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A B S T R A C T

Action research and grounded theory are popular methodologies in qualitative health research. The aim of this
structured narrative review was to develop a contemporary understanding of combining action research and
grounded theory. We searched Web of Science Core Collection and Google Scholar for empirical peer-reviewed
articles that used both methodologies in a health- or healthcare-focused study. We identified 28 studies published
from 2004 to 2022 that combined various types of action research and interpretations of grounded theory in
innovative ways. Our results highlighted that combining the two methodologies is feasible and growing in use.
Benefits identified by the study authors were opportunity to work with participants, methodological compati-
bility, enhancement of action, theoretical understanding, and perceived legitimacy of research processes and
outputs. Key challenges were compromising on both methodologies, and conceptual and practical limitations. Our
findings also highlighted that important synergies and tensions exist between the two methodologies, but tensions
are not insurmountable. We suggest a combined action research and grounded theory approach underpinned by
pragmatism as a methodologically congruent path forwards. In an academic environment which increasingly
implores health researchers to translate new-found knowledge to timely real-world change, innovative ap-
proaches to research methodologies and design are required.
1. Introduction

Drawing on more than one qualitative methodology in a health
research study has the potential to harness unique strengths and mitigate
limitations of each approach. Implications must be carefully considered,
however, to ensure methodological congruence (i.e., alignment of pur-
pose, questions and methods) and philosophical alignment (Creswell,
2013). Action research and grounded theory are two established meth-
odologies that have historically been combined and advocated by a small
but committed group of scholars (Dick, 2007; Simmons & Gregory,
2003).

A strong logic for a combining action research and grounded theory
exists due to methodological overlap and the potential for elements of
each to make a valuable contribution to the other (Azulai, 2021; Dick,
2007). Action researchers and grounded theorists have much to learn
from each other, yet the approaches are also complementary in that what
is explicit in one methodology (e.g., theory development in grounded
theory) is lacking in the other (e.g., generation of theory from knowledge
z (T. Williams), j.wiles@auckland
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and experience in action research) (Dick, 2007). However, consensus on
how to combine these methodologies whilst remaining methodologically
congruent remains fragmented.

In this article we aim to contribute contemporary insights as a prac-
tical starting point for health researchers considering this combination of
methodologies. We highlight approaches to combining action research
and grounded theory, identify examples of application in empirical
health research, offer additional perspectives on key areas of methodo-
logical and philosophical synergy/tension, and consider future
directions.
1.1. Background

The average 17-year gap between research findings and the incor-
poration of evidence-based practices to routine general practice in health
provides a compelling impetus for health researchers to explore inno-
vative research designs (Bauer et al., 2015). Action research and
grounded theory are popular methodologies in qualitative health
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research. Both are concerned with exploration of a process or processes.
Action research is an opportunity to generate new understandings
through action, and grounded theory offers an iterative framework to
ground theory development in experience.

The process of action research remains firmly anchored in its earliest
description “… a spiral of steps each of which is composed of a circle of
planning, action, and fact-finding about the result of the action” (Lewin,
1946, p. 38) (Fig. 1). Action research aims for practical solutions to
pressing concerns and draws on a pragmatic approach to research
(Bradbury, 2015). The term action research is often used synonymously
with participatory action research (Reason& Bradbury, 2006), reflecting
the view of Bradbury (2015) that action research is inherently demo-
cratic and participatory. Dick (2007) suggests that action researchers’
focus on change means that it is usually participatory. Another variation
of action research is social action research, which has a strong emphasis
on participants' involvement and empowerment (Fleming & Ward,
2004). Community-based participatory research is a similar yet distinct
approach, with this terminology commonly employed in the United
States of America (Khanlou & Peter, 2005). Community-based partici-
patory research, whilst similarly focused on increasing and integrating
knowledge for positive change like action research (Israel et al., 2012), is
unique. Distinctively, community-based participatory research starts
from a community-defined issue, researchers commit to local capacity--
building throughout the process, and collaboration between academic
and community partners in all aspects of the research process is requisite
(Israel et al., 2012; Wallerstein & Duran, 2006). Participatory action
research may be framed as community-based, which is often termed
community based participatory action research, and is considered here as
a variation of action research.

Grounded theory is an established methodology which “seeks to
construct theory about issues of importance in peoples’ lives” (Mills et al.,
2006, p. 2), where issues emerge from participant stories rather than
investigators’ preconceived ideas (Birks & Mills, 2015; Charmaz, 2014).
Broadly speaking, theory is a set of related concepts, or ideas, arranged in
a way that explains something of interest (Birks et al., 2019). The process
of data collection and analysis in grounded theory is iterative and cyclic
(Fig. 1). The aim of grounded theory is to develop substantive, middle
range theory, defined as the formulation and interrelationship of con-
cepts related to a specific area of practice (Glaser & Strauss, 1965). Since
Fig. 1. Visual representation of the cyclical nature of action research and grounded
Action research and grounded theory images adapted from originals by Johnson (20
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its inception, various interpretations of grounded theory have become
widely recognised and applied. For example, Mills et al. (2006) identify
these using the terms traditional (Glaser, 1978), evolved (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990, 1998) and constructivist (Charmaz, 2006). In this review,
these three interpretations grounded theory are of interest.

