplinary cooperation to advance theories. Ideal types are the first stream of literature
contributing to the social theorizing process, as terminologies and partial classifications.

Weber also considers that ideal type is fundamental to comparative methods, as in the concept of
“Name (44)” in classic Chinese philosophers such as Confucius and Mozi, and the process of raising ideal
types and concepts is a process of comparing from the existing sets of concepts. Comparative analysis is
the governing principle of GTM. Weber classifies ideal types into three categories according to the level
of abstraction: ideal types associated with specific historical contexts; ideal types generalized through
various historical and cultural contexts; and finally, ideal types relevant to human behavior (Coser, 1977).
Confucius considered that the ideal type or concept development should be based on historical concepts

and should make reality fit its original definition (IE£41€). In comparison, Mozi considered that ideal
types and concepts should be based on reality. If ancient or classic terms conflict with reality, they should

be renamed to fit reality (BRZET 7). Weber’s three kinds of ideal types combine the theory of

rectification of Confucianism and Mohism. The first category of ideal type is more aligned with
Confucianism; while the second and third categories both describe the empirical reality that is justified in
Mohism. Glaser (1992, p. 38; 1978, p.74)’s theoretical coding discusses theoretical codes with similar
functions to Weber’s ideal types. The following modelling is a clarification of relevant ideal types.

To Weber, ideal types represent means that are not actually “exemplified in reality”; the clarification
of ideal types is not towards a method or a tool of analysis, but to explain and refine the scientific
concepts addressed by other social researchers to improve self-consciousness and reflexivity of research
(MacRae, 1974, p. 65). To Weber, ideal types serve “the purpose of defining ‘individual concrete
patterns’ and uniqueness and... as ‘a mental construct for the measurement and systematic
characterization of individuals’ — that is significant in their uniqueness — context, such as Christianity,
capitalism, etc.”” (Kalberg, 1994, p. 84). Since the social reality to Weber is complex, infinite, and inter-
related, preventing social reality from capturing full complexity, ideal types or concepts serve as a
research tool rather than fully describing the nature of social reality. Ideal types served a purpose during
Weber’s time as concepts that describes sociological and economic phenomena.
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Weber considered that the scope of social economics consists of three categories of phenomena:
economic phenomena, economically relevant phenomena; and economically conditioned phenomena,
which makes the cultural meaning of “economic” around the material struggle for existence and scarcity.
This model is very suitable to the analysis of historical cultural clusters in that the cultural meaning of
“economic” is explicit in the phenomena. During analysis, the researcher should be aware of what are the
economic phenomena that constitute “their primary cultural significance for us”; the economically
relevant phenomena that “do not primarily interest us with respect to their economic significance” but
whose consequences are of interest; and economically conditioned phenomena that do not primarily
interest us with respect to their economic significance but are partially influenced by economic motives,
such as fashion and artistic taste (Swedberg, 1998, pp. 192-193).

The categorization of social economic phenomena will help to separate value and cultural elements
from economic motives. However, the analysis will be based on the empirical reality of the status of
industrial development, and with notice that the industrial analysis is different from 100 years ago, with
new cultural and economic ideal types and business structure, network, and interaction. The causal
relationships in economic phenomena are more complicated, as there is a possibility that economically
relevant phenomena and economically conditioned phenomena can change in cause-effect relationships.
Scarcity, which is part of classical economics, cannot be the only economic driver; sustainability, social
motives, and self-actualization could also be valid drivers for economic actions. It does not mean scarcity
is no longer critical to economic analysis, but awareness of the multi-causality principle should not be
limited to Weber’s historical sociology and also economic sociology.

The discussion of ideal types is selective, not comprehensive. Terminologies shared by social
researchers, such as terms about philosophies, social research methodologies, management and
economics. The clarification of ideal types below will focus on the ideal types that are involved in the
data analysis process which generate ties to specific context. Ideal types of cluster will be discussed,
involving ideal types used by economic geographers and practitioners of cluster networking. Ideal types
in porcelain production will be discussed and cross-compared with technical terms used in China. The
identification of the three areas of ideal types aims to improve the quality and accuracy of data analysis in
this paper.

Suitability of Weberian Approach to Formal Grounded Theory

Through the mist of ontological discussion in GTM, the conflicting ontological stances of Glaser
(1967) and Strauss (1990, 2008) and even within the Glaserian and Straussian schools have caused
ontological conflicts amongst GTM researchers (Borgstrom, 2012; Brown, 1995; Carcary, 2009;
Gustavsson, 1998). Weber is actively examined and discussed still today (Albrow, 1990, Schroeder,
1992; Wu, 1993). “Does Weber still matter?” The answer is: “Weber matters by showing the degree to
which many areas of historical and contemporary societies, and a number of methodological, conceptual
and theoretical issues are still being considered from a Weberian and neo-Weberian perspective”
(Chalcraft, Howell, Menendez, & Vera, 2008, p. 3). The interest in Weber and how Weberian
methodology will impact GTM development can attract more attention than GTM alone. This section
discusses the possibility of a Weberian (neo-Kantian) approach in GTM in philosophy and methodology,
and in social investigation.

