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Moderator:
We are going to go ahead and get started now. At this time, I would like to introduce our speaker.  We have Dr. Alison Hamilton presenting for us today. She’s a Research Health Scientist and Director of—pardon me—and Director of the Qualitative Methods group at the VA HSR&D Center for the Study of Healthcare Innovation, Implementation and Policy at the Greater Los Angeles Healthcare System.  She’s also Associate Research Anthropologist in the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at UCLA.  I’d like to turn it over to her now.

Dr. Hamilton:
Thank you, Molly.  Can you hear me okay?

Moderator:
Yeah, you’re coming through loud and clear.

Dr. Hamilton:
All right.  Can you see my screen okay?

Moderator:
Yeah, just go ahead and go up into full—there we go, perfect.

Dr. Hamilton:
Okay, great.  Thank you so much, Molly.  Thanks, everyone for joining the cyber seminar today.  It’s nice to have the opportunity to do a little bit of a repeat and more of an update of the cyber seminar that I did on this topic in 2011.  If you attended that one, some of what you’ll see is similar to that one and then there are some updates as well, some of which are based on feedback that I got from the seminar three years ago. [Pause 7 sec.]
Molly, just want to make sure—

Moderator:
Go ahead and click on your slides and then you should be able—yeah, or you can use your enter screen or the right arrow on your keyboard.

Dr. Hamilton:
Okay.  Thank you.  We’re going to start with a couple of poll questions. Molly, you’re going to take that over, right?

Moderator:
Yes.  For attendees, you can see on your screen we do have a poll question open.  Do you conduct qualitative research or plan to conduct qualitative research in the future?  The answer options are—“Yes, I conduct qualitative research”, or “I plan to conduct qualitative research in the future”, and finally, “No, I do not conduct qualitative research”.  We’ve got a very receptive group. We’ve already had two-thirds of our audience reply, so we’ll give people a little more time as the responses are still coming in.

Moderator:
Right.  We’ve got about 80 percent of our attendees have voted.  I’m going to go ahead and share those results.  We have about 70 percent saying yes, they conduct qualitative research, about 28 percent saying they plan to in the future, and about 2 percent saying no.  Thank you for that and we’ll just move right back to the next one if that’s okay.

The next question we have for our attendees is how familiar—I’m sorry, how familiar are you with grounded theory?  The answer options are “very familiar”, “somewhat familiar”, “I have heard of it”, or “no, not familiar”.  About half of our audience has already voted, so we’ll give people more time to get that in.

It looks like we have a varied group.  This will be some new information for some and some review for others.  It looks like over 80 percent have voted, so I’m just going to go ahead and close out the poll and share those results.  It looks like about 10 percent of our audience feel they are very familiar, almost half feel they are somewhat familiar, about a third say they have heard of it, and about 10 percent say no, not familiar at all.  Thank you very much.
Dr. Hamilton:
Are we all set with that, Molly?

Moderator:
Yeah, we’re back on your slides.

Dr. Hamilton:
Yeah, and thanks everyone for responding.  It’s helpful to know the audience—so, I should say that the title for this cyber seminar really came from, literally, from a question that I’ve heard in a grant proposal review study sections as well as—I’ve heard it in talking to people about manuscripts where they talk about their use of grounded theory and just decided to try to clarify some of the concepts and think about times and places and studies where it might be a good approach to use and others where it might not be the most optimal approach to use.

Today, what I’d like to do is give a very brief history of grounded theory.  I can’t possibly cover the entire history in an hour and 45 minutes but I’ll give you a few highlights and talk about some of the premises and components of grounded theory and approaching data analysis with grounded theory.  Talk about, briefly, some approaches that might be considered besides grounded theory and then look at a couple of examples that use grounded theory in research on women Veterans.

Grounded theory was actually developed by two sociologists.  You may have heard of Glaser and Strauss, sort of the forefathers of this particular approach.  It does have its roots in symbolic interactionism which was really pioneered by Blumer and others where that particular paradigm is focused on how meaning is created during social interactions.

Constant comparison method actually kind of transformed into grounded theory with the publication of the landmark book which was The Discovery of Grounded Theory.  It’s important to note that at this time in the late ‘60s, this was a time when qualitative research was not really seen as particularly scientific or systematic.  A lot of what was going on in the development of this approach was in reaction to a general perception that qualitative research was not rigorous.

Eventually, Glaser and Strauss came to disagree about what grounded theory is.  With Glaser taking a more hardnosed approach that I’ll talk about in a minute, that actually really thinks of and conceives grounded theory as a general methodology, a conceptual way to approach theorizing with multiple types of data and not a qualitative approach per se.  Strauss went off in a different direction and others have gone off in their own directions as well.  They started in one place together and then diverged along the way.

As I mentioned, Glaser took this approach to grounded theory as sort of a general methodology but others have conceptualized grounded theory subsequent to that early work as an approach or strategy specific to qualitative methodology.  It’s probably more well-known at this point as a qualitative approach but there is plenty of work out there that calls upon grounded theory for methods other than qualitative methods.

Nonetheless, grounded theory has really become the paradigm of choice in qualitative research.  As for why, I think it’s mainly because it offers a solution.  It gives guidance as to what to do with non-numerical data.  Many different writings on grounded theory provide a set of procedures.  It provides a pretty well spelled-out means of generating theory.  For a paradigm within qualitative method, there’s a lot to hang your hat on, a lot to work with; many, many, many references.  Some of the key references I’ll mention during the cyber seminar.

There’s a lot to go on.  Different disciplines have taken grounded theory in different directions.  Depending on your discipline or the disciplines you want to draw from, chances are, there’s going to be some considerable body of work that will tell you how to use grounded theory in various incarnations.