Key characteristics of action research and grounded theory are out-
lined in Table 1, drawing from the work of Bradbury (2015) and Creswell
(2013).

In their the seminal work on this topic, Dick (2007) highlights that
action research and grounded theory, two methodologies not commonly
considered similar, share important parallels and differences. Parallels
include the development of theory grounded in knowledge, and the
ability for research questions, data collection, and data analysis to be
applied in a flexible and responsive way. Key differences identified are
that whereas action research is more explicit about theory informing
action, grounded theory is more explicit about the process of building
theory from evidence. Building on this, Dick (2007) advocates distinct
points about combining these approaches, such as the value of a struc-
tured approach to building theory in action research and participant
involvement in interpreting the data they provide in grounded theory.
Indeed, both action researchers and grounded theorists would benefit
from learning and utilising aspects of the other methodology.

Distilling and situating the key characteristics of each methodology
(see Table 1) highlights ideas necessitating further exploration, such as
similarity in types of evidence that can be used but apparent difference in
aim/focus. There are also other important issues to consider, for example
alignment of philosophical underpinnings. A recent conceptual article by
Azulai (2021) discusses the benefits and challenges of combining action
research and grounded theory in social research, and explores which
forms of action research may be compatible with different iterations of
grounded theory. They conclude that more participatory forms of action
research (e.g., participatory action research) may have greater crossover
with recent iterations of grounded theory (i.e., constructivist, evolved).
Conversely, less participatory forms of action research (e.g., action
learning) may fit better with traditional grounded theory (Azulai, 2021).
Another conceptual article discusses the topic of combining different
versions of grounded theory with action research (�Zyd�zi�unait _e, 2016),
but we are unable to comment further as the article is only available in
Lithuanian language.
theory
20) and Hoda et al. (2010), respectively.



Table 1
Key characteristics of action research and grounded theory methodologies.

Action Research Grounded Theory

Disciplinary
background

Drawing from organizational
psychology

Drawing from sociology

Aim/focus Generating change through
action

Developing theory grounded
in data

Evidence Qualitative and quantitative Primarily qualitative, potential
to include quantitative

Research
problem

Focus develops throughout the
research

Gap identified in
understanding of a specific
phenomenon, process, action
or interaction; focus may also
develop during research

Starting point Researcher and/or participant
interest in understanding and
making change around a
localised issue

Broad question begins
investigation into a social
process or phenomena

Process Cyclic; repeated spirals
consisting of data collection,
reflection and action

Cyclic and iterative; repeated
spirals consisting of data
collection, analysis and
theoretical sampling to
identify participants and/or
data best placed to inform
theory development

Data collection
methods

Numerous – wide range of
methods and tools can be
utilised

Numerous – qualitative
interviews most common; also
focus groups, observation;
analysis of quantitative data,
and visual/textual sources

Data analysis
methods

Concurrent and/or sequential
with data collection,
depending on data collection
methods and research design

Concurrent with data
collection using an inductive
data coding process (which
differs depending on iteration
of grounded theory)

Outcome Learning from experience used
to inform desired change;
dissemination of results
integrated into research
process and sometimes shared
in academic literature

Substantive (middle range)
theory generated from data to
explain a phenomenon,
process, action or interaction;
dissemination of results
usually in academic literature

Table constructed from Bradbury (2015) and Creswell (2013).
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Here we have conducted a structured narrative review (Par�e et al.,
2015) aiming to develop a contemporary understanding of combining
action research and grounded theory methodologies in health research.
We believe that the review results and discussion will extend on recent
conceptual work by Azulai (2021), and further benefit health researchers
considering a combination of action research and grounded theory
methodologies.

2. Methods

The overarching purpose of narrative reviews is to summarize pre-
vious knowledge; they allow a broad scope of questions, usually use a
selective search strategy, can include conceptual and empirical sources of
information, do not conduct quality appraisal, and use a narrative sum-
mary to synthesize findings (Par�e et al., 2015). Structured narrative re-
views maintain a broad base of research and, while providing less
information about the quality of studies than systematic review types,
they are useful for mapping current findings, identifying appropriate
techniques or methods, and discovering areas for future research (Mar-
riott et al., 2013). Par�e et al. (2015) argue that high quality narrative
reviews should ensure rigour by clearly documenting the structured
approach that is used, and demonstrate relevance by addressing the
stated aim. Additional markers of quality proposed by Ferrari (2015) are
focusing on a well-defined topic, using clear inclusion and exclusion
criteria to ensure selection of relevant articles, and concentrating on a
specific set of included studies. Ferrari (2015) provides a flow diagram
for reporting literature search results in structured narrative reviews.