Discussions and comparisons of GTM approaches conclude that neither the Glaserian nor the
Straussian approach achieves philosophical consistency perceived by a group of GTM researchers. There
is an opportunity to refine the theory to achieve better methodological coherence. The problem of
inconsistencies within the GTM philosophy could be resolved by choosing a philosophical paradigm and
sticking with it through a revision of the current GTM research procedure.

Max Weber, based on Kant, had a history of bridging social positivism and German idealism (social
subjectivism) to lay a foundation for “objective validity” (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 229). Moreover,
Weber was a German idealist from the school of neo-Kantianism and a key theorist in the sociological
positivist paradigm that includes symbolic interactionism. Philosophically, Glaser’s social positivism and
Strauss’s symbolic interactionism are both in the functionalist paradigm of sociology, like Weber himself
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(Burrell & Morgan, 1979, pp. 22, 27, & 69). Therefore, a Weberian approach to neo-Kantianism has the
power to integrate the existing GTM approaches, as well as the interests of researchers from various
perspectives to work with this newly positioned GTM — a Weberian (neo-Kantian) GTM is suitable from
the philosophical perspective.

Weber is one of the founders of modern sociology alongside Marx and Durkheim, and his
sociological methodologies, such as ideal types and comparative methods, upon which GTM design was
originally built (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), have become the dominant methodology in social research. This
enables comparative research to happen in the idealist paradigm or beyond the social subjectivist
paradigm. Objectivity and rationalization (Freund, 1968, pp. 17-18) are two areas that Weber develops to
provide epistemological support for formal theorizing based on a substantive area of studies.

Hicks (1936, p. 135) stated that economists must look beyond economics for the discovery of long
causal relationships, which they hope sociologists can take over but has rarely happened. Through
successfully establishing theories in sociology, politics, economics, and cultural studies, Weber’s
comparative analysis is more broadly recognized and much ahead of Glaser and Strauss. They could not
deny the sociological foundations laid by Weber in social theorizing based on empirical research that
granted them the confidence in the “grounding of” their theorizing methodology in the field (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967, pp. 4, 10).

Glaser and Strauss also agreed that the development of FGT should be based on more than one
substantive area (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, pp. 81-82). The experience of Weber in the cross-disciplinary
investigation of social events or actions can provide the theoretical foundation and contextual guidance
needed to succeed in the emergence of FGT. The diversity of Weberian literature has led to the
development of sub-areas of sociology, including political sociology (Wu, 1993), historical sociology
(Kalberg, 1994), cultural sociology (Schroeder, 1992), and economic sociology (Holton & Turner, 1989;
Swedberg, 1998; Chalcraft et al., 2008). The diversity of research interests is based on Weber’s ideology
of reality and considers that causal relationship analysis should be multiple, to explain social phenomena.

Weber developed ideal types such as rationalism, secularization, disenchantment, capitalism,
modernism, economic sociology, ascetic Protestantism, social stratification, monopoly, bureaucracy, legal
authority, economic history, objectivity vs. subjectivity, social behavior, social notion, historicism,
comparative historical analysis, culture and religion (including that of China, India, and Judaism), social
responsibility, Protestant ethics, and Calvinism, influencing the development of interpretivism,
interpretive methods, phenomenological sociology, symbolic interactionism, anti-positivist, critical
theory, a non-reductionist approach, critical interpretivism, phenomenology, linguistic pragmatics,
cultural ethnography, ethnomethodology, and cultural anthropology (Albrow, 1990; Weber, 2012; Coser,
1977; Holton & Turner, 1989; Kalberg, 1994; Schroeder, 1992; Swedberg, 1998; Burrell & Morgan,
1979; Chowdhury, 2014). These ideal types provide concepts and typologies that are essential to advocate
social theories and can become useful analytical tools in the interpretation of social phenomena. Ideal
type is discussed as part of the use of literature in GTM in the following section.

There is not major conflict found between the Glaserian substantive GTM design and Weber’s
extensive writings in sociology, economics, and philosophy. Therefore, Weberian (Neo-Kantian) will
become the underpinning philosophical approach in the formal GTM design of the paper.

Weberian Approach among Existing Formal Grounded Theory

Table 2 presents a systematic comparison of formal GTM approaches discussed in Section 3.3: the
classic formal GTM by Glaser, Strauss and Corbin, and Charmaz; the emerging formal GTM by Kearney,
Walsh, and Wallis; with the newly designed Weberian (Neo-Kantian) formal GTM approach. Weberian
(Neo-Kantian) is based on classic (Glaserian) substantive GTM, engaging the Neo-Kantian mentality and
Weber’s epistemology and contributions to social knowledge.

