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Abstract
Aim. A discussion of the meaning of reflexivity in research with the presentation

of examples of how a model of reflexivity was used in a grounded theory

research project.

Background. Reflexivity requires the researcher to make transparent the decisions

they make in the research process and is therefore important in developing

quality in nursing research. The importance of being reflexive is highlighted in the

literature in relation to nursing research, however, practical guidance as to how

to go about doing research reflexively is not always clearly articulated.

Design. This is a discussion paper.

Data sources. The concept of reflexivity in research is explored using the

Alvesson and Skoldberg model of reflexivity and practical examples of how a

researcher developed reflexivity in a grounded theory project are presented.

Implications for nursing. Nurse researchers are encouraged to explore and apply

the concept of reflexivity in their research practices to develop transparency in the

research process and to increase robustness in their research. The Alvesson and

Skoldberg model is of value in applying reflexivity in qualitative nursing research,

particularly in grounded theory research.

Conclusion. Being reflexive requires the researcher to be completely open about

decisions that are made in the research process. The Alvesson and Skolberg model

of reflexivity is a useful model that can enhance reflexivity in the research process. It

can be a useful practical tool to develop reflexivity in grounded theory research.

Keywords: conceptual model, credibility in research, grounded theory methodol-

ogy, nursing, reflexivity, research

Introduction

Reflexivity is associated with qualitative research, the

domain of which is the in depth exploration of research

topics in terms of concepts, beliefs and motivations (Para-

hoo 2014). However, it is also acknowledged that qualita-

tive researchers are not wholly objective observers of social

phenomena because of their social, political and cultural

positioning in the worlds they study (Colaizzi 1978, Burkitt

1997, Frank 1997). Ryan and Golden (2006) view the

© 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd 1



researcher as a participant in a dynamic relationship with

the research. If researchers do not have an objective posi-

tion with respect to their research, questions regarding the

quality of research arise. It is important to note however

that reflexivity is an essential means to developing and dem-

onstrating rigour in all qualitative research and that the

application of the Alvesson and Skolberg (2009) model may

be useful to differing qualitative research designs.

The adoption of a reflexive stance is therefore a possible

means of enhancing the quality of qualitative research and

establishing credibility (Patton 1999, 2002) both as a ‘nec-

essary element of quality’ (Holloway & Freshwater 2007)

and as a means of making the researcher’s position trans-

parent (DeSouza 2004). In a grounded theory study, it is

therefore important to ask questions about the place of

reflexivity. The first author of this paper (HE) used a reflex-

ive stance throughout a qualitative grounded theory study,

using a Glaserian approach, as a means of developing and

demonstrating transparency in the research process. The

purpose of this paper is to discuss the meaning of reflexivity

using examples from the application of a model of reflexiv-

ity to a grounded theory research project. Specifically, the

use of Alvesson and Skolberg (2009) model of reflexivity in

research is explored in this paper.

Background

Grounded theory is a recognized methodology in nursing

research (Parahoo 2014) as a methodology to systematically

collect and analyse data to conceptually explain the phe-

nomena of interest. Although grounded theory provides a

structured and systematic process of analysis, all grounded

theory research needs to establish credibility. In particular,

it is important for the grounded theory researcher to recog-

nize, first, that data do not stand alone and second, an

emergent analysis can take various forms which may or

may not be dependent on what the researchers consider as

credible data. These two aspects suggest that the collection

and understanding of data are not unidimensional and that

understanding of data may be framed by researcher presup-

positions about what is to be collected and how this is to

be done. One means of exploring these aspects is through

reflexivity; however, discussion on how to be reflexive in

doing grounded theory research is not so clear. The purpose

of this paper is to explore meanings of reflexivity and to

present examples of how a model of reflexivity was used in

a grounded theory research project.

Data sources

The concept of reflexivity used in this paper is drawn from

the literature published between 1980–2012 available in

English language sources. This section serves to contextual-

ize reflexivity as an element of the qualitative research pro-

cess and to distinguish between reflexivity and reflection.