We searched two databases for relevant sources of information in
3

March 2022: Web of Science Core Collection (title and abstract) and
Google Scholar (title). The following search terms were used: “action
research”, “participatory action research”, “social action research”,
“community based participatory action research” and “grounded the-
ory”. We show an example search strategy in Fig. 2. We applied type
(article only) and language (English only) filters to searches, with no time
restriction. Our inclusion criteria were: peer-reviewed empirical
research, and application of action research and grounded theory
methodology, or methods, in a single study focused on health or
healthcare. The exclusion criteria were: not available in English lan-
guage, not able to be confirmed as peer-reviewed (e.g., book chapters,
conference proceedings, doctoral theses), articles which focused on
health professional education, and articles which described a grounded
theory study on the topic of a completed action research study (or vice
versa). We screened the titles and abstracts of all records using the in-
clusion and exclusion criteria described above. Potentially eligible full
text articles were then sourced and assessed for eligibility. In line with
the review aim, where multiple articles reported on the same study we
selected the article with the most reflection regarding application of
methodology and methods. For example, Pullen Sansfaçon et al. (2021)
offered reflections on a completed action research and grounded theory
study, and this was selected in preference to an earlier article which only
reflected on phase 1 of the study (Pullen Sansfaçon et al., 2018). A
review-specific data extraction form was developed and used to extract
relevant information from eligible articles (i.e., study aim, number of
participants, philosophical paradigm of study, type of action research and
grounded theory used, elements of action research and grounded theory
approaches used, and author reflections on combined methodologies). In
keeping with the broader and more inclusive structured narrative review
approach, quality assessment of articles was not conducted. Using data
extracted from eligible articles, review results are presented in narrative
summary format under main conceptual areas related to the review aim.
Firstly, we identify and discuss empirical examples of combining action
research and grounded theory in health research. Secondly, we describe
areas of synergy and tension between the twomethodologies, drawing on
both empirical examples and the broader literature base. TW indepen-
dently conducted literature searching, selection of relevant articles, data
extraction and generation of the narrative summary.

3. Results and discussion

In total, 183 records were identified for title and abstract screening.
Following assessment of eligibility, a total of 28 full text articles were
included in this review (Fig. 3). A summary of included articles is pro-
vided in Table 2. Years of publication for included articles spanned from
2004 to 2022, and number of participants involved in primary data
collection for included studies ranged from 10 to 160.

3.1. Empirical examples of combining action research and grounded theory

Of the 28 included studies, only a handful explicitly stated the phil-
osophical paradigm which they used to underpin their research. Cham-
berlain et al. (2021) worked from constructivist/interpretivist and
indigenist paradigms, and Ennals et al. (2021) from a critical emanci-
patory paradigm. Batt-Rawden (2010) used a “pragmatic synthesis” of
multiple methodologies, which indicated a pragmatic paradigm. Some
studies drew on additional methodological approaches, to complement a
combination of action research and grounded theory, such as decolo-
nizing (Kendall et al., 2020; Redman-MacLaren et al., 2017; Yashadhana
et al., 2020) and ethnography (Batt-Rawden, 2010).

The most common approaches to combining action research and
grounded theory that we observed were an action research project
incorporating grounded theory methods of analysis, a grounded theory
study nested within a larger action research project, or grounded theory
used as the reflective component of an action research project (see
Table 2). Some studies drew on action research methodology as a means



Fig. 2. Example search strategy for one electronic database.

Fig. 3. Flow diagram showing search results for the structured narrative review, adapted from Ferrari (2015).
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of inspiring systematic reflection on action undertaken as part of usual
practices or intervention programmes, for example Batt-Rawden (2010)
on participant song choices related to wellbeing and Tan (2020) on
participation in an arts-health programme. Some studies used grounded
theory followed by action research, for example, Teram et al. (2005) who
developed a grounded theory with survivors of child sexual abuse as the
4

foundation for a participatory action research component. Conversely,
grounded theory followed action research in a study by Lordos et al.
(2021), who worked closely with local stakeholders to understand
healing initiatives already being applied and then used grounded theory
to inform a scalable framework.

A majority of studies used participatory action research (n ¼ 18/28).



Table 2
Summary of included articles that applied a combined action research (AR) and grounded theory (GT) approach in health research.

Study aim & no.
participants

AR typea AR contribution GT type GT contribution Benefits of
combination

Challenges of
combination

Affleck et al. (2018) Explore the
psycho-social
experience of Sri
Lankan Tamil
refugee men in
Canada (n ¼ 33)

PAR Coalition of local
stakeholders as
advisory committee;
local advisory board

Glaser and Strauss
(1967); Glaser
(1978)

Inductive collection
& analysis of
interview data;
thematic framework
to working
hypothesis; shared
with advisory
committee & at
conferences;
authors & advisory
committee decided
on theory

Andrews et al.
(2009)

Explore
experiences of
parents of children
with congenital
limb differences
(CLD) with health
care providers &
suggest further
research (n ¼ 50)

PAR Adults & parents of
children with CLD
provided feedback on
proposed survey
questions

