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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Grounded theory is a research methodology that has been used for 
more than half a century to investigate how individuals or specific 

social groups experience a phenomenon of interest. The defining 
feature of grounded theory is the development of a substantive the-
ory to enhance our understanding of the world. Within the genetic 
counseling literature, grounded theory has been used to investigate 
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Abstract
Grounded theory was first described by Glaser and Strauss (1967, The discovery of 
grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research. Aldine) as the “discovery of theory 
from data,” and describes a group of related methodologies that share key elements 
of study design and data analysis. Since its inception, grounded theory has evolved 
into several subtypes with different philosophical underpinnings, the most common 
of which are post-positivism and constructivism. In post-positivist interpretive frame-
works, research is guided by a series of rigorous and logically related steps to identify 
a single objective underlying reality. In constructivist interpretive frameworks, the 
researcher strives to understand the meaning participants make of a phenomenon 
within their social and historical context, recognizing that their own position and 
perspectives shape their interpretation of their participants' experiences. Grounded 
theory studies include multiple stages of coding, concurrent collection and analysis 
of data, constant comparative data analysis, theoretical sampling, and memo-writing 
to capture researcher reflections and evolving theoretical ideas. The outcome of the 
study should be a substantive theory that is grounded in the data and describes the 
phenomenon being studied. Publications relevant to the genetic counseling profes-
sion have used a grounded theory approach to investigate a range of topics including 
patient experiences, professional issues, and genetic counseling education. This arti-
cle describes the theoretical underpinnings and defining characteristics of grounded 
theory, provides an overview of post-positivist and constructivist grounded theory 
approaches, and outlines key elements to consider when conducting and evaluating 
grounded theory research.
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a range of topics, including patient experiences, professional is-
sues, and genetic counseling education. Two prior articles (Grubs 
& Piantanida,  2010; McAllister, 2001) have described the ways in 
which grounded theory methodologies may be applied in genetic 
counseling research. Given that many genetic counselors do not 
have extensive training in qualitative methodologies, we aim to pro-
vide an updated overview of grounded theory and detail strategies 
to assist those who are considering using this methodology in their 
research, or who are evaluating research using this methodology.

2  |  HISTORY OF GROUNDED THEORY

Grounded theory was first introduced in 1967 by American 
Sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, with publication of 
The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. 
This publication was created in protest amidst a methodological cli-
mate in which qualitative work was often only deemed legitimate 
when used as a precursor to quantitative studies. Glaser and Strauss 
defined grounded theory as the “discovery of theory from data,” 
which was a novel contrast to deductive quantitative approaches 
that saw the purpose of research as testing theoretical assump-
tions. They also introduced the “constant-comparison method,” in 
which data collection and analysis occur in tandem (in contrast to 
the separation of data collection and analysis, which characterized 
other qualitative and quantitative methods at the time). Their work 
ultimately led to the development of rigorous and high-quality met-
rics for qualitative research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Kelle, 2019).

Although Glaser and Strauss collaborated on the initial develop-
ment of grounded theory, they ultimately disagreed about the proce-
dures and philosophy of the methodology. Subsequent researchers 
developed a range of approaches to grounded theory. Strauss worked 
with Juliet Corbin, one of their former students at the University of 
California San Francisco (UCSF), to create a structured approach to 
grounded theory based on the theoretical perspective of symbolic 
interactionism; this is a sociological perspective focused on under-
standing the processes through which people make meaning of social 
interactions and the subjective meaning they ascribe to objects, be-
haviors, or events (Chamberlain-Salaun et al., 2013; Charmaz, 2025; 
Clarke, 2005). In the 1990s, Kathy Charmaz, another a former doc-
toral mentee at UCSF who believed that the original formulations of 
grounded theory did not reflect evolving epistemological advances 
in the social sciences, challenged the idea that grounded theory 
could unearth an objective singular reality; she instead proposed a 
set of guidelines for conducting qualitative research called construc-
tivist grounded theory, so-named to “acknowledge the research-
er's involvement in the construction and interpretation of the data” 
(Charmaz, 2025, p. 13). Adele Clarke, another mentee from UCSF, 
coined the term “situational analysis” as an extension of construc-
tivist grounded theory framed within a postmodern perspective. 
Situational analysis incorporates three mapping strategies (situational 
maps, social worlds/arenas maps, and positional maps) and detailed 
memo-writing about the maps (Clarke, 2021). The SAGE Handbook of 

Current Developments in Grounded Theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2019) 
highlights other recent adaptations of grounded theory.