As I’ve mentioned, many, many people have taken on grounded theory.  Just to update, today, I looked at PubMed and Amazon and various sources to just see the proliferation of work in grounded theory and it’s just thousands and thousands and thousands of references.  Some of the key texts are listed here.  Some of these individuals who wrote these texts were actually trained by Glaser and Strauss, so their influences are felt throughout several of these books.

For example, the Constructing Grounded Theory book that Kathy Charmaz wrote, it was just released in the second edition, again, last spring.  A new version, a new edition of the Corbin and Strauss book is about to come out.  Even the books that were published a little bit earlier on have come out in multiple revisions subsequent to that.  The most recent one that I could find that sort of involves these key authors in grounded theory would be the Clarke and Charmaz book which actually puts together really interesting perspectives on grounded theory for which Charmaz is known and situation analysis, for which Adele Clarke is known.

I just want to take a little time to talk about the basic premises of grounded theory which, for the most part, hold up across these different perspectives which then take very particular approaches within their own areas.  For example, situation analysis takes a specific approach but these basic premises pretty much hold up across the work.  The idea of grounded theory is that the theory that you’re generating comes from the data.  In other words, the theory is, quote-unquote, “grounded in the data”.

Furthermore, the idea that everything that is related to the subject of study is data, including your own perspective on and experience with subject of study.  You, as the researcher, are not absent from or divorced from or somehow in this sort of silent partner with your data, but rather front and center with the collection and interpretation of your data.

Also, the idea is that you’re approaching your data in order to find theory rather than approaching your data with a preexisting theory.  I’ll get into the sort of pros and cons of this a little bit later.  Along those lines, the data is intended in a grounded theory approach to move toward a hypothesis.  You’re not starting your study with a series of hypotheses or with a couple of hypotheses but rather doing your study in order to generate hypotheses.

The key question that grounded theory is typically trying to answer is, “What is really going on and how is it going on?”  Furthermore, another hallmark of grounded theory is that data analysis starts early.  It’s not a situation typically or at least in, quote-unquote, “classic” grounded theory approach where you collect all of your data and then you analyze it.  In this approach, you would typically collect your data and analyze it very proximal to the data collection episode such that there’s very little break between data collection and analysis.

Some of the key components per the early work of Glaser and Strauss, and many have repeated this in subsequent works, there are basically four key components of what might be thought of as a good grounded theory—and these are fit, relevance, workability, and modifiability.

With fit, the idea is that you want to determine whether the concepts that emerge from the data are those that were described by the participants.  It’s very much in the perspectives, the experiences, the narratives of the participants, and does the resulting theory fit with what the participants talked about.  Sometimes, in some grounded theory work, those are referred to as incidents.

Relevance pertains to whether the theory addresses something of core concern that emerges from the data.  You’re not going off on your own direction that’s something that’s of core concern to you, but rather being driven by what’s of core concern in the data and then trying to develop a compelling theory from that.

Workability refers to whether the theory explains how the phenomenon is being addressed or solved or managed.  Some look at workability in terms of whether the theory can predict future behavior.

Finally, in terms of modifiability, the question is whether the theory can be modified on the introduction of new data.  The idea is that they’re sort of a living quality of the theory.  The theory lives on and should live beyond the data that you have.  The more that it can live on, the idea, anyway, is that the more relevance and value that theory has.

While it might have been prompted and motivated by a specific set of data, it could move beyond that set of data to have relevance and value for others.  That’s a data on similar topics.

Now, as I mentioned, Strauss and Glaser kind of diverged in their approaches to grounded theory.  A Glaserian grounded theory approach which we might think of as sort of a hardcore approach is one where, sensibly, you would embark on a study with no preexisting knowledge about a topic.  In other words, you would not have conducted your literature review.  I’ll show you a schematic of this in a minute.

You wouldn’t even necessarily transcribe a tape or audio record or transcribe, video record your data collection episodes.  You’d move from the notes that you took in the encounters to the concepts that will underlie your theory.  Also, you’re not really trying to have a big discussion in this more hardcore approach of emergent theory.  You want to keep your ideas very grounded in the data only and not really get involved in other people’s impressions or ideas about the data.

Though, as a health services researcher, this particular more hardcore approach is really not one that I found particularly viable in the types of work that I and my colleagues do in health services research where you really can’t get funded if you don’t have several of these things—or, actually, all of these things occurring in your study.  We’re going to get to that a little bit later.

In terms of analysis with grounded theory, some of the things that you may have heard about or that you may hear of as you’re considering the use of grounded theory, first is the idea of open coding or substantive coding.  This is an inductive approach where you’re going with what the data tells you.  You’re really trying to identify the substance, the meaning in the data within the data itself and not getting abstract.

This approach can be very micro level so you might hear folks who do line by line coding in a grounded theory approach, which as you might imagine or you might have encountered already, can be extremely time consuming and intensive.

It can also yield very interesting theories.  On the idea that over time, the codes that you developed in the inductive approach will be combined in order to generate concepts.  Of course because you’re analyzing data as you go along the codes are necessarily going to change over time.  Your concepts are going to change over time.

The idea with this evolution of concepts and code over time is that you’re constantly comparing your data sources, your discoveries, your findings and keeping track of those and the keeping track of them aspect is very important in grounded theory.

Here’s what I find to be a really helpful visual of the process.  You see over on—and the reference for this is at the bottom and also at the end of the slides.

You see over on the left that you start with a research question and immediately you’re going in to data collection.  Note that data collection process is iterative and encircling in to coding and analysis which is over time developing your grounded theory, but note up at the top that the idea with this more strict application of grounded theory that you’re not doing the literature review until much later in your data collection process.