Specific issues for the grounded theory researcher are identi-

fied before Alvesson and Skolberg (2009) model for reflex-

ivity in research is introduced and then applied in a

grounded theory study.

Reflexivity is the process of recognizing constructs that

implicitly and explicitly influence the research process

(Guba & Lincoln 2005). The concept of reflexivity is

widely discussed in the literature, revealing a complexity of

definitions over which there is little consensus (Doyle

2012). For this paper, Schwandt’s (2001) definition of

Why is this review needed?

● Reflexivity is important in qualitative research, it increases

the rigour of research, but there is a lack of practical guid-

ance on how to be reflexive as a researcher.

● Grounded theory researchers must demonstrate reflexivity

in their research.

● A practical model, such as that of Alvesson and Skolberg,

could be used to strengthen reflexivity in grounded theory

research.

What are the key findings?

● The Alvesson and Skolberg model provides a framework

for reflexivity in qualitative research generally and in

grounded theory research specifically.

● The four levels of reflexivity in Alvesson and Skolberg’s

model enable the grounded theory researcher to consider

in detail their own stance and potential influence in their

research.

● Using the model, the rigour of the research can be made

explicit.

How should the findings be used to influence policy/
practice/research/education?

● The Alvesson and Skolberg model is recommended for the

nurse researcher, as a useful tool for ensuring reflexivity.

● The model is suitable for nurse researchers using qualita-

tive research designs, using the constant comparative

method of data analysis in a non-grounded theory design

and using grounded theory design.

● Nurse researchers should use a model of reflexivity to

enhance the rigour of the research process across data col-

lection, data analysis and identification of findings.
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reflexivity is used. Schwandt defines reflexivity as: (a) ‘the

process of critical self-reflection on one’s biases, theoretical

predispositions, preferences’; (b) an acknowledgement that

‘the enquirer is part of the setting, context and social phe-

nomenon he or she seeks to understand’; and (c) ‘a means

for critically inspecting the entire research process’ (p. 224).

Ruby’s (1980) description of reflexivity, although old, is

also useful here because it tells us that being reflexive in the

research process is to:

Intentionally reveal to his (sic) audience the underlying epistemo-

logical assumptions which caused him (sic) to formulate a set of

questions in a particular way, to seek answers in a particular way

and finally present his (sic) findings in a particular way (Ruby

1980, p. 157)

Being reflexive in the research process is therefore to

acknowledge that ‘we are always on the corner somewhere’

(Richardson 1992, p. 104). The process of reflexivity identi-

fies and acknowledges the limitations of the research. This

is important in relation to location and topic and the spe-

cific process. The way the research was contextualized theo-

retically, the data gathered and the way the data were

analysed are part of that research process, as is the way

findings are used to argue the construction of new knowl-

edge.

Reflexivity, therefore, is a process of thoughtful, con-

scious awareness of the researcher in the process of research

(Finlay 2002). However, reflexivity differs from reflection.

Reflection is a means of looking back, or more deeply, to

gain insight, whereas reflexivity is a process of self-aware-

ness and scrutiny that is bidirectional; it demands an ‘other’

through which we develop a more self-conscious awareness

about who we are as researchers and the decisions we make

in the research process and its potential relationship/impact

on the other. Being only reflective does not necessarily

require engaging with the other.

Reflexivity therefore is about developing transparency in

decision making in the research process at multiple levels:

personal, methodological, theoretical, epistemological, ethi-

cal and political. Importantly, reflexivity makes us question

assumptions inherent in the research process, such as

assumptions about the research topic, concepts and theories

which may be themselves created through systems of power

and privilege (McDermott & Varenne 2010). Questioning

such assumptions make us consider both the traditions and

philosophical backgrounds for the researcher and the

researched, with the acceptance that there are no privileged

ways of enquiring into phenomena, because the partici-

pants, like the researcher, are socially situated and con-

structed. This means questioning preconceived

categorization of what is being researched, those being

researched and how the research is being done. These are

important considerations in all qualitative nursing research,

including grounded theory research as it makes the

researcher question how knowledge and understandings are

situated within epistemological frames. Specific issues arise

for the nurse researcher using grounded theory methodol-

ogy. While grounded theory itself does not necessarily sit

with any one epistemological or theoretical framework, the

researchers themselves are likely to have had prior exposure

to epistemological and theoretical constructs and these may

silently inform how the grounded theory research is con-

ducted. It is for this reason that the grounded theory nurse

researcher needs to carefully consider if and how a priori

understandings may silently influence the research work.

