


Grounded theory in medical education research

Institution/Corresponding address: 
Christopher J Watling, Associate Dean
Postgraduate Medical Education
Schulich School of Medicine and Dentistry
Medical Sciences Building Room M103
Western University
London, Ontario, N6A 5C1
Canada

Tel:  519-661-2019

Fax: 519-850-2492

Email:  chris.watling@schulich.uwo.ca  

The authors: 

Dr Chris Watling  MD, MMEd, FRCP(C)  is Associate Professor in the Departments of Clinical Neurological Sciences 

and Oncology and Associate Dean for Postgraduate Medical Education at the Schulich School of Medicine 

and Dentistry, Western University, in London, Ontario, Canada. He received his MD from Dalhousie University in 





Guide 70: Grounded theory in medical educatinresearch











5Guide 70: Grounded theory in medical education research







8 Guide 70: Grounded theory in medical education research

BOX 1
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9.  Independence/Autonomy
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On the other hand, we believe there is much value in the principles 

grounded theory provides for approaching exploratory, qualitative research. 

Methodologic evolution based on reconsideration of underlying assumptions 

about knowledge and the role of the researcher in its elaboration does not 
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present their analysis. The use of data analysis software also can provide an 

audit trail that tracks the analytic steps that were taken.

Computer assisted data analysis is not a substitute for a rigorous method of 

data analysis, and studies purporting to use grounded theory whose methods 

are described in terms such as “Data were analyzed using N-Vivo” should 

be viewed with suspicion (Jones & Diment, 2010). It is grounded theory, and 

not the software package, that provides the principles that guide the data 

analysis. The computer is merely a tool that can support the researcher in being 

�E�R�W�K���W�K�R�U�R�X�J�K���D�Q�G���H�I�À�F�L�H�Q�W���L�Q���W�K�H���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����7�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U���V�W�L�O�O���P�X�V�W���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W��

the data, recognize emerging concepts, ask how concepts and categories 

relate to one another, and push the analysis to an abstract level that promotes 

theory development. The creativity required of the researcher in developing 

theory cannot be provided by a computer (Becker, 1993). However, software 

packages can provide opportunities for researchers to explore their data 

visually in a variety of ways, which when used strategically may foster creative 

thinking and stimulate the emergence of insights that enhance the analytic 

process (Bringer et al., 2006).

Solo analysis versus collaborative analysis

Much grounded theory work is described as if the analysis is done entirely 

by a single researcher, hunched over a computer or sifting through piles of 

documents on a table until some sense BT
/39 T0
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�&�R�O�O�D�E�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q���L�V���Q�R�W���D���V�X�E�V�W�L�W�X�W�H���I�R�U���U�H�Á�H�[�L�Y�L�W�\���I�R�U���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�Q�G�H�G���W�K�H�R�U�L�V�W�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U����

deliberate collaboration with colleagues with distinctly different perspectives 
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