Until you develop your grounded theory, you’re not really going to engage in a literature review according to this particular, rather strict application again.  This isn’t the only way that you can do grounded theory, but this is sort of the utmost strict application, I would say.

As the sort of qualitative specific take on grounded theory has grown, analytic approaches to grounded theory have grown alongside.  You have Strauss and Corbin, Corbin was trained by Strauss proposing in 1990 the concept of axial coding.

What this means is that you’re really putting data back together by making connections across the codes that you’ve developed, across your categories and across your concepts.
Furthermore, there’s a concept of selective coding that can occur after open coding in a grounded theory paradigm where you’re deciding that there’s a particular concept of interest and you’re focusing your coding and your analysis on that concept and selectively coding to that concept.

You can also revisit a substantive data in a selective coding approach.  You can revisit a substantive data that pertains to that concept and engage in theoretical sampling.  You want to kind of dabble back in the data that you have to see the extent to which the data that you’ve been analyzing all along holds up to support the concept that you’re interested in in your selective coding process.

All these topics would take hours to explain and demonstrate, so apologies to those who do this and say that’s not enough of an explanation.  I know I’m doing a very, cursory overview of these processes, but there’s books written in each one of these topics and so hopefully, this gives you a little idea of the concepts that are available and the approaches that are available and then you can go to some of the references to provide more detail and guidance on this.

One of the most important aspects of analysis with grounded theory, and I would argue of any type of qualitative data analysis, is writing memos.  In my experience of training people on qualitative analysis, this is probably one of the more underutilized, underexploited aspects of qualitative analysis, but it can be an incredibly rich and productive aspect of your analysis.

I’ll talk about it briefly and again it’s one of those great things that lots of people have written wonderful works about.  The idea in memos is that you’re engaged in writing about what you’re observing in the data in grounded theory in particular, you’re developing theory via your memos.  Your memos might be your only source of data if you’re taking a more strict approach to grounded theory.

Your observations, your ideas, your documentation of your data collection episodes, all of these would occur in memos.  Now you may take a different approach where you are recording menus and transcripts.  Even when you have transcripts, I would strongly, strongly urge the development of memos.

Because what the memo is going to help you do is keep track of your ideas, start to develop your concepts about relationships between codes, start to think about what is emerging from the data that maybe you weren’t aware of when you were actually in the midst of the data collection episode.

I think one of the areas where people get a bit hung up about memos is that they think they need to be written in a certain way.  The good news is that there are no rules about how a memo should look, what it should say, what it should not say.  At least in my opinion and in my experience, the more you tailor your memo writing to your own personal style, the more helpful they would be for you. 

The memos can be very free-flowing, stream of consciousness.  The key is that they’re constant throughout your analysis.  Sometimes people feel like, well, you have to have this great idea but I’m going to remember it because it’s such a great idea.  I don’t know about you but I’m getting old and I can’t remember all the things that I might think about as I’m doing an analysis.

It doesn’t hurt to document it and pretty much guaranteed that it will help you as you go through your analysis to have memos.

Another part of grounded theory that is not necessarily found in all approaches to qualitative analysis is the sort of reflexivity aspect of your analysis.  Some disciplines more than others emphasize keeping track of your own role in the research process.  What do you bring to the table? What does your own experience and background have to do with the way that you’re interpreting the data?  A very sort of self-reflexive, self-critical analytic aspect of the process that some may be engaged in and others may not be or some of your projects may warrant or necessitate these reflexes piece of things and others may not.

I have found that some disciplines emphasize this more than others.  Oftentimes it’s when people are working on dissertation and so forth as they’re more called upon to take that reflexive angle on their analysis.

But it can be extremely helpful especially if you’re working with difficult topics, sensitive topics, topics that trigger things in your own experience to keep track of that in writing if that’s a helpful thing to do for you.

Grounded theory can be appropriate for many different types of studies.  In general, when the goal is to generate concepts that explain a given phenomenon, grounded theory can be extremely helpful.  When your design and your data lend themselves to the development of theory, grounded theory can be extremely applicable.

You’re really looking at the why or the how, but not necessarily the what within a grounded theory approach because typically if you’re starting with the what question, you’re already starting with quite a few pre-conceived ideas about what you’re looking for.

When grounded theory is not so applicable—and again, this is—I mean this is pretty much in my opinion and in my experience and in talking to lots of people about the application of grounded theory, there do seem to be times when it isn’t the most helpful approach to take.

For example, when your goal is a description of a phenomenon when it’s that what question, grounded theory might not be the most fruitful approach when you’re not actually trying to generate a theory.  One might want to ask why would I use grounded theory if I’m not trying to actually develop a theory?

Also, when the project was not initially set up to explore a given phenomenon.  I put sometimes in parenthesis here because this really—this last point really depends on whose approach to grounded theory you’re using and ascribing to.  In a Glaserian approach, if you have set up your project differently with research questions, hypothesis, a full understanding of the literature or at least a solid understanding of the literature, that wouldn’t be that more hard core application of grounded theory because you’ve already set up the study in a less inductive and emergent manner.

You might say, well, if I don’t use grounded theory, what could I use?  Fortunately, there are many options out there for you.  The core or one of the most core text in qualitative data analysis is Miles and Huberman, and the most recent edition has just come up with many excellent editions by Johnny Saldaña.  There’s a couple of great books out there that give you multiple approaches to qualitative analysis.  The Creswell book, the [inaudible] where you’ve got wonderful qualitative methodologists explaining how you might use narrative—a narrative approach, a phenomenological approach, an ethnographic approach, a discourse analysis approach.