Although grounded theory originated in the field of sociology, 
this methodology can be seen in all fields and disciplines (Merriam 
et  al.,  2025). Grounded theory approaches have been integrated 
into other methods of qualitative research, but not all qualitative 
research culminates with the development of a substantive theory, 
which is a defining characteristic of grounded theory. One promis-
ing avenue for the application of grounded theory is in mixed meth-
ods research. Mixed methods refers to the systematic integration 
of quantitative and qualitative data in a single study to provide a 
more holistic account of the studied phenomenon than either strand 
can produce alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). These projects 
can either consist of concurrent quantitative and qualitative data 
collection, or one method providing the foundation for the other 
(Guetterman et al., 2019; Johnson & Walsh, 2019). While it is beyond 
the scope of this paper to elaborate on the use of grounded theory 
in mixed methods research, genetic counselors may want to consider 
this methodology when designing mixed methods studies.

3  |  AUTHORS'  E XPERIENCE WITH 
GROUNDED THEORY

Kristen Fishler Malone is an inpatient genetic counselor, researcher, 
and educator in a genetic counseling graduate program. At the time 
of writing this manuscript, she has taken graduate-level coursework 
about qualitative research methods and has experience teaching 
qualitative methods to PhD students and master's level genetic 

What is known about this topic

Grounded theory is a research methodology which was 
originally used to investigate phenomena for which there 
was little or no existing theory. Since its origins, this 
methodology has been expanded to address a wide range of 
topics and research applications regardless of the amount 
of existing literature. Within the genetic counseling litera-
ture, grounded theory has been used to investigate a range 
of topics including patient experiences, professional issues, 
and genetic counseling education.

What this paper adds to this topic

We aim to provide an overview of grounded theory for 
genetic counselors considering using and/or evaluating this 
methodology. We describe the theoretical underpinnings 
and defining characteristics of grounded theory research, 
an overview of post-positivist and constructivist grounded 
theory approaches, and key elements to consider when 
evaluating manuscripts using grounded theory.

 15733599, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/jgc4.70060 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/06/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



    |  3 of 11FISHLER MALONE and CARMICHAEL

counseling students. To date, her education has focused on post-
positivist approaches to grounded theory, influenced by the works 
of John W. Creswell. Nikkola Carmichael is a researcher and educa-
tor in a genetic counseling graduate program. Her dissertation and 
current research focus on the training experiences of genetic coun-
seling students with marginalized identities, primarily influenced by 
Kathy Charmaz's constructivist grounded theory framework.

We both continue to deepen our understanding of grounded 
theory as we conduct our own research and work with students as 
research mentors. Given our engagement with genetic counseling 
training programs, our aim with this article is to provide a resource 
for students and novice researchers interested in exploring the use 
of a grounded theory framework for their research.

4  |  PHILOSOPHIC AL POSITIONING OF 
THE RESE ARCHER

Interpretive frameworks are paradigms or beliefs that a researcher 
uses to guide the practice of research and interpret the results. In 
grounded theory approaches, positivist/post-positivist and con-
structivist are two common interpretive frameworks. Each of these 
frameworks is based on specific ontological and epistemological 
philosophical beliefs. Ontology describes the nature of reality or 
what it is possible to know about reality. A researcher who has a pos-
itivist/post-positivist orientation believes that a rigorous approach 
to research can lead to the identification of a single, objective reality; 
post-positivists accept that this reality may be imperfectly under-
stood. In contrast, a researcher with a constructivist orientation rec-
ognizes the existence of multiple subjective realities. Epistemology 
describes the nature of knowledge and how knowledge is acquired. 
While a positivist/post-positivist strives for valid, reliable, and pre-
cise measurements, a constructivist sees knowledge as being subjec-
tive and co-constructed in the interactions between researchers and 
participants (Babchuk & Boswell, 2023; Creswell, 2007; Creswell & 
Poth, 2025; Wainstein et al., 2022). When conducting a grounded 
theory study, the researcher should select the interpretive frame-
work that is best suited to their philosophical positioning and re-
search question.

Post-positivism is exemplified by the classic or traditional ap-
proach championed by Glaser, and to a somewhat lesser extent 
by systematic grounded theory methods developed by Corbin 
and Strauss. In post-positivist interpretive frameworks, research is 
guided by a series of rigorous and logically related steps with the 
aim of getting as close as possible to describing the underlying truth. 
Gurasashvili et  al.  (2023) include an in-depth explanation of why 
they chose a post-positivist research paradigm in their study investi-
gating parents' experiences receiving a “no primary finding” genome 
sequencing result for their child with a rare disease.

The constructivist approach to grounded theory was advanced 
by the work of Charmaz, and later with Anthony Bryant, who high-
lighted that each participant's understanding of their experiences 
is based on their social and historical context, and the researcher's 

interpretation of the participant's experience is shaped by their po-
sition and perspectives. The data are therefore co-constructed by 
the researchers and participants and describe one reality among 
many. Constructivist grounded theory is well-suited to research re-
lated to social justice issues because identities and social conditions 
influence how each individual experiences and interprets events 
(Charmaz, 2025; Creswell & Poth, 2025). Carmichael et al.  (2024a) 
describe how a constructivist approach aligned with their explo-
ration of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) students' 
paths to entering genetic counseling training.