Glase (1978, 1998);
Strauss (1987);
Strauss and Corbin
(1990)<!–M1: lease
see the author
instruction –Change
to "Strauss ...–. Note
that as per 5 APA
reference style
–and– is used in
direct citation of
reference. Kindly
check and advice
whether we can
ignore the author
corrections
regarding this to
proceed further.–>;
Charmaz (2006)

Constant
comparative
method of analysis
of qualitative survey
data

Barkham and Ersser
(2017)

Examine feasibility
and impact of
group intervention
by Community
Matrons for people
with multiple long-
terms conditions
(n ¼ 29)

PAR Three action research
cycles; fortnightly
participant support
groups

Glaser and Strauss
(1967)

GT analysis applied
to data; memoing,
open coding;
constant
comparative
method

Participant groups
facilitated
“playback” to
audit data
collection

Batt-Rawden
(2010)

Elicit, through
music, life stories
and stories of being
well and being ill
(n ¼ 22)

PAR Help participants
convert non-
reflective
operationsinto
conscious activities

Charmaz (1999,
2000, 2003)

An approach
allowing “flexibility
and ability to let
themes emerge
from participants”

AR & GT both
grounded in
participants’
subjective
experiences; GT
provides tool for
understanding
world of subjects
through action &
process

Bjurling-Sj€oberg et
al. (2018)

Explain the
implementation
process of a clinical
pathway (n ¼ 71)

AR Project to implement
clinical pathway
initiated by intensive
care unit; 4 emergent
cycles/phases

Strauss and Corbin
(1998)

Theoretical
sampling; constant
comparative
analysis of
questionnaires,
focus groups,
individual
interviews,
logbooks/ field
notes & health
records

AR to empower
clinical staff, GT
to provide rigour
to analysis &
enhance
understanding
from action;
participants’
enhanced own
knowledge for
local context &
more general
knowledge was
produced

Methodologies
focused on process
so patient
outcomes not
evaluated;
balancing active
participation &
neutrality

Bruce et al. (2018) Identify
strategiesfor young
adults who are
deafblind (n ¼ 13)

AR “collective case study
design”; noted no
clear cycles

Glaser and Strauss
(1967)

Analysis using
constant
comparison; open
coding & axial
coding

Identifying clear
AR cycles in
practice setting

Chamberlain et al.
(2021)

Understand
support needs for
Aboriginal &
Torres Strait
Islander parents

CBPAR AR cycles (plan, act,
observe, reflect);
reporting on cycle 2/
4 of larger AR project

Constructivist GT Thematic coding of
interview data;
draft findings
discussed with
parents to refine

Constructivist GT
& Indigenist
approaches in
CBPAR project
compatible as

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued )

Study aim & no.
participants

AR typea AR contribution GT type GT contribution Benefits of
combination

Challenges of
combination

experiencing
complex trauma (n
¼ 17)

both work “with”
participants

Dalmas and
Azzopardi (2019)

Study the
organizational
dynamics that
either enable or
inhibit the changes
needed by a
hospital (n ¼ 25)

AR AR diary compiling
documentation from
a quality
improvement team

Constructivist GT Theoretical
sampling; literature
search at later stage
to challenge or
corroborate study
findings; coding &
constant
comparison applied
to AR
documentation &
interview data

AR allowed
researcher to also
"live with",
document &
analyse the action
& reflection of a
professional
group

deLara, 2019 Investigate
aftermath of
childhood bullying
for young adults (n
¼ 72)

PAR Rather than
observing researcher
joined as learner in
the enquiry

Corbin and Strauss
(2014)

Open coding, axial
coding & selective
coding of interview
data; constant
comparative
strategy; member
checking
aggregated data
with each
participant;
theoretical
saturation

D�esalliers et al.
(2017)

Experience of
women living with
obstetric fistula in
Burkina Faso (n ¼
39)

PAR Interactive
component of
interviews asked
women for their
suggestions; medical
follow-up was
conducted with
postoperative
interviews

“Dialogic method
that encouragedfree
expression”

Ehrlich et al., 2012 Understand
difference between
usual chronic
condition care &
the work of chronic
condition care
coordination (n ¼
16)

AR One component of
larger AR study

Glaser and Strauss
(1967)

4-step thematic
analysis “based on
grounded theory
techniques”

Ennals et al. (2021) Explore what
matters to young
people livingin a
voluntary
residential
program (n ¼ 35)

PAR Residents & staff as
co-researchers;
steering group
(residents, staff,
researchers) oversaw
all stages;
commitment to
practical utility

Charmaz (2014) Initial thematic
analysis drew on
grounded theory
analysis; codes
agreed by
researchers &
categories
generated with
steering group

PAR enhanced
design & analysis,
inspired
development of
practical
framework

Godfrey et al.
(2013)

Development of a
novel delirium
prevention system
of care for acute
hospital wards (n
¼ not provided)

PAR Involved
stakeholders (multi-
disciplinary staff
teams, patient &
carer representatives,
voluntary service
managers &
volunteers); iterative
process

Corbin and Strauss
(2008)

