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QUALITATIVE THEORY USE 

Variation in Theory Use in Qualitative Research 

Qualitative inquirers use theory in their studies in several ways. First, 
much like in quantitative research, it is used as a broad explanation for 
behavior and attitudes. and it may be complete with variables. constructs, 
and hypotheses. For example. ethnographers employ cultural themes or 
aspects of culture to study in their qualitative projects, such as social con-
trol, language, stability and change, or social organization, such as kinship 
or families (see Wolcott's 2008 discussion about texts that address cultural 
topics in anthropology). Themes in this context provide a ready-made 
series of hypotheses to be tested from the literature. Although researchers 
might not refer to them as theories, they provide broad explanations that 
anthropologists use to study the culture-sharing behavior and attitudes of 
people. This approach is popular in qualitative health science research in 
which investigators begin with a theoretical model, such as the adoption of 
health practices or a quality of life theoretical orientation. 

Second, researchers increasingly use a theoretical lens or perspec-
tive in qualitative research, which provides an overall orienting lens for 
the study of questions of gender, class. and race (or other issues of margin-
alized groups). This lens becomes a transformative perspective that shapes 
the types of questions asked, informs how data are collected and analyzed, 
and provides a call for action or change. Qualitative research of the 1980s 
underwent a transformation to broaden its scope of inquiry to include 
these theoretical lenses. They guide the researchers as to what issues are 
important to examine (e.g .. marginalization. empowerment, oppression, 
power) and the people who need to be studied (e.g., women, low economic 
social status, ethnic and racial groups, sexual orientation, disability). They 
also indicate how the researcher positions himself or herself in the qualita-
tive study (e.g., up front or biased from personal. cultural, and historical 
contexts) and how the final written accounts need to be written (e.g., with-
out further marginalizing individuals, by collaborating with participants), 
and recommendations for changes to improve lives and society. In critical 
ethnography studies, for example, researchers begin with a theory that 
informs their studies. This causal theory might be one of emancipation or 
repression (Thomas, 1993). 

Some of these qualitative theoretical perspectives available to the 
researcher are as follows: 

• Feminist perspectives view as problematic women's diverse situations
and the institutions that frame those situations. Research topics may
include policy issues related to realizing social justice for women in 
specific contexts or knowledge about oppressive situations for women
(Olesen, 2000).
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• Racialized discourses raise important questions about the control and 
production of knowledge, particularly about people and communities 
of color (Ladson-Billings, 2000).

• Critical theory perspectives are concerned with empowering human
beings to transcend the constraints placed on them by race, class, and 
gender (Fay, 1987). 

• Queer theory-a term used in this literature--focuses on individuals 
calling themselves lesbians, gays, bisexuals, or transgendered people. 
The research using this approach does not objectify individuals, is con-
cerned with cultural and political means, and conveys the voices and 
experiences of individuals who have been suppressed (Gamson, 2000).

• Disability inquiry addresses understanding this population's sociocul-
tural perspectives allowing them to take control over their lives rather 
than a biological understanding of disability (Mertens, 2009).

Rossman and Rallis (2012) captured the sense of theory as critical and 
postmodern perspectives in qualitative inquiry: 

As the 20th century draws to a close, traditional social science has 
come under increasing scrutiny and attack as those espousing criti-
cal and postmodern perspectives challenge objectivist assumptions 
and traditional norms for the conduct of research. The critical tradi-
tion is alive and well in the social sciences. Postmodernists reject the 
notion that knowledge is definite and univocal. Central to this attack 
are four interrelated assertions: (a) Research fundamentally involves 
issues of power; (b) the research report is not transparent but rather 
it is authored by a raced, gendered, classed, and politically oriented 
individual; (c) race, class, and gender (the canonical triumvirate to 
which we would add sexual orientation, able-bodied-ness, and first 
language, among others) are crucial for understanding experience; 
and ( d) historically, traditional research has silenced members of 
oppressed and marginalized groups. (p. 91) 

Third, distinct from this theoretical orientation are qualitative studies in 
which theory (or some other broad explanation) becomes the end point. It 
is an inductive process of building from the data to broad themes to a gen-
eralized model or theory (see Punch, 2005). The logic of this inductive 
approach is shown in Figure 3. 5. 

The researcher begins by gathering detailed information from participants 
and then forms this information into categories or themes. These themes are 
developed into broad patterns, theories, or generalizations that are then com-
pared with personal experiences or with existing literature on the topic. 