5  |  THEORY DE VELOPMENT

Rather than describing a phenomenon that is being investigated, 
grounded theory studies build a substantive theory from the data to 
enhance our understanding of the world and provide predictions for 
the future. The theory is an abstract explanation or understanding 
of a process, grounded in the data (Birks & Mills, 2023; Creswell & 
Guetterman, 2024; Tie et al., 2019; Urquhart, 2019). Research that 
aims to test an existing theory is therefore not appropriate for a 
grounded theory approach. Post-positivist studies focus on one or 
two core categories, while Charmaz cautions that this approach can 
limit the perspectives represented in the analysis (Charmaz, 2025; 
Urquhart, 2019). Many grounded theory studies fall somewhere on 
the continuum between the two orientations.

The language used to describe the development of theories dif-
fers between post-positivist and constructivist frameworks and is 
reflective of their underlying philosophies. Within a post-positivist 
orientation, theories may be described as being discovered or 
emerging from the data, reflecting the ontological and epistemolog-
ical beliefs that the researcher is working to uncover a single un-
derlying truth (Kelle, 2019). Researchers who have a constructivist 
orientation believe that the meaning participants make of a phenom-
enon is influenced by their lived experiences, social environments, 
and interactions with the researcher, and see themselves as playing a 
role in the creation and interpretation of the data. They would there-
fore not describe theories as emerging, but as being constructed, 
and any conclusions from the research are viewed as suggestive and 
open for modification based on additional data or changing social 
circumstances (Charmaz, 2025; Creswell & Guetterman, 2024).

Member checking, or seeking participant feedback regarding 
the credibility and interpretation of the findings, is aligned with a 
post-positivist paradigm and allows participants the opportunity 
to judge the accuracy of the interpretation of the researcher(s) 
(Creswell & Poth, 2025; Varpio et al., 2017). It can be performed 
to double check the wording in transcription or to validate the re-
searcher's interpretations of the data via individual conversations 
with participants or through a focus group at the conclusion of 
the study (Varpio et al., 2017). In grounded theory research using 
a constructivist paradigm, the researcher is actively involved in 
theory construction; an incongruency between the researcher's 
and participant's interpretations is not problematic, as long as 
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the researcher is reflexive in their analysis of the data and shares 
their assumptions with the reader (Braun & Clarke, 2025; Varpio 
et al., 2017).

While many published studies may be described by the authors 
as using a grounded theory framework, they often fall short of de-
veloping a substantive theory (also known as a model, framework, 
or conceptual schema—see Guetterman et al.  (2019) for an explo-
ration of the use of these terms). Qualitative approaches which do 
not culminate in a theory (or an outcome with similar terminology) 
and do not use the data collection and analysis methods associated 
with grounded theory may be more appropriately described as de-
scriptive studies using thematic analysis. Similar to grounded the-
ory, thematic analysis methods may lie within post-positivist (coding 
reliability) and constructivist (reflexive thematic analysis) paradigms 
(Braun & Clarke,  2022). Alternatively, for researchers who are 
aligned with a constructivist framework, interpretive phenomenol-
ogy uses methods of data collection and analysis that are similar to 
constructivist grounded theory, but culminate in a narrative describ-
ing the meaning participants make of a phenomenon, rather than a 
substantive theory (Burns et al., 2022). Debate is currently ongoing 
regarding the challenges in meeting the requirements for grounded 
theory, especially in situations where research efforts may be lim-
ited due to time and funding (Timonen et al., 2018).

6  |  CHAR AC TERISTIC S OF GROUNDED 
THEORY RESE ARCH

Although grounded theory has evolved into multiple methodolo-
gies, they share key components. In addition to the development 
of a substantive theory, common elements of grounded theory re-
search include multiple stages of coding, concurrent collection and 
analysis of data, constant comparative data analysis, theoretical 
sampling, memo-writing to capture the researcher's reflections and 
evolving theoretical ideas, and the need for theoretical sensitivity 
(Birks & Mills, 2023; Creswell & Guetterman, 2024). Here, we will 
provide an overview of the main components of a grounded theory 
study. We aim to distinguish which elements are characteristic of 
grounded theory studies in general, and the ways in which a post-
positivist orientation (Strauss and Corbin) would differ from a con-
structivist orientation (Charmaz). The descriptions are not intended 
to be exhaustive, but to provide the researcher with a starting point 
from which they can further educate themselves about the frame-
work that is best suited to their philosophical positioning and their 
research question. At the conclusion of the article, additional re-
sources are provided for researchers interested in implementing a 
grounded theory methodology.