Findings from qualitative research may themselves, to

some extent, be composed of researchers’ interpretations of

the data collection and/or other data collected during the

research. The findings therefore are more than just the sys-

tematic analysis process, but may contain the researcher’s

configuration of sections of data constructed into a whole.

For the grounded theorist, this suggests that the grounded

theory report is of itself the new conceptualization derived

from the analytic work of the researcher. The findings in

grounded theory therefore may be more than the systematic

analysis process and might incorporate the philosophical/

disciplinary context the researcher brings to their enquiry.

Being reflexive, however, is not easy. Finlay (2002) writes

that one means to be reflexive is to document the qualita-

tive researchers’ perspectives, interests and positions so that

the readers of the research can be the judge of any apparent

potential for bias. Such disclosure can identify potential

causes of conflict, such as the expectations of external

stakeholders for particular research findings. Disclosure is

not as effective at detailing more subtle elements of poten-

tial bias. On the other hand, there is a tendency for reflex-

ivity leading to an over emphasis of the researchers’

experiences, resulting in what Bishop and Shepard (2011)

term as self-indulgence on the part of the researchers and as

Finlay (2002, p. 226) writes, ‘endless narcissistic personal

emoting’. To be reflexive is more about being thoughtful

about our positions and identities as researchers and the

theoretical predispositions that may be informing our

research, the means to being reflexive is to balance knowl-

edge of oneself but to avoid becoming ‘overly self-absorbed’

(Holloway & Biley 2011, p. 968).

Achieving this balance is not fully understood and models

of how to be reflexive are limited, with a tendency to draw

on a single theoretical framework, which in turn privileges

that particular framework (Alvesson & Skolberg 2009).

© 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd 3
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Questions continue to be asked, both about how to be

reflexive and how to practice reflexivity (Karakayali 2004,

Riach 2009, Holmes 2010). Alvesson and Skolberg (2009)

present a useful practical model to develop levels of reflex-

ivity that ought to be considered and demonstrated in a

research project. This model forwards four levels of reflex-

ivity: first, problematizing the empirical material, asking

questions about how data were generated, what influence

the researcher may have in the design of the data collection

tool/s and data gathering process; second, researcher

engagement with the interpretive act, reflecting on and ask-

ing questions about how the researcher is analysing data

and recognizing potential personal and a priori perspectives

that may impact on the data analysis; third, clarification of

the political-ideological context, such as questioning poten-

tial ideological and power relationships may impact on

how data are collected, analysed, reported and potentially

used; and fourth, consideration of questions of representa-

tion and authority, such as reflecting on how language is

used in the production of the research text, including claims

to authority on behalf of the researcher and selectivity of

the voices represented in the final research text.

The model therefore appears as a useful means to assist

the researcher in recognizing and addressing aspects that

may or may not implicitly or explicitly influence the

research process and was used in the first author’s doctoral

grounded theory research.

Discussion

Application of a model of reflexivity

The Alvesson and Skolberg (2009) model was applied to

detail the researcher’s thinking and actions during the

research process. The remainder of this paper is used to

explain how the four stages of the Alvesson and Skolberg

(2009) model were applied during a doctoral grounded the-

ory study. The following is not an exhaustive account and

aims to provide a snapshot demonstrating reflexivity in the

grounded theory research process. In this co-written paper

by the doctoral student and supervisor, the role of the

researcher is referred to as ‘the researcher’ or ‘she’ to isolate

the identities between researcher and supervisor. However

it is important to note in the doctoral thesis, the identity of

the researcher was used in the personal singular tense.