GT strategies (e.g.,
open & focused
coding and memos,
constant
comparison and
search for negative
cases, to develop
categories) for
analysis of
workshop
proceedings,
interviews &
observational notes

Taking a theory
based approach to
factors that shape
practice provides
empirical support
to inform change;
address little
researched area in
a complex setting

Harrison and
Brandling (2009)

Improve care of
older people
withmental health
needs in older
people’s unit of a
general hospital (n
¼ not provided)

Interpretivist
AR

Co-participants
(ward staff) had
active role in
identifying problems,
solutions &
strategies; cyclical
process covering
different elements of
data collection

Strauss and Corbin
(1998)

Simultaneous data
collection &
analysis; open, axial
& selective coding
of data from focus
groups, interviews
& observations of
care; theoretical
sampling

AR as overarching
methodology
provided scope
for use of other
methodologies &
methods (i.e.,
GT), wanted
solutions to be
informed by deep
understanding of

Sample was small
(limited to AR
study context) thus
theoretical
saturation unable
to be reached;
changes to practice
identified not all
able to be

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued )

Study aim & no.
participants

AR typea AR contribution GT type GT contribution Benefits of
combination

Challenges of
combination

social processes,
both systematic
but inductive &
dynamic nature;
theoretical
description
provided base for
further research

implemented in
life of project

Hartney et al.
(2022)

Define leadership
practices that
should be used
during & after the
pandemic to re-
imagine & rebuild
the health & social
care system (n ¼
18)

AR Disciplined process
of reflection on
practice; phase 1/3
of larger AR study

Glaser and Strauss
(1967)

Open coding
(shared with
working group),
axial coding of
interview data

Helgeson et al.
(2016)

Explore if clinician
awareness of
quantum physics
principles could
facilitate open
communication
between patients &
providers (n ¼ 12)

AR “Conducted in the
spirit of action
research” (i.e.,
conceptualized with
a holistic view of
human health, used a
mixed method
design); interactive
World Caf�e style
focus group

Charmaz (in
Hesse-Biber and
Leavy (2008)

Open coding
applied to focus
group data

Both emergent
methods that
allow insights to
form in early
stages & inform
later stages

Joffres et al. (2004) Describe the
facilitators &
challenges to a
multisectoral
initiative for heart
health (n ¼ 21
organizations)

PAR Systematic collection
& analysis of data to
inform change;
partner organizations
involved in decisions
about research
activities;
development of a
framework for action

Strauss and Corbin
(1990; 1994; 1998)

Open, axial, &
selective coding of
interview data;
constant
comparison; “data
saturation”;
feedback on results
from partner
organizations

Kangovi et al.
(2014)

Design a post-
hospital transition
intervention with
high-risk
hospitalized
patients

PAR Intervention design
elements tightly
mapped to
participant data
(themes) &
iteratively validated
by participants

Charmaz (2000) Coding structure
including major
ideas from data;
constant
comparison

Kendall et al.
(2020)

Elucidate
incarcerated
Aboriginal
women’s
experiences of
prison healthcare,
equity of access &
pathways for
improvement (n ¼
43)

“Community
collaborative”
PAR

Iterative multi-
methods approach
positioning
Aboriginal people as
experts; consultation
with Aboriginal
communities prior to
study; project
advisory committee
(PAG) involved from
planning to
dissemination

Charmaz (2014) “Inductive semi-
grounded-theory
approach”; 4-stage
process to generate
themes (coding
frame, coded all
transcripts,
workshopped codes
with PAG, finalised
themes)

Klein et al. (2014) Investigate how
peer educators
(PEs) facilitate
learning about
quality use of
medicines among
older Australians
(n ¼ 27 meetings)

PAR Multi-site case study
design; PEs as co-
researchers

Glaser & Strauss
(1967); Strauss and
Corbin (1998)

Coding& analysis of
audio recordings,
researchjournal &
meeting minute
data without
focusing on pre-
existing theory;
constant
comparison

Doing justice to an
"outsider"
perspective during
data analysis &
model
development
within PAR

Lordos et al. (2021) 1) Review evidence
on multisystemic
healing initiatives
already applied in
Rwanda; 2)
propose a scalable
multisystemic
framework for
societal healing (n
¼ 31)

PAR All research activities
design to pursue
practical solutions
using an “action
agenda”; numerous
consultations with
local stakeholders

Corbin and Strauss
(2008)

Open coding of data
from interviews,
focus groups & field
notes; theoretical
sampling to collect
additional data

PAR Transformational GT

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued )

Study aim & no.
participants

AR typea AR contribution GT type GT contribution Benefits of
combination

Challenges of
combination

Redman-MacLaren
et al. (2017)

Explore how
women
understand,
experience &
manage the
outcomes of male
circumcision &
penile modification
practices (n ¼ 64 þ
n ¼ 1,380 [existing
data])

Participants as co-
researchers who
determined study
focus, content &
representation of
findings;
recommendations
from co-researchers
acted on during &
following the study
period