6.1  |  Literature review

The role of the literature review in grounded theory is influenced 
by the philosophical framework. Glaser's original work argued that 

the literature should not be reviewed until after data has been col-
lected, to prevent preconceptions from influencing the researcher 
and to allow for emergent concepts to come from the data (Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967). This view has generally not been shared by other 
grounded theorists, who not only recognized the importance of 
the literature review in providing a justification for the study, but 
also found it unlikely that an experienced researcher could remain 
unaware of and uninfluenced by existing literature. However, they 
agreed with Glaser that the researcher should take care not to allow 
pre-existing literature to influence the data analysis; ideas should 
arise inductively from the data and not be ignored just because 
they don't fit with a preconceived idea. Strauss and Corbin describe 
pre-existing literature as a source of “sensitizing concepts,” or ideas 
which serve as points of departure for designing the data collec-
tion instrument. They believed pre-existing literature should be a 
source of ideas to guide inquiry, but should not be treated as de-
finitive concepts (McGhee et al., 2007; Thornberg & Dunne, 2019). 
Within a constructivist grounded theory approach, researchers are 
encouraged to engage with the literature, as this provides points of 
departure for creating the interview guide, asking follow-up ques-
tions during the interview, and analyzing the data. This engagement 
should be critical and reflective, guiding the research but not im-
posed on the data that is collected (Charmaz, 2025).

With either approach, reviewing the literature should be an ongo-
ing process as the research progresses. The initial literature review, 
conducted before beginning data collection, is crucial for identifying 
a gap in the literature and developing an appropriate plan for data 
collection. During data collection and analysis, the researcher may 
expand this literature review based on ideas that arise. A final liter-
ature review as the study is wrapping up will help place the emerg-
ing theories in the context of existing literature (Charmaz,  2025; 
McGhee et al., 2007; Thornberg & Dunne, 2019).

6.2  |  Reflexivity

Reflexivity in grounded theory is an important means of identifying 
and acknowledging the ways in which the researcher may be im-
pacting the research process and analysis. Reflexive practices are 
intended to increase the transparency or trustworthiness of the re-
search, and to identify ways in which the researcher exerts influence 
throughout the study: designing the study, interacting with partici-
pants during data collection, analyzing and interpreting the data, and 
writing the results. These influences can be due to a myriad of fac-
tors, such as the philosophical orientation of the researcher, aspects 
of the researcher's identity or lived experiences, and their position 
relative to the research topic and participants (Gentles et al., 2014). 
In the aforementioned study by Gurasashvili et  al.  (2023), the au-
thors include a description of their research team's professional ex-
pertise regarding genomics and working with families impacted by 
rare disease.

The purpose of reflexive practices differs between post-
positivist and constructivist approaches. Within a post-positivist 
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context, the aim is to neutralize the influence of the researcher, and 
the researcher's biases do not need to be expressed (Creswell & 
Poth, 2025; McGhee et al., 2007; Mruck & Mey, 2019). In construc-
tivist approaches, reflexivity involves a deep reflection and acknowl-
edgment throughout the research process of the researcher's biases 
and experiences and how they may inform the research approach 
and/or data analysis. The researcher's positionality and perspectives 
are seen as inherent in the construction of data, and the purpose 
of reflexivity is to acknowledge their influence, not neutralize them 
(Charmaz, 2025).

While reflexivity should be integrated throughout the research 
process, researchers are not obliged to publicly disclose personal 
details of their lives (Charmaz, 2025). This is a particular consider-
ation when the relevant identities may be potentially stigmatizing, 
in which case the authors can be selective about which identities to 
disclose, or can disclose them in aggregate. For example, O'Sullivan 
et al. (2023), in a study describing experiences of LGBTQ+ genetic 
counseling students during the admissions process, reported broadly 
that the research committee included members of the LGBTQ+ 
community. Carmichael et al. (2024b) specifically describe the race 
and age of the interviewer who interacted with the BIPOC student 
participants, but more generally describe the rest of the research 
team as including individuals “with diverse backgrounds including 
BIPOC, immigrant, first-generation college student, bilingual, and 
LGBTQ+ community affiliations.”

6.3  |  Memoing

Memo-writing is a key component of grounded theory research 
and is approached similarly when using post-positivist and con-
structivist lenses. Memos are informal notes that help the re-
searcher process the data, identify important topics for further 
exploration, and engage in reflexivity. Memo-writing should be 
integrated throughout the research process, as a means of record-
ing reactions to individual interviews and the ideas they generated 
for the researcher, thoughts related to codes and categories, or 
abstract ideas about the data and emerging themes. Early memos 
should be revisited over time to track the evolution of codes and 
theme development. As the research progresses and more data 
is collected, memos grow in complexity and may form the basis 
of theory (Charmaz,  2025; Corbin & Strauss,  2014; Creswell & 
Guetterman,  2024; Creswell & Poth,  2025; Miles et  al.,  2020). 
Memoing serves as a “digital audit trail” for documenting the 
thought process of the researcher and clarifying their understand-
ing of the data over time (Richards et al., 2021; Silver et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, by using memos to engage in reflexivity, this pro-
cess makes explicit the ways in which the researcher is responding 
to the data, their underlying assumptions, and the ways in which 
these may be influencing the analysis (Charmaz,  2025). Memos 
can be added to documents and/or audio files in most electronic 
coding software.

