
 

65 
 

 

 

 

 

Using Grounded Theory Approach in 

Management Research 

Hidenori SATOa) 

 

 
Abstract: In the field of management research, the grounded 
theory approach (GTA) pioneered by Glaser and Strauss (1967) is 
frequently cited to assert methodological validity in qualitative 
theory-building studies, in contrast with quantitative research that 
uses majority hypothesis validation. Glaser and Strauss eventually 
came to disagree with each other, and GTA branched into three 
perspectives. Of these, Strauss and Corbin (1990), which defines 
coding and other analytical processes in detail, is cited most 
frequently although the studies that cite it do not necessarily reflect 
its characteristics. It is, therefore, clear that the differences in these 
three perspectives are not connected with differences in research 
methodologies. 
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Introduction 

The grounded theory approach (GTA) is one of the most frequently 

used methods in the field of management research for qualitative 

theory building instead of quantitative hypothesis validation. 1 

However, as is well known, Glaser and Strauss, who wrote Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), which was the starting point of GTA, parted ways, 

and GTA has split into multiple perspectives. 

This paper discusses how GTA is used for theory building in the 

field of management research. We found that the characteristics of 

these various perspectives of GTA have often been cited to legitimize a 

methodology even though they have not been sufficiently utilized. 

The paper is organized as follows. The next section gives an 

overview of the main perspectives in GTA. The third section takes 

up the major studies on each of the perspectives, examines articles in 

the field of management research that cite these studies, and 

discusses their differences. Our conclusions are stated in the final 

section. 

Three Perspectives on Grounded Theory Approach 

GTA is a research method advocated by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967). Figure 1 shows the number of citations of Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) in the field of management research. 

We can see that Glaser and Strauss (1967) continues to be cited, 

even in recent years, by the major journals that carry empirical 

research, such as the Academy of Management Journal (AMJ), 

Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ), Organization Science (OS), 

and Strategic Management Journal (SMJ), even though the number of 

                                                           
1  For example, it has been used in the field of international business 

management by the likes of Yasumoto and Shiu (2007) and Hamamatsu 
(2017). 
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citations is not large. 

However, various perspectives on GTA exist, even outside of the 

original Glaser and Strauss (1967). First, the conflict between Glaser 

and Strauss led to varying approaches (Cooney, 2010). Later, 

Charmaz advocated GTA from a constructivist perspective (Charmaz, 

2006). 

Thus, GTA has split into three major perspectives (Gligor, Esmark, 

& Gölgeci, 2016). 

The first is Glaser’s perspective, which is the closest to the 

original. It has flexibility in data analysis and focuses in particular on 

the development of new theories (Fendt & Sachs, 2008). 

In contrast, the second perspective, that of Strauss and Corbin, 

focuses on the verification of theories. Therefore, it more closely 

prescribes coding and other analytical processes. These points have 

been criticized in Glaser (1992). From Glaser’s perspective, it is 

 

Figure 1. Number of articles that cite Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
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important to create a theory by induction, whereas Strauss and 

Corbin’s perspective focuses on not only induction but also 

deduction and verification (Cooney, 2010). 

The third perspective is that of Charmaz, which is characterized by 

rebuilding GTA from a constructivist perspective. It takes issue with 

GTA’s positivistic aspects and believes that meaning is formed not 

through the collection of data by objective researchers but through 

mutual interpretation by researchers and participants (Gligor, 

Esmark, & Gölgeci, 2016). 

Examples of  Applications of  Grounded Theory 
Approach in Management Research 

As we saw in the previous section, GTA is classified into three 

major perspectives. In this section, we examine articles in the field of 

management research that cite Glaser (1992), Strauss and Corbin 

(1990),2 and Charmaz (2006) as major references. The number of 

citations for these references in major management research journals 

is shown in Table 1. 

The first among the three papers, Glaser (1992), is the least cited in 

major management research journals. Among empirical studies, it is 

only cited in Fox-Wolfgramm, Boal, and Hunt (1998) and Huxham 

and Vangen (2000). However, these papers also cite Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) and do not reflect the characteristics of Glaser’s 

perspective. 

Instead of adopting the approach taken in Glaser (1992), which 

emphasizes the creation of highly original theories, In 

Fox-Wolfgramm, Boal, and Hunt (1998) the approach in Strauss and 

                                                           
2 Strauss and Corbin published a second version (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), 

and as Corbin and Strauss, they published a third version (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008); however, these editions differ in content, and Huxham and 
Vangen (2000) and other papers cite multiple versions. We are, therefore, 
treating these versions as separate literature. 
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Corbin (1990) is adopted, which allows the use of existing theories. In 

Huxham and Vangen (2000), Glaser (1992) and Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) are cited in the same sentence, and it is not only Glaser (1992) 

that is relied upon. 