Theoretical
sampling of existing
qualitative data
which informed
codes & categories
(through memoring
& theoretical
sampling); constant
comparison method
with focus groups &
individuals on
existing data;
constant
comparison,
memoing & initial,
intermediate &
advanced coding of
storyboards, focus
group transcripts &
handwritten notes;
developing
transformational GT
presented to
participants

Grounded theory
developed with
co-researchers
means they
understand the
phenomenon &
how to plan
action for change

Pullen Sansfaçon et
al., (2021)

Examine how
experiences of
oppression and
mechanisms of
resistance are
interlinked &
influence life
outcomes for trans
& non-binary
youth (n ¼ 54)

CBPAR Research design &
recruitment in
collaboration with
community partner
organizations; trans
& non-binary
research assistants
involved in data
collection &
verification of
findings with
community partners

Strauss and Corbin
(1990); Charmaz
(2017)

Two sensitizing
concepts;
simultaneous data
collection &
analysis; open
coding; refinement
of research question
with community
partners; axial
coding; selective
coding &
theorization

Combination
required
adaptation of both
methodological
approaches;
despite effort to be
fully inductive
project was
influenced by prior
knowledge &
theories used as
sensitizing
concepts

Tan (2020) Explore the
elements at play in
a visual art-health
programme in a
nursing home (n ¼
10)

AR Case study of arts-
health programme;
systematic enquiry &
practice

Charmaz (2006) Grounded theory
approach to obtain
general themes
from interviews &
focus group data

Teram et al. (2005) Explore
experiences of
female survivors of
childhood sexual
abuse with
physical therapy &
develop a
handbook on
sensitive practice
for clinicians (n ¼
27 þ additional
participants not
provided)

PAR Developed a
grounded theory
with survivors to
mediate power
dynamic with
clinicians; survivor &
clinician groups met
to transform
grounded theory to
suggestions/
guidelines; draft
handbook developed
& revised with
feedback from earlier
& additional external
participants

Traditional GT Constant
comparative
method;
simultaneous data
collection &
analysis of
interview data;
categories labelled
& shared with
participants with
invitation to
respond

GT designed for
participants to
express
themselves
without
constraints of
practical
relevance; the
articulated theory
countered
expertise of
clinicians &
centered
survivors’
experience; AR
phases generated
dialogue;
engagement of
external
stakeholders to
achieve “external
credibility”

Ideologically
survivors &
clinicians would
have designed
questions & study
together but power
difference seen as
too fundamental to
erase; acceptability
by academic
qualitative
research
community versus
clinicians

Waterworth et al.
(2016)

Explore Indigenous
participants’
perspectives of the
factors that affect
the health
behaviour (n ¼
120)

PAR Collaboration &
consultation with
communities
involved in study;
participants as co-
researchers; advisory
committee in each
community

Constructivist GT Thematic analysis
using grounded
theory approach
without need to
develop a core
category of focus
group data;
inductive coding &
analysis; constant
comparison;

Complement each
other;
participants
actively involved
which provides
conceptual
diversity during
inductive analysis

(continued on next page)

T. Williams et al. SSM - Qualitative Research in Health 2 (2022) 100093

8



Table 2 (continued )

Study aim & no.
participants

AR typea AR contribution GT type GT contribution Benefits of
combination

Challenges of
combination

interpretations
compared with field
notes as
triangulation;
researcher
theoretical
sensitivity; advisory
committees
discussed themes

Yashadhana et al.
(2020)

Identify factors
influencing access
to eye care & eye
health outcomes
for remote
Indigenous
Australians living
with diabetes (n ¼
160)

PAR Study conducted in
conjunction with
community-based
researchers (CBR) &
Aboriginal
community
controlled health
services (ACCHS); 4
phases (community
consultation,
interviews, focus
groups, reporting
back)

Glaser and Strauss
(2009)

Inductive coding of
data from
interviews & focus
group data; themes
used as base for in-
depth interviews
with CBRs

Yoshihama et al.,
2021

Examine social
factors & processes
that affect
women’s well-
being in & after
disasters (n ¼ 60)

PAR Longitudinal PAR
project; collaborating
non-government
organisation in each
site;

Glaser & Strauss
(1967); Charmaz
(2014)

Grounded theory
analysis of
photovoice data
(photographs &
narratives);
additional analysis
of data based on 2
codes using
constant
comparison &
seeking additional
information;
member checking at
participant
meetings