Then you’ve got some data analysis text such as the Bernard and Ryan and Saldaña that have chapters on how to analyze data with many different approaches.  They do describe a grounded theory approach but they also give you options for many other approaches to analyzing your data.  Of course the key is that one particular approach is not going to fit all of the studies that you do with qualitative method.

You may have one study where a narrative approach is really the most appropriate, another where grounded theory is the best fit, and another where phenomenology is the best fit.  Being aware of your options and then selecting the option that makes the most sense for this type of data you’re collecting and for your goals of your project, I think is really the way to go.  Fortunately, there’s excellent guidance out there for how to choose the approach that works best for the study that you’re conducting.

Just really briefly, I wanted to go over one paper that I have found to be really helpful.  That’s a paper on qualitative health research by Starks and Trinidad where they actually took three different approaches and applied the approaches to the same set of data.  They use a phenomenological approach, a discourse analysis approach and a grounded theory approach.

What they found in their analysis of interviews with 25 primary care physicians was that the way that they approached the data analytically shaped the research questions, the way that they tended to the data and their conclusions and moreover their products.  It’s a really fascinating way of thinking about what would happen if you applied different approaches to the same set of data.  What would you learn?  What would you generate?  What would you get out of it?  I really recommend taking a look at that paper.

Some would argue that in any qualitative data analysis, you also need to consider what Lincoln and Guba have called trustworthiness within a more constructivist paradigm.  Going back to the four key aspects of grounded theory, some considerations that you might also want to make with this sort of the parallel version of a positivist approach to data collection.

In qualitative research according to this more constructivist approach, the thing that you might want to be paying particular attention to are credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability, and what you see in the brackets there are sort of a parallel concepts from quantitative research that don’t particularly apply according to Lincoln and Guba to qualitative work so that we can achieve more—we can achieve a systematic approach and a high level of rigor if we think about parallel but more relevant concepts such as these four that you see here.

I just want to give a couple of examples of using grounded theory.  The first of which comes from work that I did with Inez Poza and Donna Washington on women Veterans’ pathways to homelessness.  In this study, we conducted focus groups with woman Veterans who were experiencing homelessness.

What we wanted to understand was how risk factors which have been identified in the survey with women Veterans, how they work, so to speak in women’s lives.  What sort of the living aspect of the risk factors that were identified in a very deductive and close ended way.  We used the semi-structured interview guide and then we used our constant comparison approach in order to analyze the data.

Now some might immediately say if we already knew what risk factors we were interested in, that would inherently mean it wasn’t grounded theory.  It really depends on what approach you take and you can refer to that more strict application or look at analytic principles in grounded theory even if the study was not originally set up as a grounded theory study.

The reason why we felt that a constant comparison approach works for this particular analysis is that we really did want to develop a theory about how women Veterans become homeless.  We felt that it was important to have a theory in order to identify junctures where intervention and prevention might be possible.

There are four, according to this early work by Glaser, really nice paper, about the constant comparative methods that gives you actual steps and stages toward developing a theory.  The four steps are to compare these so-called incidents, which are the discreet narratives of experiences, and to generate categories by comparing and contrasting incidents, then to integrate the categories and look at relationships across the categories, then to begin to develop a theory about how the categories relate to each other and then write the actual theory.

What we did in this study was, and I’ll walk you through it in a minute, was try to develop a set of categories regarding how women became homeless by looking at their narratives.  It’s important to note that in these focus groups, which is a little different than what you might encounter in most focus groups, the moderator actually had each woman describe her experience of becoming homeless.  There is a narrative for each woman of how she became homeless.

When we were delimiting the theory, step 3, what we were starting to look at was a variety of roots of homelessness.  In other words, the different precursors to homelessness that women described in their narrative.  Then we put those roots together in what we call a web of homelessness vulnerability, which you see here.

We identified the five key roots of homelessness that were held in common across at least a subset of the women in the focus groups, those being child diversity, trauma or substance abuse during military service, post-military relationship and abuse problems, mental health and substance abuse problems and unemployment.  Those were sort of the five key roots of homelessness for these particular women.

I’m going to go through an example just to kind of show you how we developed the theory.  This I didn’t put in the 2011 cyber seminar but some had said it would be—in their feedback, they said it would be helpful to kind of walk through how the theory was developed.

In our study, one participant with a history of child sexual abuse experienced early homelessness and went into the military for what she called a safe haven.  Instead of experiencing safety, she was revictimized during and after her military service which contributed to substance abuse and eventual homelessness.  I’m just going to read you a little bit of the narrative.

She said, “My homelessness and being abused started at an early age.  I was abused when I was four and considered as being homeless because I was placed into a home where I was not wanted, so then I was physically abused.  It just made my life really difficult for me throughout my whole life and so I went into the military.  Part of the reason that I went into the military was to be like a safe haven for me.

Then after I encountered the same type of abuse in the military, I had thought that would be my home away from home, but that’s when I started with the alcohol and stuff was when I was in the military because I was lost.  I had nowhere to go, nobody I could turn to.  I told my sergeant about abuse and he was supposed to take care of it.  I didn’t report it.  I saw the abuser everyday and that left me kind of numb.  Then when I got out of the military, it was like the same things started to happen all over again.”

What we did in the study was basically develop a theory of each woman’s pathway to homelessness based on the experiences that she described and mapped it out and then kept placing each map over the next one in order to see what the most common patterns were and then also to see if there were any patterns that were particular to a subgroup of women.  What you see here is in the right-hand box of criminal justice involvement.  It has a dotted line around it because it only came up in one of our groups.

For that particular group of women, they had extensive criminal justice involvement, which for them had actually led to their homelessness due to probation and parole issues.  Along the way, we identified for many women a couple of contextual factors and you see those in the brackets.