The second among the three papers, Strauss and Corbin (1990), 

when compared with the other two papers, is the most frequently 

cited. 

As mentioned above, Strauss and Corbin’s method prescribes 

coding and other analytical processes in more detail than do the 

other GTA perspectives. However, that does not mean that it is 

adequately reflected in empirical research. 

Coding methods may be tied to Strauss and Corbin (1990) and 

described in quite extensive detail, as in Pratt, Rockmann, and 

Kaufmann (2006); however, Strauss and Corbin (1990) is not always 

cited in descriptions of coding as is the case with Gibson and Gibbs 

(2006). Furthermore, some papers, such as Bingham, Heimeriks, 

Schijven, and Gates (2015), do not describe coding at all. 

Table 1. Citation in major management journals (1990–2018) 

 AMJ ASQ OS SMJ

Glaser (1992) 2 1 0 0

Strauss and Corbin (1990) 46 25 39 13

Charmaz (2006) 9 5 8 0

Glaser (1992) + Strauss and 
Corbin (1990) 

1 1 0 0

Glaser (1992) +  
Charmaz (2006) 

0 0 0 0

Strauss and Corbin (1990) + 
Charmaz (2006) 

1 1 1 0

All 0 0 0 0
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In addition, papers such as Campion, Cheraskin, and Stevens 

(1994) only use pilot studies, and validations of hypotheses do not 

focus on quantitative or similar methodologies. 

The last of the three papers, Charmaz (2006), is cited in some 

articles, such as Rogers, Corley, and Ashforth (2017), but with 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) in the same sentence and without 

referring to their differences, and in others, such as Reid (2015), 

where Charmaz (2006) is only cited, without any indication of its 

constructivist perspective. 

In addition, many articles cite Strauss and Corbin (1998) but not 

Glaser (1992) or Strauss and Corbin (1990), and few reflect the 

characteristics of Charmaz’s perspective, cases in point being 

Whiteman and Cooper (2011) and Huising (2015). 

The following three points were made clear in this examination. 

1) With the exception of their original article, the perspective of 

Strauss and Corbin is the most often used in the field of 

management research, with Glaser’s perspective being used the 

least often. 

2) Few cases cite the representative articles of multiple perspectives, 

and few clearly explain the reason for adopting a specific 

perspective within GTA.3 

3) A more detailed look at the content of papers that use GTA shows 

that the characteristics of each of these perspectives are not 

reflected in them. 

Conclusion 

This study examined the use of GTA in management research. 
                                                           
3 Although this article gives only one example of a paper representing each of 

these perspectives, it is possible that each of these could be cited along 
with other literature. Therefore, we cannot necessarily claim that these 
perspectives are independent. 
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As the importance of qualitative research is again being recognized 

(Gehman, Glaser, Eisenhardt, Gioia, Langley, & Corley, 2017), GTA is 

growing in importance as a major methodology. 

In Walsh, Holton, Bailyn, Fernandez, Levina, and Glaser (2015), it 

is asserted that the data used in GTA need not always be qualitative 

but may also include quantitative data. 

Actually, when compared with other qualitative research 

methodologies,4 GTA has a clear analytical procedure. It is, thus, 

often used as a source of methodological legitimacy in qualitative 

theory-building studies in the field of management research, where 

quantitative research to validate hypotheses is common.5 

However, in noting “what grounded theory is not,” Suddaby (2006) 

includes as one common misconception of grounded theory the idea 

that “grounded theory is not simply routine application of formulaic 

technique to data,” with a note that new theories are not generated 

simply by running data through an automatic procedure. 

Furthermore, it is also noted in Suddaby (2006) that “grounded 

theory is not an excuse for the absence of a methodology.” GTA’s 

characteristics need to be adequately leveraged and should not be 

used for purposes of obtaining methodological legitimacy. 
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4  Besides GTA, other approaches include Eisenhardt (1989) and Yin 

(2009). Studies that use their methods include Kim (2015) and Oki 
(2015). See Sato (2016) for the characteristics of the Eisenhardt (1989) 
approach. 

5 However, qualitative research is commonly used in some areas (Sato, 
2014). 
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