Problematizing collected empirical material

This first level of reflexivity in the Alvesson and Skolberg

(2009) model focuses particularly on data collection. In this

research, data were collected using unstructured interviews,

using open questioning to develop a rapport with partici-

pants (Holstein & Gubrium 2000), field notes and memos.

In the unstructured interview process, the role the

researcher plays in hearing and interpreting the data is

important. Lieblich et al. (1998) question the potential of

the researcher to be a de novo listener, paying attention to

the descriptions of the narrator, or whether the researcher

should try to find out more detail of the issues implicit in

the research context, by considering whether there are con-

tradictions or gaps in the narrative. On the other hand, they

consider whether the researcher might be able to take a

course between these two extremes, or manage to include

both approaches.

In this research, the aim was to take the middle course.

This is because the purpose of a grounded theory study is

to explore aspects of social phenomena that are of concern

to the social participants. This requires the researcher to

explore the narrative of the participants and to look for

similarities, contradictions and gaps in and between the

narratives. This is essential to the conceptual nature of

grounded theory that moves the research from anecdotal

description to explanation of what is occurring in the data.

If the researcher was to present a narrative only account,

she would not be doing grounded theory research and while

narrative accounts are essential for some frames of enquiry,

it would not be the best means to enquire into potential

relationships in the phenomena of interest. Therefore,

unstructured interviews were used to enable participants to

discuss what was of importance and relevance to them, fit-

ting with grounded theory approaches, with the aim of

looking for similarities and differences in and across the

data to enable patterns to emerge in the data.

In the interviews, the researcher was mindful that inter-

views may be a form of social control which shapes what

people say. The unstructured interviews began with a gen-

eral initial question and used occasional prompts to support

the interviewee in providing their account. The researcher’s

role during the interviews was to listen, reflect back on

information given and ask relevant questions without being

directive of the content. The researcher was aware that if

she maintained a minimal presence and asked too few ques-

tions, the interviewee may lack an understanding about the

purpose of the interview, creating a constraint on the inter-

viewee to talk (Perakyla 1995).

On the corollary, the researcher also recognized that she

could dominate the interview by asking too many ques-

tions, or provide unintentional verbal signals as to how she

felt the interviews were progressing. The researcher started

by asking broad scope questions such as ‘how do you know

about? What do you think about? What do you do? to give

4 © 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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space for participants to speak without a predefined struc-

ture that was informed by the researcher’s interpretations

of what she felt to be important. During the interviews, the

researcher checked her understanding by reflecting back

and checking understanding using statements such as ‘so, if

I’m hearing you right, you’re saying’. This provided space

for meanings to be clarified and developed and to gain fur-

ther explanation by the participant. To check this was

occurring, the researcher and supervisor listened to the

audio recorded interviews to consider that she was asking

questions and responding appropriately and not leading the

interviews. Due to the concurrent data collection and analy-

sis, changes in how the researcher collected data, based on

reviewing of data collection, could be made.

Engagement with the interpretive act

The second level of reflexivity in research using the Alves-

son and Skolberg (2009) model considers reflexivity in the

analysis of data. The grounded theory process requires the

parallel tasks of data collection and coding to be synchro-

nous to ensure a structured approach and to enable emer-

gent themes to be explored in subsequent interviews.

Charmaz (2006) emphasizes the need to code rapidly and

keep the codes as similar as possible to the data. To carry

out the process of coding, the audio recordings were tran-

scribed after each interview. The researcher considered the

level of detail to include in the transcription, what should

be included and how the text could best be arranged, which

could affect how the text would be understood. To do this,

the interviews were transcribed verbatim and no spoken

detail from the audio recordings was omitted. This enabled

checking of the written transcript alongside the audio

recordings to enhance the auditability of the analysis, as the

researcher was able to check and re check her understand-

ings both in the written text and in the unique dialogue of

each interview. This also meant that the developing analysis

could be checked with the supervisory team to reduce

potential bias or reinterpretation by the researcher. This

second member checking of the on-going data analysis fur-

ther developed rigour in the study.