a PAR refers to participatory action research; CBPAR refers to community-based participatory action research.
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The next most common variation cited was action research (n ¼ 8/28),
and lastly community-based participatory action research (n ¼ 2/28).
Only a few studies explicitly stated the interpretation of grounded theory
they had drawn on. Traditional grounded theory was explicitly used in
one study (Teram et al., 2005) and constructivist grounded theory in
three studies (Chamberlain et al., 2021; Dalmas & Azzopardi, 2019;
Waterworth et al., 2016). One study used an integrated methodology
termed “transformational grounded theory” (Redman-MacLaren et al.,
2017), which the authors had published on previously (Red-
man-MacLaren & Mills, 2015). Where studies did not explicitly state the
interpretation of grounded theory they drew on, we included the key
scholars of different interpretations that were cited by study authors
(Table 2). We presented this information as a proxy indication of which
interpretation of grounded theory each study may have been inspired by.
Engagement with grounded theory literature from key scholars ranged
from none, seen in one study by D�esalliers et al. (2017), to citing the work
of Glaser, Strauss, Strauss and Corbin, and Charmaz in another study by
Andrews et al. (2009). A majority of articles cited one or two scholars
associated with a particular interpretation of grounded theory which
inferred their potential alignment, for example traditional as per Glaser
(Hartney et al., 2022), evolved as per Corbin and Strauss (Godfrey et al.,
2013), and constructivist as per Charmaz (Batt-Rawden, 2010). Evalu-
ating the quality of application of different types of action research and
interpretations of grounded theory was beyond the scope of this struc-
tured narrative review, but closer examination of what study authors
claim as action research and grounded theory is pertinent.

The elements of action research and grounded theory that were
drawn on by studies was diverse (Table 2). A small number of studies
provided a rationale for use of each methodology, described the extent to
9

which each were reflected in their study, and offered justification for a
combined approach, for example Batt-Rawden (2010) andWaterworth et
al. (2016). We noted that some studies appeared to use one of the two
methodologies in an ideological, or inspirational, way with limited
description of how it was enacted. For example, deLara (2019) described
their participatory action research component as researchers joining
learners in the process of inquiry, and D�esalliers et al. (2017) referred to
grounded theory as encouraging free expression as a dialogic method.
Inconsistent application of terminology, namely “methodology” (i.e.,
underlying approach to enquiry) versus “methods” (i.e., specific tool or
practice), warrants future consideration by researchers. In particular, a
number of studies referred to having applied “grounded theory meth-
odology” where “grounded theory methods” may have been more ac-
curate. We noted that some studies employed criteria to evaluate the
quality of their own methodological application. Examples included
“choice points for good participatory action research” addressed by
Teram et al. (2005) and “analytical triangulation” of themes as conducted
by Waterworth et al. (2016), which future studies may also wish to
consider.

Strong examples of an integrated approach to combining the two
methodologies were provided by Redman-MacLaren et al. (2017) and
Pullen Sansfaçon et al. (2021). Redman-MacLaren et al. (2017) drew on
“transformational grounded theory”, an approach which integrates
participatory action research strategies and decolonizing methodologies,
and actively includes participants as co-researchers. Pullen Sansfaçon et
al. (2021) combined community-based participatory action research and
grounded theory methodologies (citing Corbin and Strauss), and explic-
itly drew on two sensitizing concepts (citing Charmaz). Elements of ac-
tion research and grounded theory were well-conceived and consistently
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applied throughout these two studies. A vision for meaningful partici-
pation was evident from the outset of both studies, and a clear theory
grounded in the data was created through the processes. Authors of both
studies included detailed description of their data collection and analysis
processes, and offered reflections on their experiences of using a com-
bined approach. Integration is one of the most challenging aspects of
doing mixed methods research well, and we believe researchers may be
inspired by these examples.

Some study authors offered their perceptions on the benefits and
challenges of using both action research and grounded theory (Table 2).
More benefits than challenges were identified, but we acknowledge this
may be influenced by authors providing less detail on limitations to not
undermine credibility of their research. First we discuss the perceived
benefits, followed by the challenges.

Chamberlain et al. (2021) saw the incorporation of constructivist
grounded theory in a community-based participatory action research
project as a meaningful way of working “with” participants, and Barkham
and Ersser (2017) noted that participant groups facilitated “playback” of
results to audit data collection. Dalmas and Azzopardi (2019) felt that
their action research component allowed them to “live with” the actions
and reflections of a professional group central to the study. Action
research and grounded theory were seen to complement each other
(Waterworth et al., 2016), due to both being emergent methods with
reflection as an integral component (Helgeson et al., 2016) and grounded
in participants’ subjective experiences (Batt-Rawden, 2010). Action as an
study outcome was enhanced through a theory-based approach, as it
provided empirical support to inform change (Godfrey et al., 2013),
inspired development of a practical framework (Ennals et al., 2021), and
developed a grounded theory with participants that increased their un-
derstanding of planning action for change (Redman-MacLaren et al.,
2017). Theoretical understanding of participants’ own context and a
contribution to broader knowledge was achieved through a combined
approach (Bjurling-Sj€oberg et al., 2018), and deep understanding of so-
cial processes informed both solutions and future research (Harrison &
Brandling, 2009). The initial development of a grounded theory also
allowed participants to express themselves without being constrained by
practical relevance (Teram et al., 2005). In regards to legitimacy, the
action research component of one study engaged stakeholders to achieve
the “external credibility” of a handbook produced during the research
process (Teram et al., 2005). Similarly, the grounded theory component
of an action research study increased perceived legitimacy of the clinical
pathway being developed in a hospital unit, due to involvement of
external researchers (Bjurling-Sj€oberg et al., 2018). We have summarised
the key benefits of a combined approach identified by authors as:
working alongside, compatibility, enhancing action, theoretical under-
standing, and legitimacy.