For example, women talked about having a strong survivor instinct often from a very early age.  They talked about a pronounced sense of isolation and a lack of support and resources after they had gotten out of the military but also a strong sense of independence and wanting to handle their problems on their own and not seeking the help that they needed or seeking the help they needed and encountering access barriers or less than desirable experiences in the care that they had actually gotten.

All of these things were experienced along the path to homelessness.  It’s important to note that this doesn’t even really represent the very cyclical nature of homelessness that we identified in the sample where women experienced an average of four cycles in and out of homelessness.  We have some bidirectional arrows in the theory where women talked about that cyclical nature but it could even be a more complicated diagram than this.

Kristen Maddox wrote a paper about women Veterans’ reproductive health preferences and experiences.  What she did in that paper was use concepts from grounded theory.  I’m going to talk about this more a little bit later.

This is what I’ve typically seen in the health services literature and even in a recent sort of non-systematic glance through recent literature and health services research that uses grounded theory is that people are typically doing a modified version of grounded theory, an adapted version, pulling concepts from grounded theory but not necessarily engaging in a full grounded theory study.

I think that’s a really appropriate direction to go and for many studies.  The kinds of the things that they did in this study that built on what grounded theory provides is open coding, comparing codes across coders and engaging in axial coding.  They were able to ultimately report on five themes across their groups and participants.

You can see some of the concepts that I brought up before are brought to bear on this analysis without it having to have been a full throttle grounded theory study.  This is one approach that many people are taking to the application of grounded theory at least in health services research.

When it comes to working with qualitative data, as I mentioned before, you really want to think about which approach best suits the goal of the project and establish the research design accordingly.  The time to decide what approach you’re using, what paradigm fits the best is not at the point of data analysis, I would argue, but rather when you’re getting your study set up.

More and more often in grant proposals, that specification of your theoretical paradigm for your qualitative study is becoming more and more expected.  The idea that you would go and collect data and then later decide what theory would apply to it is not really going very well in study sections these days because you’ve got people more and more who are aware of the different analytic options and want to know what approach you’re taking.

If you do plan to use grounded theory, it is extremely important to specify whose version of grounded theory you’re using.  You need to read the sources, so clearly if you’re doing grounded theory but not according to those Glaser components, that wouldn’t be the best citation for your study because it might actually go against that Glaserian approach.  You wouldn’t want someone on your review panel to be very familiar with that or be more inclined toward it and then say, well, that’s just the wrong reference to use for this approach to grounded theory.

It’s not only a matter of specifying but actually reading those core sources and making sure that they are consistent with what you’re proposing.  If you plan to diverge from or modify grounded theory, it’s really important to be explicit about what changes are you making to whose particular approach to grounded theory.

I’ve seen many times in both manuscripts and proposals the reviewer’s comments will say something like, well—they say they use a modified grounded theory approach, but what exactly did they modify about the Clarke approach or about the Corbin and Strauss approach.  More specificity is typically needed.

During analysis, you might want to check the original sources that you use to make sure that you’re still using the version you had selected.  You may have decided in the proposal writing stage that you were going to reference a particular Corbin and Strauss text and then when it comes time to analysis, the approach you’re using is not consistent with that original source.

You may want to consider using more than one analytical approach to your data.  It really depends on your goals, the products that you’re trying to develop.  As I mentioned before, using methods that are consistent with or adapted from or guided by grounded theory principles is often a way to go as long as, again, you’re referencing whose grounded theory principles you’re referring to.

More often than not, especially in our HSR&D world, it’s not the lone analyst anymore.  These are analytic teams.  Even if it’s a team of two, it’s still a team.  It’s really important that everyone on the analytic team have a shared understanding of the process of the application of a particular approach, whether it’s grounded theory or another approach and to document the team’s analytic process ideally in memos or some other comparable form of documentation.

The bottom line is, in many of the things that we write—proposals, manuscripts, presentations, et cetera, it’s really not sufficient to say we use grounded theory to analyze our data or we’re going to use grounded theory to analyze our data.  The process needs to be spelled out, especially in a way that non-qualitative audiences will understand it.  In my opinion, the more transparent your process is so that someone will actually believe in your results, the better off you are.

Many people will not be familiar, many reviewers will not be familiar with grounded theory or what the particular version of grounded theory, and so a one or two-sentence explanation of that.  Then the specific way that you applied it to your specific data is going to be very, very important in any or those types of products.

I just wanted to wrap up and hopefully—okay, I’m leaving enough time for questions, good.  I just wanted to wrap up with a couple of thoughts on the importance of qualitative research in the health services research in general and on women Veterans in particular.

As many of you may have already experienced and may know, there’s a real increasing emphasis on qualitative methods and a systematic review of research on women Veterans, [inaudible] colleagues found that most studies are observational and descriptive with a trend toward more implementation research.  Qualitative methods have become pretty much indispensable in implementation research such that in the vast majority of implementation research studies, it’s rare that you’ll find one without some qualitative aspects.

That means good news for those of us who do qualitative research that there’s lots of work to do.  It also means that we are really under scrutiny in terms of being specific about our approaches, why our approaches are systematic, whose work we’re drawing on in order to inform our approaches and really explicating those approaches thoroughly in both our proposals and other types of products.

Even with large scale initiatives such as PACT, understanding women Veterans’ preferences, understanding Veterans’ preferences overall, their experiences of something like this primary care transformation or other types of large scale initiatives in the VA, it’s really important as we are gearing towards patient-centered care and really trying to develop services that are attuned to Veterans’ presences and needs.

Here are some of the references that I’ve mentioned throughout the talk.  Let me know if you have trouble getting any of them.  I would really like to thank all of my colleagues who have informed this presentation.  I have the slide in the earlier version and then I tried to add to it with everyone who informed me and then it became longer than one slide.  Hopefully you all know who you are.