Charmaz (2006, p. 46) writes that ‘coding is the pivotal

link between collecting data and developing an emergent

theory to explain these data. Through coding, you define

what is happening in the data and begin to grapple with

what it means’. Coding in grounded theory research occurs

in three stages: first, open coding is used to generate as

many ideas as possible and occurs inductively in the early

stages. In practice this means the fracturing of the data into

‘chunks’ of data, to which names, or codes, are assigned to

explore what is happening in the data. Second, with contin-

uous data collection and simultaneous analysis, the coding

becomes focused to explore reoccurring codes that are pre-

valent in the data. Decisions are made by the researcher

about which codes are most prevalent and which are to be

excluded. To identify the codes to be included and

excluded, codes had to have multiple examples across data

sets. Occasionally, codes were given that did not seem to fit

with other codes and these were explored in further data

collections. Data were also examined for possible examples

of the deviant case. Deviant cases are data that contrast

with prior codes in data. In this research, codes were identi-

fied that did not neatly fit into the emergent patterns in and

across the data. These deviant type codes were noted and

compared with during the simultaneous data collection and

analysis process, where decisions about what data to

include and exclude were considered. Decisions about what

to include were based on how codes best explained the par-

ticipant’s main concern (Glaser 2005, pp. 10- 11) and data

that did not address the participant’s main concern were

left aside for exploration in later studies. This means that

the researcher needs to explain the rationale for what is

included and excluded in the data and builds a richer pic-

ture of that data and emergent grounded theory and that

future research is needed to explore deviant cases and codes

that were excluded, from the development of the formative

grounded theory. To aid this process, the researcher pro-

vided a table in the findings detailing rationale for what

was included and excluded and excluded codes were used

to build sub data sets, for the future enquiry. This is consid-

ered best practice in Glaserian grounded theory.

Third, theoretical coding refines the final concepts in the

emergent substantive grounded theory. During this process,

the researcher was mindful to report only what was in the

data and to check her interpretation of the data. To help

with the need to only report what was in the data and to

minimize preconceptions of what the researcher thought

was in the data, the researcher wrote memos to identify

possible patterns in and between the codes. The function of

memos in grounded theory is to organize thinking about

how the data fit together and to help in the articulation of

patterns and emerging possible links between codes (Glaser

& Strauss 1967). Consequently, memos act as notes about

the data so that patterns and relationships in the data can

emerge (Glaser 2001). The important aspect here is that

there must be an evidence trail for the researcher and others

to see how each part fits together. Memos were used

throughout the period of data collection alongside a con-

stant comparison process as a means to document the

researcher’s thinking about how she was doing the research,

the checks she put in place to reduce her personal

© 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd 5
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interpretation of events during the research process and her

thinking while doing the simultaneous data collection and

analysis. Memos were also used by the supervisory team to

question and challenge the researcher’s thinking during the

research process. To enhance credibility, or conceptual

grab, respondent validation was also used.

Respondent validation, or ‘member checking,’ includes

techniques which enable the researcher’s account to be

reviewed by the participants to find out the level of agree-

ment between the two understandings. It is not only used in

grounded theory but it is also used more widely in qualita-

tive research. Although this is a useful means to check cred-

ibility (Lincoln & Guba 1985) it also has its limitations.

For example, the researcher’s account is designed in the

context of the purpose of the research and this may differ

in importance from the perspective of the participant

because the roles of researcher and participant differ in the

research process. As a result, it is useful to consider respon-

dent validation to be a way to reduce error (Bloor 1997,

pp. 37–50) as opposed to the only criteria for establishing

credibility.