6.4  |  Data collection

Data for grounded theory studies can be derived from many types 
of sources, both pre-existing (extant) and generated for the purpose 
of the study (elicited). Individual interviews are the most common 
source of data in grounded theory, but other sources, such as public 
records, mass media, literature, journals, written responses to ques-
tions, and focus groups, may be used. These sources are not selected 
at random but are purposively selected to aid in the development of 
theory (Charmaz, 2025).

6.4.1  |  Interview procedures

Data for qualitative research is most often derived from one-on-one 
semi-structured interviews. The researcher follows an interview 
guide consisting of broad, open-ended questions and more focused 
follow-up questions, aiming for a conversational style. While this 
guide serves as a framework for the interview, the interviewer fol-
lows up on any unanticipated areas of inquiry. The goal is to gather 
rich data, following leads as they arise and adapting the data collec-
tion instrument as needed (Charmaz, 2025).

How the participant perceives the interviewer likely impacts 
what they are willing to share. Many of the skills that genetic coun-
selors use to establish rapport and communicate with patients 
transfer to conducting interviews (MacFarlane et  al., 2014). The 
interviewer should allow the participant to set the pace, give them 
time to settle into the interview before asking sensitive questions, 
use verbal and non-verbal cues to express interest in what the par-
ticipant is saying, and validate their perspectives. If a question is 
potentially intrusive, the researcher should check in with the par-
ticipant and give them the option to stop the interview or forgo 
answering the question. Charmaz advises researchers to take on 
the role of an “interested learner” rather than a “distant investiga-
tor” (Charmaz, 2025).

The focus of the interview differs among the various grounded 
theory frameworks. In a post-positivist approach, the researcher 
would focus on information about chronology, events, and the 
participant's perceptions of the situation being discussed. A 
constructivist approach would focus on exploring participants' 
understanding of events, assumptions, and implicit meanings. 
Constructivists also consider how the interviewer's and partici-
pant's social identities (age, race, gender, education level, profes-
sional status, etc.) influence their interactions during the interview 
(Charmaz, 2025).

6.4.2  |  Theoretical sampling

Theoretical sampling is used to expand upon and delineate catego-
ries or themes so that the theory can fully explain the relationships 
between concepts (Timonen et al., 2018). It involves purposively 
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seeking out individuals or data to further develop or refine an initial 
theory and to ensure that the categories are fully developed. This 
does not always mean that the population has demographic diver-
sity, that the sample size includes a certain number of participants, 
or that the researcher intentionally selects individuals with dif-
ferent demographic characteristics (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2021; 
Hood, 2007; Timonen et al., 2018). When using a post-positivist 
approach, Corbin and Strauss recommend initial purposive sam-
pling of participants who have experienced the phenomenon of 
interest; these data are used to develop an initial theory. Once this 
theory is generated, a more heterogeneous sample is recruited to 
explore variations on the theory and to confirm or deny the details 
of the theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). When using a construc-
tivist approach, diverse perspectives are purposely sought from 
the outset. Participants with different backgrounds and experi-
ences are included so that the developing theory can be compared 
to their perspectives with the goal of working toward theoreti-
cal data saturation across themes (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2021; 
Hood, 2007). Heiniger et al. (2015) describe the use of theoretical 
sampling to maximize heterogeneity in their study of psychologi-
cal adaptation to an increased risk of breast cancer; as interviews 
proceeded, they purposively selected participants for diversity of 
marital status, parity, recency of genetic test result, and uptake of 
risk-reducing surgery.

6.5  |  Data analysis

In grounded theory, data collection and analysis proceed in tan-
dem, meaning that the first interview should be coded before the 
second interview is conducted, the second interview should be 
coded before the third interview is conducted, and so forth. This 
iterative process enables the researcher to identify gaps in the data 
and continually modify the interview guide and participant recruit-
ment to fill these gaps. While we have separated out topics related 
to analysis below, this is not intended to imply that data analysis 
occurs separately from the data collection described above.

6.5.1  |  Coding

Across all grounded theory approaches, coding begins by assign-
ing labels to text or visual data to create categories of information. 
Codes can be conceptual or verbatim and should be developed in 
close connection with the study's research questions based on pro-
cesses, actions, or interactions of participants with the phenom-
enon. At first, researchers may develop a list of 20 or more codes 
that match segments of text. Throughout the coding process, simi-
lar codes are grouped together to form categories, which are then 
compared and interpreted to answer the research question. These 
categories may become themes, which are used to develop theory 
(Creswell & Poth, 2025; Merriam et  al., 2025). Researchers using 
grounded theory methods should be intentional in their selection of 

a coding strategy and explicitly describe their coding phases in the 
methods section of the manuscript. Belgrave and Seide (2019) have 
written a chapter comparing the approaches to coding and vocabu-
lary used by the major branches of grounded theory methodology.