The development of themes and categories into patterns, theories, or 
generalizations suggests varied end points for qualitative studies. For example, 
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Figure 3.5 The Inoue .e Log,c of Research 1n a Quo:1tot1ve St:..,oy 
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in case study research, Stake (1995) referred to an assertion as a proposi-
tional generalization-the researcher's summary of interpretations and 
claims-to which is added the researcher's own personal experiences, 
called "naturalistic generalizations" (p. 86). As another example, grounded 
theory provides a different end point. Inquirers hope to discover a theory 
that is grounded in information from participants (Strauss & Corbin. 1998). 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) referred to "pattern theories" as explanations 
that develop during naturalistic or qualitative research. Rather than the 
deductive form found in quantitative studies, these pattern theories or gen-
eralizations represent interconnected thoughts or parts linked to a whole. 

Fourth and finally, some qualitative studies do not employ any explicit theory. 
However, the case can be made that no qualitative study begins from pure 
observation and that prior conceptual structure composed of theory and 
method provides the starting point for all observations (Schwandt, 199 3). Still, 
one sees qualitative studies that contain no explicit theoretical orientation, 
such as in phenomenology, in which inquirers attempt to build the essence of 
experience from participants (e.g., see Riemen, 1986). In these studies, the 
inquirer constructs a rich, detailed description of a central phenomenon. 
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My research tips on theory use in a qualitative proposal are as follows: 

• Decide if theory is to be used in the qualitative proposal.

• If it is used, then identify how the theory will be used in the study, such
as an up-front explanation, as an end point, or as a transformative-
advocacy lens.

• Locate the theory in the proposal early in the study or at the end. 

Locating the Theory in Qualitative Research 

How theory is used affects its placement in a qualitative study. In those 
studies with a cultural theme or a theoretical lens, the theory occurs in the 
opening passages of the study. Consistent with the emerging design of 
qualitative inquiry, the theory may appear at the beginning and be 
modified or adjusted based on participant views. Even in the most theory-
oriented qualitative design, such as critical ethnography, Lather (1986) 
qualified the use of theory: 

Building empirically grounded theory requires a reciprocal rela-
tionship between data and theory. Data must be allowed to gener-
ate propositions in a dialectical manner that permits use of a priori 
theoretical frameworks, but which keeps a particular framework 
from becoming the container into which the data must be poured. 
(p. 26 7) 

Example 3.2 A Theory Early in a Qualitative Study 

Murguia, Padilla, and Pavel (1991) studied the integration of 24 Hispanic and 
Native American students into the social system of a college campus. They 
were curious about how ethnicity influenced social integration, and they 
began by relating the participants' experiences to a theoretical model, the 
Tinto model of social integration. They felt that the model had been "incom-
pletely conceptualized and, as a consequence, only imprecisely understood 
and measured" (p. 433). 

Thus, the model was not being tested, as one would find in a quantitative 
project, but modified. At the end of the study, the authors refmed Tinto's 
model and advanced their modification that described how ethnicity func-
tions. In contrast to this approach, in qualitative studies with an end point of 
a theory (e.g., a grounded theory), a pattern, or a generalization. the theory 
emerges at the end of the study. This theory might be presented as a logic 
diagram, a visual representation of relationships among concepts. 
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Example 3.3 A Theory at the End of a Qualitative Study 

Using a national database of 33 interviews with academic department chair-
persons, we ( Creswell & Brown, 19 9 2) developed a grounded theory interre-
lating variables ( or categories) of chair influence on scholarly performance of 
faculty. The theory section came into the article as the last section, where we 
presented a visual model of the theory developed inductively from categories 
of information supplied by interviewees. In addition, we also advanced direc-
tional hypotheses that logically followed from the model. Moreover, in the 
section on the model and the hypotheses, we compared the results from par-
ticipants with results from other studies and the theoretical speculations in 
the literature. For example, we stated the following: 

This proposition and its sub-propositions represent unusual. even contrary 
evidence, to our expectations. Contrary to proposition 2.1. we expected 
that the career stages would be  similar not in type of issue but in the 
range of issues. Instead we found that the issues for post-tenure faculty 
covered almost all the possible problems on the list. Why were the tenured 
faculty's needs more extensive than non-tenured faculty? The research 
productivity literature suggests that one's research performance does not 
decline with the award of tenure (Holley 1977). Perhaps diffuse career 
goals of post-tenure faculty expand the possibilities for ·types· of issues. In 
any case. this sub-proposition focuses attention on the understudied 
career group that Furniss (1981) reminds us of needs to be  examined in 
more detail (p. 58). 

As this example shows, we developed a visual model that interrelated 
variables, derived this model inductively from informant comments, and 
placed the model at the end of the study, where the central propositions in 
it could be contrasted with the existing theories and literature. 