Clarification of the political-ideological context

Alvesson and Skolberg (2009) then consider a third level of

reflexivity in their model, the critical interpretation of the

context. The particular stances and values that researchers

bring to their research are affected by several sociocultural

and historical considerations (Hammersley & Atkinson

1995). These stances can affect the choice the researcher

makes about what to investigate, how to design and carry

out the research and the way findings are interpreted. Using

reflexivity, the qualitative researcher is able to examine

their own stance, their values, their role in the research pro-

cess, so that any potential for bias or prejudice is stated

explicitly. Many assumptions can therefore be considered,

identified, examined and challenged (Allan 1997). For

example, researchers can consider their own motivations

for carrying out the research (Richardson 1997). This is

particularly important in grounded theory research, where

data are used to generate theory. In developing theory, the

researcher needs to have taken account of aspects of their

own context, to ensure the developing theory is robust.

In her professional capacity, the researcher has profes-

sional experience in the phenomena of enquiry, therefore

she has insight into the phenomena under consideration;

indeed the phenomena was enquired into because the

researcher considers there is a lack of understanding about

the phenomena. The role of professional insight into the

research process has been highlighted by Sandelowski

(1993), Dey (2007) and Sandelowski and Leeman (2012)

who forward that it is our background and experience that

provides the capacity as to how we respond to data and

that research findings result not only from the data but also

from the researcher and what they bring to the data analy-

sis. Professional experience therefore can enhance sensitivity

to the data and their analysis and enable the researcher to

identify connections between the data. Alternatively this

insight could block differing understandings and percep-

tions. It is acknowledged that the researcher cannot be fully

aware of how professional insight might influence or block

understandings of the data, however, by being transparent

in her decision making in the research process and continu-

ally checking with others as to how the research was

designed and put into action, preconceptions that the

researcher may have been imposing are more likely to be

noted. To aid this, the researcher wrote a prologue to the

research to identify and contextualize how the research pur-

pose evolved and this was included in the doctoral research

narrative.

In relation to the data collection, the participants in the

study were the researcher’s professional peer group and

although she had no relationship with the participants prior

to this research, power dynamics between the researcher

and participants needed thoughtful consideration. The

researcher was mindful that it was likely that she held cer-

tain assumptions that personal introspection will not always

reveal (Sparkes 2002) and was conscious that she might

affect participants in different way and also that they might

affect her. In particular, the researcher was mindful that

she would be interviewing peers who were successful in

their disciplinary and professional field, which could induce

timidity on the part of the researcher. In reality, the inter-

views were not reflective of power dynamics because the

purpose was to enquire into the participants’ experiences

and understandings and power differentials were not visibly

present in the interviews. On retrospect, concerns over

power from the perspective of the researcher reflected her

preconceptions as a developing researcher and her notions

of expertise and was in itself, a learning point.

This research was conducted as a part of a doctoral

research project. This means the researcher’s intentions to

achieve this award may have been influenced by a need to

convince others that she was able to work at doctoral level.

This may have implications for a research project, where

intentions are to serve the successful completion of an

award rather than to represent the participants in the study.

This creates a tension in the research in that the researcher

needed to convince others that her research was original

and credible, while being honest about the research that

was done. Using the process of reflexivity, the researcher

6 © 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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was more able to express the complexities of doing research

because reflexivity makes the researcher explain their rea-

soning and provides a transparency in how the research

was being done. Grounded theory presents a methodology

that makes the researcher ground their findings in data. The

emergent theory therefore is more likely to detail patterns

in that research context, but only in so much as the

researcher is aware of the limitations and variables in doing

research. Together reflexivity challenges and enhances

grounded theory methodology and grounded theory pre-

sents a methodology that enables the researcher to docu-

ment and give examples of their reflexivity. Reflexivity

meant the researcher was as honest as she could be, but not

perfect and grounded theory meant she had grounded

examples to explain the research question.

Consideration of questions of representation and authority

Finally, Alvesson and Skolberg (2009) identify a fourth

level of reflexivity, related to the way research is communi-

cated, including the words and language used. Being reflex-

ive in the research process provided opportunity for the

researcher to think about how she was engaging and being

influential in the research process. However, there are also

important considerations in relation to the writing of the

research project. How writers present their material reflects

their approach and the purpose of the report. The purpose

of writing a research account varies depending on the

research objectives, reporting style and potential audiences.