Most grounded theory methodologies use a three-phase coding 
process. In a post-positivist grounded theory approach, Corbin and 
Strauss's coding strategy includes open, axial, and selective coding. 
Codes and categories “emerge” (or are created) from the data. Open 
coding is the process of identifying important data (which can be a 
line, a sentence, or a section of the transcript) and labeling it with a 
code. The second stage, axial coding, interconnects the categories 
identified during open coding by identifying one or a few codes to 
link the categories together. This may include analysis of a central 
phenomenon, causal conditions that influence the phenomenon, 
specific strategies that result from the central phenomenon, condi-
tional context, and intervening conditions that influence the strat-
egies, as well as delineating the consequences or outcomes of the 
strategies for the phenomenon. The final stage, selective coding, is 
focused on building a story or explanation that connects the catego-
ries. The researcher develops hypotheses that relate or describe the 
categories, forming the basis of the substantive theory. Researchers 
may create a conditional matrix (diagram) that visualizes the range of 
conditions and consequences related to the phenomenon, although 
this is not performed in many studies (Corbin & Strauss,  2014; 
Creswell & Poth, 2025; Kelle, 2019). Carrion et al. (2022) provide a 
detailed explanation of this approach to analysis in their study inves-
tigating the experiences of parents of children with 22q11.2 deletion 
syndrome with psychiatric genetic counseling, and constructed a vi-
sual representation of their theoretical model.

In a constructivist approach, Charmaz's three phase coding 
strategy includes initial, focused, and theoretical coding. During 
the initial coding phase, Charmaz recommends using gerunds for 
code names (verb-ing) to capture the process of what is occurring. 
Related codes are grouped into categories and subcategories, and 
then the relationships between these categories are used to develop 
theories, with a focus on understanding the process or phenome-
non that is occurring. Compared to the post-positivist approaches 
of Glaser, Corbin, and Strauss, Charmaz does not support the use 
of axial coding or focusing on a single core category, as this involves 
applying an analytic frame that may limit the researcher's vision of 
the data. Furthermore, as Charmaz does not believe that preconcep-
tions can be erased, she highlights the need to consistently engage 
in reflexive practice to recognize when these are shaping the anal-
ysis. The outcome of a constructivist coding approach emphasizes 
understanding rather than explanation and demonstrates a range 
of meanings about the participants' experiences (Charmaz,  2025; 
Creswell & Poth, 2025; Kelle, 2019). Meadows and Padamsee (2021) 
describe their constructivist coding approach in their investigation 
of how financial constraints influence the uptake of genetic counsel-
ing, genetic testing, and risk-management decisions among women 
at elevated risk for breast cancer.

Many qualitative studies describe the use of a “second coder,” 
which refers to having more than one person code the same data, 
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usually with the intent of increasing the rigor and validity of the re-
sults. Whether a second coder is needed for a grounded theory study 
depends on the research goals, epistemological stance, and type of 
rigor for which the author is aiming. In both constructivist and post-
positivist frameworks, a single coder may suffice; the importance is 
placed on how the researcher is using reflexive practices to identify 
the ways in which their own perspectives are influencing the analy-
sis. In constructivist approaches, the researcher's interpretations are 
seen as integral to the process; given that the codes are constructed 
through the researcher's engagement with the data, different coders 
would be expected to construct different codes. Memo-writing is 
used as a means of making the researcher's assumptions visible and 
to avoid preconceiving the data (Charmaz, 2025).

Having a second coder may be beneficial for students or nov-
ice researchers, or for collaborative or team-based projects. For 
novice researchers, reviewing the coding structure with a more 
seasoned researcher has value as a learning experience and for 
developing theoretical sensitivity. If more than one person will be 
conducting coding and analysis, each person should independently 
code the data and write memos, and then these can be compared 
with a constant comparative approach (Charmaz, 2025; Linden & 
Tompkins, 2021).

6.5.2  |  Constant comparison

The constant comparison method of data analysis was originally 
described by Glaser and Strauss and is used in grounded theory 
research to develop a substantive theory. The researcher begins 
by focusing on one data source, such as an interview transcript, 
and compares statements made by the participant within that in-
terview; as data collection proceeds, statements by subsequent 
participants are compared to these and to each other. As codes 
are created, they are compared across previously coded data. 
Comparisons may also be made at a more conceptual level, with 
the eventual purpose of identifying similarities and differences 
across the data and using these insights to refine concepts and 
(ultimately) theory. Using the constant comparison method for 
data analysis sets grounded theory apart from other descriptive 
analyses and is a defining feature of this method (Charmaz, 2025; 
Merriam et al., 2025; Tie et al., 2019).