We have very active groups that talk about these issues on research and so forth a lot.  Those relationships and collaborations have just been invaluable in the development of this work.  There’s my contact information there to contact me for more information.  I really appreciate your attention and now I really look forward to your comments and questions.  Thank you.

Moderator:
Excellent.  Thank you very much, Dr. Hamilton.  I know the majority of our audience joined us after the top of the hour, so I want to let you know, to submit any questions or comments, please use the question section of that GoToWebinar dashboard that’s on the right-hand side of your screen.  Simply type your question in and we’ll get to it in the order that it is received.

The first question we have, can grounded theory be used to conduct an analysis or review of a series of sexual assault prevention programs or does it need to actually—I’m sorry, let me start over.  Can GT be used to conduct an analysis or review of a series of sexual assault prevention programs or does it need actual interviews as part of the project?

Dr. Hamilton:
That is a really good question.  My initial reaction and when you do the questions at the end, it’s sort of off the cuff, so some of these might warrant more thought.  Let me just give my initial reaction and then we’ll go from there.

I would say in that instance you would at the very least be using some concepts from grounded theory rather than full-on grounded theory from beginning to end of the study.  There might be some really useful approaches in grounded theory such as open coding, selective coding, axial coding that you would draw on in order to analyze that data.

I don’t think it has to matter, per se, that it is not primary data collection that was involved, if I’m understanding the question correctly.  I suppose my main question about that would be, is the idea wish that study or analysis to develop a theory.  If the idea is not really to develop a theory but to do an analysis of that data, then probably grounded theory isn’t going to be all that helpful.

I would think something like content analysis would be helpful if you’re looking at the ways that policies and initiatives are construed.  You might even look at some discourse analysis type of approaches.  If you’re not really going for the development of a theory, then there might be other approaches that are better suited for it.

If you feel like there are things that grounded theory offers that other approaches don’t offer, then I’ll maybe draw on those concepts but not represent them as full-on grounded theory.  I hope that makes sense.  If not, you can write back in another question.  [Laughter]
Moderator:
Sorry, I muted myself and didn’t realize it.  [Laughter] The person who wrote in that question actually did have kind of a follow-up to it.  He is trying to get an understanding of what a branch of the military is doing regarding their training and how they are approaching the development of their programs.

Dr. Hamilton:
To me, that’s a little bit more in the what area of the qualitative approaches.  I think that something like content analysis would probably be more helpful.  The way I think of it is not like one approach is bad and one is good or one is better and one is worse, but just what is going to be the most helpful way to process through the data.

It sounds like a what question, not necessarily a why or a how question.  The why or how questions tend to be a little bit more fruitful for the grounded theory direction.  It doesn’t mean that you wouldn’t be calling on any concepts of grounded theory but there might just be other approaches that would help with that analysis more.

Moderator:
Thank you.  The next question, how did you handle confidentiality of information with the IRB review since the topic of homeless is sensitive and the subjects are vulnerable?

Dr. Hamilton:
In this case, we didn’t maintain any identifying information about the participants beyond what was necessary to compensate them and contact them.  Otherwise, we didn’t maintain their personal information and had to go through many of the necessary steps that the IRB would require such as a certificate of confidentiality, the availability of mental health support should someone experience distress during the data collection episode.  A lot of steps were taken to ensure confidentiality of the women who participated in that study and other studies that are of a similar nature.

In some of our studies that are highly sensitive, we’re gearing more toward as anonymous studies as possible where we’re not maintaining identifying information about the participants.

Whoever asked that question can contact me separately if you want more detail about that.

Moderator:
Thank you for that response.  The next question, how do you determine your analysis approach early on in the planning process and what are some good questions to ask your group?

Dr. Hamilton:
I love that question.  I think of it in terms of the goals of the project.  Some of the driving aspects behind the decision-making have to do with the overall design.  For example, is it a mixed method study, and is the idea that your qualitative and quantitative data collection efforts are designed to yield a synthesized product in the end.  That would inform the direction that you take with your qualitative data collection.

I think really getting at what are the key questions that drive the study, what are the key research questions, what type of data will be able to answer those questions that so is it focus groups, is it individual interviews, do you need multiple interviews over time, are you going to have an observational aspect, an ethnographic aspect to the study.  What types of methods will be most optimally suited to answer the question.  Of course, you never know if you’re going to answer it until you’ve actually collected the data but you’re going to put your best foot forward.

Then really thinking about the goal of the project, what are the products that are of primary importance.  Is it a report to central office?  Is it a manuscript?  Is it a theory that is designed to guide the development of an intervention?  What direction you have to take depending your funding mandates and expectations really can drive the direction that you take with the study.

For example, I often see people using a more strict application of grounded theory in their dissertations because the expectations at the end are typically a very in depth analysis, perhaps the generation of a theory and the time and space is built in to the doctoral process to facilitate that.

Sometimes in the types of work that we do where it’s a year-long study or less, you might not have the room, the time, the space, the resources to do something like that.  Moreover, it might not be necessary for what’s expected out of that study.

In some cases, especially with the various side work that many of us do, developing a theory might not be of greatest interest to the funder.  That might be side project that you engage and you might use one type of analysis with your data to generate one type of product and then another type of analysis to generate maybe a more philosophical paper, a more etymological paper.

That really depends on the goals and also the expectations of those who are paying for the work to be done.  Typically, the nature of the research questions that are being asked can help to inform which analytic approach would be the most helpful.

That being said, some would argue that grounded theory is not just about an analytic approach, but about everything from beginning to end and that’s a really different type of endeavor that I don’t particularly find to be all that feasible in health services research which is pretty applied and we’re expected to investigate specific phenomenon in a specific timeframe to yield specific data for specific people, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be done and that it wouldn’t be valuable as an effort.