For example, ethnographic accounts present detailed

accounts of their findings to express experiential form and

process of what is seen to be occurring in a social context

(Van Manen 1990). Smaling (2003, p. 17) uses the concept

of ‘communicative generalization’ where the writers have

an obligation to present their findings in ways that allow

readers to consider the transferability of the findings and

where assessment of the relevance of the reported findings

rests with the reader.

In writing the grounded theory, the researcher’s focus

was on the conceptual explanation of what was happening

in the data. Accounts in the data were used to illustrate

emergent concepts. These illustrated accounts were frag-

ments in the data rather than lengthy narratives. This can

feel as if grounded theory reporting reduces the subtlety

and nuance of the data in favour of more black and white

comparative reporting to explain observable patterns in the

data. This in turn can give an impression that grounded

theory writing is overly objective in the sense that the mess-

iness of the social context is not always displayed. How-

ever, grounded theory seeks to explain patterns in data in a

particular context: it does not seek to explain the whole of

the social context and presents a snippet of what can be

seen at a particular time only. The consequence of this may

be a feeling that the subtlety of social experience is missing,

however, this is somewhat compensated for by a clear

exposition of possible patterns of explanation that attempt

to explain a research question. Consistent with communica-

tive generalization, the researcher wrote the grounded the-

ory account to conceptually explain her findings in relation

to her research purpose. By being reflexive during the

grounded theory research process, she tried to create an

open approach that guarded against a unidimensional

approach to the collection, analysis and understanding of

the data (Alvesson et al. 2008, Alvesson & Skolberg 2009),

but that could be equally challenged by others.

Implications for nursing

The importance of reflexivity in any qualitative research

and specifically in grounded theory research is clear. The

rigour of the research is strengthened. The use of qualitative

research by nurses is considerable (Parahoo 2014) and the

need to be reflexive in this process has been identified in

this paper.

The use of Alvesson and Skolberg’s (2009) model to

consider reflexivity in research design is of value to all

nurse researchers working with qualitative data. Making

use of the four levels of reflexivity in Alvesson and Skol-

berg’s model enables the researcher to consider a range of

different elements and in so doing to strengthen the

research process. Grounded theory is used by nurse

researchers who value the development of new theory

where such theory does not currently exist. The need to

consider reflexivity when undertaking grounded theory

research is important for the nurse researcher to ensure

robust research, where one’s own potential bias and tradi-

tion is acknowledged. A model of reflexivity in research

can effectively support this.

Conclusion

Being reflexive in qualitative research means being transpar-

ent about decisions that are made in the research process.

For the grounded theory nurse researcher, this means ques-

tioning underpinning epistemological assumptions, epistemo-

logical tensions and ethical considerations that shape

relationships between what we see and what and how we

know and how we go about designing and doing the

research. This is true at each stage of the grounded theory

research process, from design, concurrent data collection and

analysis, through constant comparative analysis, to produc-
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tion of theory which is grounded in data. With each choice,

something is gained and something is lost and it is these

trade-offs that form the nitty gritty of reflexivity in the

research process (Luttrell 2010, p. 4). The Alvesson and

Skolberg model is useful as a means for being reflexive in

grounded theory research because it prompts the researcher

to tread the thin line between being overly self-analytical and

overly critical of the external forces that impact a research

project. The model has provided the scope to detail the con-

cerns facing the researcher in undertaking a grounded theory

study and the actions taken to make the research process

transparent and rigorous. The aim has not been to include

every aspect of the research process, rather, to provide a

snapshot of reflexivity in a specific research project to dem-

onstrate that reflexivity can increase the credibility in nursing

research. We hope that this analysis will support others in

their ability to be reflexive in their grounded theory research

and thus enhance the credibility of the research. This analysis

will also support nurse researchers who undertake other

types of qualitative research.
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