This section serves the purpose of answering how the newly developed Weberian formal GTM
approach similar and different from other formal GTM approaches. This section might also be suitable in
Section 3.3.2 after the discussion of the formal GTM approaches; however, the Weberian formal GTM
approach would be absent.
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Table 2 above indicates the emerging formal GTM theorists’ preference on the GTM schools,
Kearney follows closely with Straussian approach, Walsh with Glaserian, and Wallis follows standard
process based on Charmaz (2006). The features of formal GTM discussed earlier in Section 4.1.2.2 are
shared across the three approaches. The typology of formal theories by Kearney relies heavily on the
classification of Glaser and Strauss (1967); while Weberian formal GTM is based on a three-dimensional
model in time, space and people dimensions. In terms of formal GTM design, the processes of classic
GTM schools in substantive and formal GTM design are the same without limited explanation on how to
achieve general application.

Among the emerging approaches, Kearney’s formal GTM design follows the classic formal GTM
design; she is the earliest theorist to claim to develop a formal GTM framework. Walsh and Wallis both
integrate GTM as part of meta-theory construct. Walsh’s meta-theory attempts to achieve theoretical
triangulation among Glaserian, Straussian, and Charmaz’s GTM, which is impossible to achieve by an
individual researcher. Wallis, like Walsh, takes GTM as one of the rigorous methods as part of the meta-
theory construct without much contribution to how to achieve formal GTM. Apart from Kearney, Walsh
and Wallis both take external methodological design governing the emergence of FGTs. They hold
similar assumptions to the researcher: the differences between formal grounded theory and other middle
range theories should share more similarities in comparison to theories developed at the substantive level.
The constraint in formal GTM guidelines of classic GTM approaches thus provides the opportunity for
other GTM researchers to make contributions to formal GTM.

CONCLUSION

In the substantive GTM section, the adaptation of GTM in business research and the schools of GTM
are studied. Through investigation of research in GTM with data analysis software on the ProQuest
database, management research has been discovered as the dominant group with a very high tendency to
adopt software with GTM. With a significant proportion of management researchers conducting
quantitative research, data analysis software, such as NVivo, aligns with their data analysis habits with
quantitative research. In contrast, there is some degree of misunderstanding of GTM in management.
GTM is taken for granted as a paradigm free to many GTM researchers without awareness of different
GTM schools in research design.

Second, GTM schools are thoroughly examined and compared to gain a sound understanding of
current developments in GTM in terms of philosophical approaches and research design. The three waves
in the brief history of GTM are carefully studied. Extended literature discussion analyzed the
philosophical approaches of the key contributors, namely Glaser, Strauss (and Corbin), and Charmaz.
Perception and self-perception of the GTM schools in the Philosophy of Science construct are reviewed.
The perception of GTM’s philosophical approach is quite dynamic and not limited to what is claimed by
Glaser and Strauss. Finally, research designs by Glaser and Strauss are compared in relation to the
perception and self-perception of GTM design’s philosophical approaches. There is a lack of consistency
in the Glaser and Strauss approaches but not in that of Charmaz, who claims a constructivist GTM design.

Glaser and Strauss (1978) stated that there are two categories of grounded theories: substantive and
formal grounded theories. The discussion of formal GTM covers the current development in formal GTM
modelling as well as the possibility of a Weberian (neo-Kantian) approach to formal grounded theorizing.
Under the current development, the nature of formal GTM, formal GTM contributed by Glaser, Strauss,
and Charmaz, and other contributors in formal GTM design are discussed. The basic assumptions of FGT
discussed in the literature include achieving generalizability, constructing with comparative analysis
method, and reaching abstraction. For decades, Glaser claimed only five research projects that generated
FGTs, including three of his own but the formal theories generated by Glaser do not “fit” with the
description of FGT and proposed formal GTM construct. Contributions to formal GTM by Strauss,
Corbin, and Charmaz are limited to theoretical discussions rather than the generation of FGTs. However,
there are some great attempts by Kearney, Walsh, and Wallis. Kearney is one of the earliest formal GTM
theorists. Walsh and Wallis both engage meta-theory design to GTM. Amongst the three, Walsh’s design,
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which includes terminology clarification and traces GTM back to Paul Lazarsfeld and inductive
quantitative methodology, is the best. The engagement of ideal types and discussion of social theorizing
in this paper are inspired by Walsh. Difficulty in developing FGT and formal GTM construct is explicit in
the writing of most formal GTM theorists.

The possibility of a Weberian (neo-Kantian) approach in formal GTM design is explored from two
dimensions: the suitability of Weberian (neo-Kantian) approach in philosophy and methodology and how
Weber is relevant in social research. It is apparent from the philosophical discussion of current GTM
approaches that there is a lack of consistency in the schools of Glaser and Strauss. The neo-Kantian
approach of Weber covers Glaser’s social positivism and Strauss’s symbolic interactionism. Moreover,
Glaser and Strauss (1967) acknowledge that Weber contributes to their GTM design. The comparative
method as the most critical component of GTM design is in great debt to Weber. Weber’s scope of
research has a broad coverage of social phenomena. His multi-disciplinary perspective in social
investigation and multi-cultural comparison could provide the theoretical foundation for this research
project and guidance to build cultural sensitivity. The relevance of Weber in philosophy, methodology,
and social contexts is identified through the literature review.
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