6.5.3  |  Theoretical sensitivity

Another defining feature of grounded theory is that the theory de-
velops from the data, and that pre-existing theories are not imposed 
on the data. Glaser and Strauss described the researcher's insight 
into the data as “theoretical sensitivity” (also the title of Glaser's in-
fluential 1978 text). Theoretical sensitivity involves moving beyond 
simply describing the phenomena being studied to seeing what is 
meaningful in the data and identifying patterns and abstract rela-
tionships among the phenomena. This sensitivity is achieved through 

deep engagement with the data, examining the experiences of par-
ticipants from multiple vantage points and considering the possible 
connections between them (Birks & Mills,  2023; Charmaz,  2025; 
Glaser, 1978; Kelle, 2019). Grounded theorists have long debated 
whether familiarity with pre-existing literature increases theoretical 
sensitivity by attuning the researcher to patterns in the data or limits 
the analysis due to the imposition of preconceived ideas (see our 
section above regarding the literature review).

6.5.4  |  Defining the end point of a study

The term “saturation” was originally used by Glaser and Strauss 
when describing the end point of a grounded theory study and has 
since been applied to many other qualitative approaches. Saturation 
is understood as being achieved when new data does not add in-
sights or additional properties to the emerging theory or core cat-
egories (Aldiabat & Le Navenec, 2018; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The 
question of whether theories, data, or themes can ever be saturated 
has been debated within the qualitative methodology literature, as 
additional data always has the potential to lead to new discover-
ies (Dey, 1999; O'Reilly & Parker, 2013; Wray et al., 2007). Corbin 
and Strauss, within their post-positivist approach, define “theoreti-
cal saturation” as the point at which data collection does not iden-
tify any additional relevant data for the main categories or themes 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2014). With a constructivist approach, Charmaz 
describes categories as saturated when “you have defined, checked, 
and explained relationships between categories and the range of 
variation within and between your categories” (Charmaz, 2025).

When beginning with a more homogeneous sample, saturation 
may seem to be achieved more quickly than with a diverse sample. 
However, within either a post-positivist or a constructivist frame-
work, theoretical sampling should be used to develop theory and 
ensure that the study is not merely descriptive. Charmaz  (2025) 
recommends assessing saturation not by simply looking for recur-
ring patterns, but by considering which comparisons may be made 
within and between categories, how these comparisons illuminate 
the theoretical categories, and what conceptual relationships are ev-
ident. For student projects (or other projects with limited time and 
resources), focusing on a well-delineated research question within a 
specific population increases the likelihood of reaching theoretical 
saturation.

Theoretical sufficiency is a term which implies that enough data 
has been obtained to understand the phenomenon of interest well 
enough so that a theory can be built. Some scholars have suggested 
that this term is more fitting than “theoretical saturation” to de-
scribe the endpoint of a grounded theory study due to the poten-
tial impractical nature of not “finding any new information” (Braun 
& Clarke,  2022; Dey,  2003). Instead, theoretical sufficiency relies 
on having a level of knowledge that allows for development of a 
theory that is both grounded in the data and insightful. Tomozawa 
et al. (2024) describe how they determined when they had reached 
“theoretical sufficiency” in their study investigating experiences 
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with empathy in genetic counseling for hereditary breast and ovar-
ian cancer in Japan.

Many research methodologists have commented on the number 
of interviews needed for grounded theory research, which depends 
on the question being investigated and the experience of the inter-
viewer (Charmaz, 2025). Post-positivist methodologists have quoted 
a range between 15 and 60 interviews (Babchuk & Boswell, 2023; 
Creswell & Poth, 2025), while Charmaz (2025) does not provide spe-
cifics on the expected sample size.

7  |  APPLIC ATIONS OF GROUNDED 
THEORY IN GENETIC COUNSELING 
RESE ARCH

Grounded theory has been used in genetic counseling research 
published in the Journal of Genetic Counseling as well as other jour-
nals. While most grounded theory studies in genetic counseling ap-
pear to use interviews as their primary source of data, other data 
sources have also been described. Focus groups have been ana-
lyzed using both post-positivist and constructivist approaches. For 
example, Zhong et al. (2020) analyzed data from 18 genetic coun-
selors in five focus groups to identify the ways in which they man-
aged and communicated uncertainty, and Carmichael et al.  (2020, 
2021a, 2021b) conducted 13 focus groups with 32 genetic coun-
selors who identified with a minority racial or ethnic group to char-
acterize their experiences during their training. Grounded theory 
has also been used as part of a mixed-methods study; for example, 
Withers et  al.  (2019) used grounded theory to analyze the inter-
view data from their mixed-methods study investigating the cul-
tural beliefs about dementia and genetic testing among Mexicans 
and Mexican-Americans at risk for autosomal dominant Alzheimer's 
disease. Recently, Hsieh et al. (2024) used grounded theory in a sys-
tematic literature review to create an analytical framework of the 
stakeholders in reproductive health contexts and their competing 
motivations.

Grounded theory approaches have also been implemented 
in longitudinal research studies. Godino et  al.  (2018) interviewed 
young adults before and after they underwent presymptomatic 
testing for familial cancer. Carmichael et al.  (2024a, 2024b, 2024c) 
are conducting an ongoing multi-year study investigating the experi-
ences of BIPOC genetic counselors during their training and into the 
early years of their professional life. In other fields, grounded theory 
has been combined with case studies (Dahwa, 2024) and Indigenous 
research methods (Sebeelo, 2024).