It really just depends on what that will get you in terms of your funding audience.  I hope that answers the question.

Moderator:
Thank you.  They always have the option to write in for more clarification.  The next question, do you find the VA reviewers amiable to this method of study?

Dr. Hamilton:
The grounded theory, okay, this is just my opinion and just based on my own experience of reviewing grants.  I find that there will be many reviewers who don’t know what grounded theory is, and so a statement such as we’re using grounded theory to analyze the data will probably not be noticed or really be critiqued in any depth.

I don’t know of any review panel at this point that doesn’t have qualitative expertise on it.  While a statement like that might not be noticed or critiqued by some reviewers, chances are a qualitative methodologist will critique that and not necessarily react unfavorably to it, but rather be looking for more details and looking for whose grounded theory approach are your using, why is grounded theory the best approach, what does that mean in terms of the actual analytics steps that are going to be taken.

What I’ve seen as a weakness in some heavily qualitative proposals is a lack of specificity about the analytic approach.  If you’re collecting 50 or 60 or 70 interviews and that really comprises a good hunk of the data that you’re going to have for a study, that would need as much explication of your analytic approach as the quantitative side of things, so where you have your R calculations and all the different analysis you’re going to do, on the quantitative side I think it’s important to have a comparable level of information, detail and specificity on the qualitative side.

There’s not a sort of generic approach to qualitative analysis, but really thinking about what data do you have, what analytic approach are you going to take with that particular data.

For example, if you’re collecting data from different groups of stakeholders, how are you going to put that together?  How are you going to look at one group versus another?  Then how are you going to compare and contrast?  If that’s going to be eventually synthesized as quantitative data, what steps would you take to do that.  That’s what I would look for.  That’s what I’ve heard other reviewers look for.  What I’ve seen in reviews of work is a real interest in seeing the details.

Typically, studies don’t fair or at least that part of the study might not fair very well if it’s lacking in details of specifics and also in references to the others who have written about the type of approach that you want to use.

Moderator:
Thank you for that reply.  It looks like we have a good six pending questions.  Thank you for the talk, very helpful.  Is there a qualitative research VA workgroup that we can join?

Dr. Hamilton:
Really good question.  We have gone in and out of having a qualitative research workgroup.  We had one that was sponsored through the Women’s Health Research Network for a while.  There’s been a lot of interest in developing one.  We do have a group of anthropologist in the anthropology friendly colleagues who are part of a less served.  There’s also really active at finding mix method less served.  You’ve got a lot of qualitative methodologies in both of those groups.

Some of us are talking about actually putting together such a group that the person asks about.  Please stay tuned about that.  It’s nice to know that there’s interest.  Maybe in another forum, I can seek some feedback and input on what such a workgroup could do and could achieve.  I would definitely like to explore that more with those who are interested.

Moderator:
Thank you for that reply.  The next question, can you comment on ways that grounded theory approaches it can be integrated with quantitatively-oriented, observational and exploratory, theoretical driven studies?

Moderator:
Yeah, I mean this is probably a less—again, I would need to do a very systematic review to be totally 100 percent sure of I’m about to say, but I think this probably a less utilized aspect of grounded theory as a general methodology and not a qualitative specific methodology.

Now it’s more in a generation of theory from quantitative data and again, depending on the type of quantitative data that’s been collected where grounded theory could be applicable and could be very useful.

There are some good examples of the application of grounded theory to a more quantitative study, but my familiarity with that literature is very much driven by the types of constructs that are used in the quantitative data collection effort.

Of course the theory that’s developed is entirely driven according to grounded theory by the ways in which the data was collected and in words the ways that the measures were constructed, the way the items were constructed and so forth.

The idea is that by analyzing data perhaps with something like a cluster analysis, a factor analysis that you’re starting to develop a theory based on patterns that you’re seeing in the data which then might be followed up by a qualitative study or additional quantitative study.  There are steps within some branches of grounded theory that can really help with the application of this approach as a general methodology and not a qualitative specific methodology.

Moderator:
Thank you for that reply.  The next question, does grounded theory mesh well with your rapid turnaround method?  What issues should we keep in mind?

Dr. Hamilton:
Thank you for knowing about the rapid method.  [Laughter] That’s encouraging.  
Moderator:
Confession, it’s one of your colleagues.

[Laughter]

Dr. Hamilton:
Okay.  [Laughter] Okay, and the rapid approach is in another HSR&D cyber seminar for those who are interested.  It doesn’t mesh particularly well when the goal of a more rapid turnaround project is not to generate a theory.

There are again concepts and dimensions of grounded theory that can be useful.  The fact is that some of these analytic approaches are best spelled out in grounded theory literature.

For example, selective coding, axial coding, these are really well spelled out in grounded theory more so than in other areas.  Some of the texts that were on that earlier slide have really good analytics steps to take that can mesh well with a more rapid approach.

Typically, in more rapid turnaround projects or in projects where you might have multiple ways of data collection and you need to do some quick and dirty analysis along the way, the idea in those projects is often not again the development of theory, but rather more of the what questions being answered in order to inform the next phase or stage of the study.

It hasn’t for me been the most helpful approach in very, very heavily applied work, but I still try to take a look at it and consider it as a possible approach in studies moving forward.

I have one study now that’s more inductive in nature where a grounded theory approach has been really helpful because I’m trying to understand women’s sexual risk behaviors following discharge from the military.  The nature of the data that I’m collecting which is in depth persons that are interviewing is really kind of amenable to grounded theory.

Whereas some of the other methods that we use in more rapid projects that are less inductive in nature are a little bit less inclined toward the how/why questions, and are more focused on the what questions.

