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Abstract: 

 

This methodological note suggests, from a grounded theory perspective (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967), the approach of abstract conceptualisation of human behaviour in OM 

research. Contrary to its descriptive counterparts, such an approach to OM research 

focuses on the analysis of social process (Glaser & Holton, 2005) and the 

management of business realities on a global-local continuum (Fei, 2007). 

Considering its relevance and rigour, this approach to theory building integrates 

existing OM theories on the basis that “all is data” (Glaser, 2001), and reflects the 

changing nature of OM in terms of time, place and people (Glaser, 2003).  
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In this methodological note, I would like to discuss the general use and mis-use of 

grounded theory methodology (or grounded theory in short) (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

in the field of Operations Management (OM) research. In particular, attention is paid 

to: (1) the use of grounded theory methodology as a fully-fledged methodological 

package (McCallin, 2003), as opposed to the adopt and adapt approach to its use 

(Glaser, 1998); (2) the differences between grounded theory and case study in theory 

building research; and (3) the theoretical and methodological contributions that 

grounded theory studies make. Concerning grounded theory, the aim of this 

discussion is to provide a different perspective on what has been widely understood 

and practised by OM researchers.  

 

I begin by stating that grounded theory methodology is a fully-fledged methodology 

and is not a method of data collection and analysis (McCallin, 2003). The current use 

of grounded theory in OM research is largely the case of the latter, whereby grounded 

theory has been treated as a method, not a methodology. As far as grounded theory is 

concerned, methodology is different from technology (in other words, method). On 

the one hand “methodology emerges from a set of general intellectual attitudes and 

orientations rather than from a set of rules or principles” (Cole, 2006, p. 315), on the 

other, technology – the tools of research, “represented in methods used by data 

analysts, are the products of methodology” (p. 315). Scholarly understanding of the 

origination and development of grounded theory methodology is therefore critical to 

its adoption. The methodological procedures involved in grounded theory include: 

open coding, selective coding, constant comparison, theoretical coding, theoretical 

saturation, writing memos and hand sorting of memos (Glaser, 1978). Given that 

grounded theory is a methodology in its own right, the methodologies principles 
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(Glaser, 1978; 1992; 1998; 2001; 2003, Glaser & Strauss, 1967, Glaser & Holton, 

2005) and criteria for evaluation (Glaser, 1978) are also different from its 

methodological counterparts. Extra care should also be taken to the use of multiple 

methodologies, especially when one methodology such as grounded theory has its 

own methodological tenets, procedures and criteria for evaluation.  

 

In research areas such as OM, case study and grounded theory are frequently used for 

the purpose of theory building. I would like to suggest the fact that case study and 

grounded theory are two entirely different and incompatible methodologies and 

highlight one of the differences between. Grounded theory is the study of abstract 

problems and their processes, not units as in descriptive studies such as surveys and 

case studies (Glaser, 1992). In other words, the focus of analysis in grounded theory is 

“social process analysis” (Glaser, 1978, p. 109) and grounded theorists generate 

properties of process, not of units (Glaser & Holton, 2005). Glaser and Holton (2005) 

further explain that, “there are two types of ‘basic social process’ (BSP): ‘basic social 

psychological process’ (BSPP) and ‘basic social structural process’ (BSSP)” (p. 10). 

“A BSSP abets, facilitates or serves as the social structure within which the BSPP 

processes” (p.11). 

Another point concerning theory building research activities is the seeming inter-

changeability between grounded theory research and a number of notions such as: 

evidence-based research, empirically-based theory generation and the widely used 

claim that one’s research is grounded. As argued by (Glaser, 1992), all research is 

‘grounded’ in practice, in one way or another. The very phrase ‘grounded theory’ 

represents a methodology, just “a piece of a myriad of action in Sociology, not the 

only, right action” (Glaser, 1978, p. 3). 
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With regard to theoretical and methodological contributions that grounded theory 

studies make, I have argued elsewhere (Fei, 2007) that both theoretical and 

methodological contributions are both sides of the same coin in grounded theory. As a 

grounded theorist, given our focus on the analysis of social process (Glaser, 1978; 

1992, Glaser & Holton, 2005) as mentioned earlier, theoretical contributions of 

studies employing other methodologies or the general discussion on theoretical 

contributions become irrelevant. From a grounded theory point-of-view, we are not 

concerned about the “what, how, why and who-where-when” as suggested by 

Whetten (1989), mainly because grounded theory is abstract of time, place and people 

(Glaser, 2003). Furthermore, the job of grounded theorists is to generate a perspective 

on perspectives (Glaser, 2001), which accounts for how research participants 

continually resolve their concerns, rather than those of researchers themselves (Glaser, 

2001). This is also how grounded theory studies demonstrate their relevance of 

research to those being researched, by not pre-conceiving any research problem, 

questions and focus on the part of the researchers. Researchers normally begin with a 

grounded theory study with an area of interest, and then let the research problem, 

questions and focus emerge once they have been exposed to the research participants. 

By rigorously and creatively following the methodological procedures originated in 

grounded theory, the focus of one’s research only emerges towards the end of the 

study as “a perspective on perspectives” (Glaser, 2001).      

 

To conclude, this methodological note sheds some light on the use and mis-use of 

grounded theory methodology which has been widely used as a method in OM 

research. Researchers are encouraged to show some sensitivity towards the 
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origination and development of grounded theory, especially its “general intellectual 

attitudes and orientations” (Cole, 2006, p. 315). Care should also be taken when 

mixing methodologies, for example, grounded theory and case study, in one’s 

research. Given that grounded theory is a methodology on its own – with its own set 

of methodological principles, procedures and criteria for evaluation, it is developed to 

ensure both relevance and rigour of one’s research.  
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