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Developing a grounded theory approach:

A comparison of Glaser and Strauss
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1.1. Grounded theory: roots and divergences

Grounded theory’s roots lie in symbolic interaction-
ism, which itself stems from pragmatist ideas of James,
Dewey, Cooley and Mead (Hammersley, 1989), most
notably the concept of the looking glass self (Cooley,
1922). Individuals are self aware, able to see themselves
from the perspective of others and therefore adapt their
behaviour according to the situation (Mead, 1934).
Social interactions create meaning and shaping of
society via shared meaning predominate over the effect
of society on individuals. The term ‘symbolic inter-
actionism’ was invented by Blumer (1937) and his
development of the interactionist approach together
with naturalistic inquiry is a key influence on grounded
theory. Blumer (1956) stressed the role of concepts that
are sensitising rather than definitive, that gain their
utility and significance from patterned relationships
rather than quantifiable correlations. Moreover, Ham-
mersley’s (1989) detailed analysis shows that Blumer’s
concept of inquiry involved comparison of cases to
develop the features of each case, the production of
emergent meaning and ongoing refinement of the
characteristics of the relationship. Parallels with
grounded theory where concepts are related and
developed around a core via a process of ongoing
comparisons are clear.
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