There is sort of that marriage between the methods and the overall methodological approach that drive whether or not a grounded theory approach will really end up being the most helpful.

Moderator:
Thank you for that reply.  I know we’ve reached the top of the hour, are you able to stay one for the last question or two questions?

Dr. Hamilton:
Yeah.

Moderator:
Excellent, thank you.  I was given a database with patient comments about their medications.  I believe their comments may influence the trajectory of care.  What would be the best qualitative method to use for analysis?

Dr. Hamilton:
That’s a tough question without having more details.  If the idea is to really characterize their relatives about their choices, then I would probably at least investigate whether a narrative approach would yield what’s needed for the next step.

If what’s of more interest to the audience or the colleagues is a theory about these processes, then it might be helpful to draw on grounded theory principles.

You may just knock up against an insufficient amount of data because it wasn’t really collected in a grounded theory fashion it sounds like.  You might end up finding yourself without an adequate amount of data to actually develop a theory, because sometimes what happens when you have—we are sort of handed a set of data and it wasn’t collected with a particular analytic approach in mind which is often the case, it’s hard to apply an approach that might have needed different data to be collected in a different way.

That’s why it’s important to think about that analytics approach before the data is even collected because to retrofit a paradigm framework on to the data can often be really difficult.

Just with that small amount of information I probably would question whether grounded theory would be the most helpful because again, there just might not be enough data to support the generation of a theory.  Furthermore, the theory might not be what this person’s colleagues are interested in.

I would probably look at something along the lines of narrative analysis or content analysis for that, but I might change that if I had more details about the study.

Moderator:
Thank you.  The final question we have, if you—okay, so this is—I’ll just carry on with it, if you find identifiable information during data analysis, how do you handle confidentiality in sharing the information with the study participant?

Dr. Hamilton:
Okay, I think there are two different parts to that that I’m hearing anyway.  One part is if you find identifiable information during analysis.  If at all possible—I mean we go to pretty great lengths to de-identify our data before we actually start analysis on it.  If we have transcripts which we typically do, we ensure that our transcriptionist knows to take out identifying information and then we typically double check all of those areas of the transcripts as well.  If we do find anything, we delete it immediately and put it in a place holder for the identifying information.

I mean it’s pretty rare because of that—pretty rare that something identifying would actually make its way into the data once it’s being analyzed because of that pretty close scrutinization process.  I would recommend having a process for the identifying data before it actually is being coded.

Now the second part, I’m not sure I’m totally clear on which is before you share it with the study participants, is that the—did I guess that right, Molly?

Moderator:
Yeah, how do you handle confidentiality in sharing the information with the study participant?

Dr. Hamilton:
I might not be interpreting this correctly, so let me know if I’m not, for the person who asked the question.  As for when and how you’re sharing information with the study participants, typically that some type of feedback loop or maybe you’re doing some member checking where you’re sharing what you learned with the individuals who are involved in data collection with your participants.

At that point, pretty much across the board that I can think of, the data would have to be aggregated and non-identifiable to the audience now, presumably, to the audience which is comprised of the participants.

However, that being said, you may feel that what you’re sharing is not identifiable, but the nature of what you’re sharing might actually be known to the audience and they may say, oh well, I know who said that or I know what site that was or something like that.

What we do on our team is to do dry runs with those who are allowed to be familiar with the data and ensure that everyone on the team feels that what’s being shared is de-identified unless it’s appropriate in that setting to share data that has some type of identifying information.

For example, if you have a multi-site study and part of the agreement is that you would share aggregated data from a site with site leadership, so the site leadership might know that the data came from 25 or 35 individuals I that site, but they don’t know the specific person that it came from and I don’t really know of any protocols that would allow for a person level data to be identifiable to any audience whether it’s participants or not.

All of that really should be built in to the protocol.  It’s still even important to double check yourself and your team when it is time to share data to ensure that the audience would be extremely unlikely to know exactly where that data came from.

You really have to go to great lengths to ensure that the confidentiality is preserved and the things aren’t mentioned in the paper or presentation or whatever it is that would be known or identifiable to the audience.  It does take a sort of concerted and specific effort to do that because again, you may think, oh no, I’m going to know who said that or no one’s going to know where that came from, but by certain details of the way in which you present the data, it might actually be known, so it’s really good to double check that internally before going external with it.  I hope that helps.

Moderator:
Thank you for that reply.  They do always have the option to contact you after this session.  That is our final question at this time, so I’d like to give you a chance to have the last word.  Any concluding comments?

Dr. Hamilton:
Just thanks to all that participated.  I’m really curious to know how this resonates with the work that you’re doing.  A lot of what I talked about was my own personal perspective and experience.  I can’t claim to be the expert in every take on grounded theory and other analytic approaches, so I’m happy to hear dissenting views or assenting views or whatever it might be.  Feel free to share your experiences and perspectives as we offline if you’re interested and we’ll also see if we can get that qualitative workgroup going nationally.

Thank you so much, Molly for organizing it and for everyone who attended.

Moderator:
It’s always a pleasure.  Thank you so much, Alison.  That was a great segue for people to share their opinions with both of us because as you X out of the meeting, the feedback survey will pop up.  This is the opportunity for you to provide feedback for this session, but also to suggest other topics that you’d like to learn more about.  Please do take just a moment and fill that out because I assure you we do read them and that’s what helps guide which sessions we support.

Thank you very much again to our audience.  Thank you to Dr. Hamilton and all of her colleagues that contributed to this work.  This does conclude today’s HSR&D’s cyber seminar presentation.  Thank you.

Dr. Hamilton:
Thanks, Molly.

[End of Audio]
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