One of the stated objectives of grounded theory research is 
to create research that not only advances knowledge, but is also 
useful. Corbin and Strauss  (2014) state that grounded theory re-
search should produce significant findings that stimulate discus-
sion and provide insights that can be used to develop policy or 
change practice. Charmaz  (2025) stipulates that grounded theory 
research should offer interpretations that people can use in their 

everyday lives and contribute to making a better world. This ob-
jective is well-aligned with the action-oriented nature of genetic 
counseling research, which is often focused on topics that have 
the potential to improve our profession or the care we provide to 
our patients. Genetic counselors should consider using grounded 
theory methodologies to investigate topics of relevance to them 
and the communities they serve, particularly when this research is 
oriented toward factors underlying patients' or genetic counselors' 
lived experiences.

8  |  RESOURCES

While the goal of this article has been to introduce researchers to 
the key characteristics of grounded theory research, we recommend 
the following texts as good resources for those interested in con-
ducting a study using a grounded theory methodology:

•	 Birks, M., & Mills, J. (2023). Grounded theory: A practical guide. 
SAGE Publications.

•	 Charmaz, K. (2025). Constructing grounded theory (3rd ed.). SAGE 
Publications.

•	 Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2014). Basics of qualitative research: 
Techniques and procedures for developing grounded theory. SAGE 
Publications.

•	 Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2025). Qualitative Inquiry and Research 
Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches. SAGE Publications.

9  |  HOW TO E VALUATE GROUNDED 
THEORY RESE ARCH

Grounded theorists have provided guidelines about how to evalu-
ate grounded theory research. Corbin and Strauss (2014) provide an 
extensive list of criteria that influence the credibility of grounded 
theory research, such as the methods of data collection and analysis, 
use of theoretical sampling and reflexivity, decision-making about 
whether data saturation was attained, the properties and dimen-
sions of the categories, and the development of theory that is signifi-
cant and resonates with the participants. Charmaz (2025) describes 
four criteria: credibility (does the researcher have sufficient data and 
is the analysis thorough enough to support the proposed theory?), 
originality (does the research offer new and significant ideas or 
concepts?), resonance (does the theory make sense and offer new 
insights to individuals who share the participants' circumstances?), 
and usefulness (does the research contribute to knowledge, have 
implications for further research, or contribute to making a better 
world?). Charmaz and Thornberg (2021) delve further into what con-
stitutes quality grounded theory research among these and other 
grounded theory methodologies.

When providing feedback on manuscripts that describe the use 
of a grounded theory methodology, a reviewer should consider 
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whether the elements described in this article are present. Grounded 
theory describes an entire methodology, not just coding procedures, 
and this should be reflected in the methods section. The most im-
portant elements to consider are as follows:

•	 Did the authors describe their philosophical orientation, and is 
the vocabulary used to describe the data analysis and results con-
sistent with that orientation?

•	 How was the sample recruited and how were participants se-
lected? What identities are represented (or missing from) the sam-
ple, and how does this affect the interpretation of the findings?

•	 Did the data collection occur simultaneously with data analysis, 
using a constant comparative approach? Did coding occur in mul-
tiple stages? Depending on the philosophical orientation and ex-
perience of the primary researcher, the use of a second coder may 
be appropriate.

•	 Did the study team engage in reflexive practices such as memo-
ing? Did they reflect on how their own positionality, perspectives, 
or experiences influenced the research process?

•	 Did the researchers use theoretical sampling? How did they 
determine when or if theoretical saturation or sufficiency was 
achieved?

•	 Did the research result in a substantive theory? A visual model or 
core category may be appropriate depending on the philosophi-
cal orientation. Articles that use coding procedures to generate 
a description or narrative about a phenomenon may be more 
appropriately described as thematic analysis or interpretative 
phenomenology.

•	 Did the researchers compare their theory to existing literature 
and demonstrate how it advances knowledge or impacts practice?

We urge reviewers to recognize that genetic counseling students 
are engaging in important research that has significant implications 
for the profession and our patients, and that they are constrained 
by the logistics of completing these projects with the time and 
resources available during their training. For studies that do not 
achieve all elements of a grounded theory study, we would therefore 
suggest that reviewers provide constructive feedback about how to 
reframe the research using a more appropriate methodology rather 
than reject the work outright.

10  |  CONCLUSION

While grounded theory methodologies are a good fit for topics of in-
terest to the genetic counseling profession, many studies described 
as grounded theory fall short of including all the expected elements 
or developing a substantive theory. Researchers who plan to use a 
grounded theory approach to their research should take time before 
embarking on the project to consider their philosophical orientation, 
educate themselves about how the selected methodology impacts 
all aspects of the research process, and endeavor to develop a sub-
stantive theory.
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