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From Theory Discovery to Meaning Construction: An Intertextual Analysis of Grounded
Theory and an Integrated Methodological Protocol

Amin Mohtashamifar®, MohammadReza Bemanian*°, Kianoush Suzanchi®

Abstract

This study investigates the methodological plurality of Grounded Theory and develops an
integrated protocol for its coherent use in contemporary qualitative research. A two-stage
qualitative review combined directed content analysis with interpretive content synthesis to
examine approximately 200 Scopus-indexed articles published between 2020 and 2025. The
findings identify a broad transition from discovery-oriented and objectivist applications toward
interpretive, constructivist, reflexive, and context-sensitive forms of theorizing. Four changes are
especially prominent: the movement from discovering theory to constructing meaning; the
repositioning of the researcher as an active interpretive agent; the shift from static models to
dynamic processes; and the expansion of analysis from individual experience to discourse,
institutions, and power relations. Based on these findings, the study proposes a six-part
methodological protocol linking paradigmatic stance, theoretical sampling, multilevel coding,
memoing, reflexivity, saturation, and theoretical representation.

Keywords: Grounded Theory; Intertextual Analysis; Qualitative Research; Methodological
Protocol; Directed Content Analysis; Interpretive Content Synthesis; Meaning Construction

Introduction.

Grounded Theory (GT) is among the most influential qualitative research approaches, yet it no
longer denotes a single, homogeneous method. Its classical, systematic, and constructivist
readings rest on different assumptions about reality, the relationship between data and theory, the
role of the researcher, and the status of interpretation. The classical Glaserian tradition stresses
emergence and discovery with minimal theoretical forcing; the Straussian tradition offers a more
explicit and teachable coding architecture; and the constructivist Charmazian tradition treats data
and theory as situated constructions produced through interaction. In contemporary research,
these traditions are often combined implicitly. When the underlying paradigmatic position is not
stated, however, such combinations can generate conceptual ambiguity, inconsistent coding
decisions, and a mismatch between research questions, analytical procedures, and theoretical
claims. This study therefore examines how the dominant readings of GT are represented in recent
scholarship, identifies the methodological and paradigmatic transitions reflected in their
application, and develops an integrated protocol for coherent and reflexive use of GT across
qualitative and interdisciplinary research.
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Materials and Methods.

The study adopted a two-stage qualitative review strategy. The initial search used GT-related
keywords in Google Scholar and was limited to publications indexed in Scopus between 2020
and 2025. From an initial pool of 11,600 records, 5,300 English-language and potentially
relevant articles were retained after preliminary screening. Duplicate and irrelevant records were
removed, and approximately 200 articles with a direct methodological relationship to Grounded
Theory were selected for final analysis. The corpus covered social sciences, urban studies,
environmental studies, health, education, art, architecture, and landscape architecture. In the first
stage, directed content analysis was employed to classify each study according to three principal
GT readings: classical (Glaserian), systematic (Straussian), and constructivist (Charmazian).
Coding also addressed methodological foundations, epistemological orientation, application
domain, researcher position, reflexivity, sampling, memoing, saturation, and theory-building. In
the second stage, interpretive content synthesis and cross-reading comparison were used to
identify shared analytical logics, conceptual tensions, and higher-order patterns. Initial coding,
focused clustering, cross-reading synthesis, and paradigmatic interpretation formed the four
analytical phases. Conceptual credibility was strengthened through independent coding by two
researchers and resolution of disagreements through discussion and consensus; analytical
decisions were documented to improve transparency and reproducibility.

Results.

The analysis identified three clusters and four major cross-reading themes. The methodological-
foundations cluster showed that coding, memoing, constant comparison, and theory construction
remained central across the reviewed studies, although their sequencing and interpretation
varied. The epistemological cluster distinguished discovery-oriented, systematic, and
constructivist applications, while the application-domain cluster demonstrated the extension of
GT beyond its traditional social-science base into urban, environmental, artistic, architectural,
and landscape research. Across these clusters, four transitions became visible. First,
contemporary studies increasingly move from the discovery of an allegedly pre-existing theory
toward the construction of situated meaning. Second, the researcher is repositioned from a
detached observer to an active, reflexive, and accountable interpretive agent. Third, static
categorical models are increasingly replaced by process-oriented explanations that attend to
temporality, interaction, and context. Fourth, the analytical focus expands from individual
experience to discourses, institutions, policy logics, social structures, and relations of power. The
systematic reading remained the most commonly identifiable procedural framework, but many
successful studies combined its analytical discipline with constructivist reflexivity and contextual
sensitivity. These findings indicate that the three readings operate less as mutually exclusive
schools than as a spectrum of methodological emphases.

Discussion.

The findings challenge both rigid methodological loyalty and unexamined eclecticism. A
defensible combination of GT traditions requires explicit alignment among paradigmatic
assumptions, research questions, data sources, coding procedures, and the form of the final
theory. Classical emergence can protect sensitivity to data; systematic coding can support


http://geographical-space.iau-ahar.ac.ir/article-1-4218-fa.html

Downloaded from geographical-space.iau-ahar.ac.ir at 12:38 IRDT on Saturday September 12th 2026

V20 lwal AF o Lo (pieds 9 Comn 090 ¢ 2 L8l y2> gLad oo aolilad A

analytical traceability; and constructivist reflexivity can make the researcher's position and the
social conditions of knowledge production visible. Their integration is methodologically
productive only when the logic of selection is declared. The study accordingly proposes a six-
part protocol: (1) state the paradigmatic position before analysis; (2) select the GT reading, or
justified combination of readings, that fits the research question; (3) use dynamic theoretical
sampling in response to emerging conceptual needs; (4) apply multilevel coding—initial/open,
focused or axial, and theoretical—without mechanically mixing incompatible procedures; (5)
maintain analytical memoing and reflexive documentation throughout data collection and
analysis; and (6) judge theoretical saturation interpretively, based on conceptual stability,
diminishing analytical returns, and coherence of the emerging account. The resulting theory may
be expressed as a conceptual narrative, a process model, or an interpretive framework. This
flexibility is particularly relevant to urban and landscape research, where spatial experience,
environmental processes, policy discourse, and power relations intersect.

Conclusion.

Contemporary Grounded Theory is best understood as a dynamic family of theory-generating
logics rather than a fixed set of coding techniques. The review demonstrates a broad transition
from objectivist discovery toward contextual and interpretive construction, accompanied by
stronger attention to reflexivity, process, discourse, and power. The proposed integrated protocol
converts these findings into a practical sequence that connects philosophical stance with
sampling, coding, memoing, saturation, and theoretical representation. Its principal contribution
is not the unrestricted blending of GT schools, but a transparent basis for selecting and
combining their strengths while preserving conceptual coherence. The protocol can improve
methodological clarity, analytical precision, and transferability in qualitative studies, especially
in interdisciplinary fields such as urban studies, environmental research, architecture, and
landscape architecture. Future empirical studies should test the protocol in different disciplinary
and cultural settings and compare its performance with single-tradition applications of Grounded
Theory.
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