Several authors described the challenge of having to compromise
between action research and grounded theory methodologies, and thus
needing to make concessions within both. Klein et al. (2014) noted the
difficulty of doing justice to an “outsider” perspective during grounded
theory data analysis in participatory action research. Similarly, Bjur-
ling-Sj€oberg et al. (2018) talked to the challenge of balancing active
participation and neutrality for researchers. Pullen Sansfaçon et al.
(2021) reflected that their integrated approach required adaptation of
bothmethodologies and, despite their best effort to be fully inductive, the
study was influenced by prior knowledge and sensitizing concepts. We
noted this as an interesting reflection and perhaps the result of drawing
onmultiple interpretations of grounded theory; as mentioned earlier they
cited Strauss and Corbin, and Charmaz, inferring potential use of both
evolved and constructivist interpretations of grounded theory. Teram et
al. (2005) highlighted that, ideologically, their participants (survivors of
child sexual abuse and physical therapist clinicians) would have designed
the research questions and study together, but the power difference was
viewed as too fundamental to erase. They rationalised their combined
approach by explicitly prioritising the empowerment of survivors in the
process and the acceptability of the outcome by clinicians, over
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adherence to ideological standards of the academic qualitative research
community (Teram et al., 2005).

Unique conceptual and practical limitations of combining action
research and grounded theory were highlighted by study authors. These
were: application of two methodologies which focused on process thus
patient outcomes from the intervention were not evaluated (Bjur-
ling-Sj€oberg et al., 2018); difficulty in identifying clear action research
cycles in a practice setting (Bruce et al., 2018); participant availability in
the limited action research study context meant theoretical saturation
could not be reached for the grounded theory component (Harrison &
Brandling, 2009); and inability to implement all suggested changes
within the life of the project (Harrison & Brandling, 2009). We have
summarised the key challenges of a combined approach identified by
authors as: compromising both methodologies, and conceptual and
practical limitations.

An observation we made across studies was the frequent use of action
research and grounded theory with traditionally marginalised or un-
derrepresented groups, such as incarcerated Aboriginal women (Kendall
et al., 2020), trans and non-binary youth (Pullen Sansfaçon et al., 2021),
and women living with obstetric fistula (D�esalliers et al., 2017). Several
studies used a combined approach with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people in Australia (Chamberlain et al., 2021; Kendall et al.,
2020; Waterworth et al., 2016; Yashadhana et al., 2020). Our observa-
tion may indicate that a combined approach was seen as suitable for
working with these particular groups, or possibly that a combined
approach was viewed as useful in mediating power imbalances and in-
equities. Here we highlight two examples where the study authors
directly reflected on power or equity in the context of a combined
methodological approach. Teram et al. (2005) aimed to generate a
grounded theory with survivors of child sexual abuse to empower them
and centre their experiences in later stages of the study. The approach
used by Kangovi et al. (2014) was specifically designed to account for
“high-risk” hospitalized patients of low socio-economic status being less
likely to participate in mainstream initiatives, like patient advisory
committees.

We flag the following studies as particularly relevant reading for re-
searchers considering, or designing, a combined action research and
grounded theory approach: Pullen Sansfaçon et al. (2021), Bjurling-Sj€o-
berg et al. (2018), Harrison and Brandling (2009) and Teram et al.
(2005). These examples have been selected as authors described the
research design in detail and offered reflections on their experience of
applying a combined and/or well-integrated approach. Additional re-
flections are provided by Harrison and Brandling (2010) in an insightful
paper linked to their aforementioned study.

3.2. Considerations for combining action research and grounded theory

There are important considerations when combining any qualitative
research approaches, frommerging philosophical underpinnings through
to study design and integrating findings. Congruence of research
methods, analysis, presentation and dissemination is paramount.
Accordingly, identifying synergies and tensions between action research
and grounded theory is crucial to executing a robust study. In Sections
3.2.1 and 3.2.2, we draw on broader conceptual literature and offer
relevant examples from included studies (Table 2) to discuss various
synergies and tensions. Table 3 provides a summary of the key areas
discussed below. We acknowledge that some synergies/tensions identi-
fied may be relevant to qualitative methodologies generally, but are
intentionally highlighted to signpost the most pertinent points of inter-
section between action research and grounded theory.

3.2.1. Areas of synergy
Grounded theory and action research are both inherently flexible,

creative and contingent approaches to research. Creswell (2013) pro-
vides a useful definition of “emergent”, or flexible, methods as having the
potential for all phases of the process to change or shift through data



Table 3
Summary of synergies and tensions between action research and grounded
theory.

Areas of synergy Areas of tension

1. Flexible approaches to
research

1. Divergent aims/focus

2. Cyclical processes where each
step informs the next

2. Centrality of theory

3. Can utilise varied types of data 3. Engagement with existing literature/theory
(varies with grounded theory interpretation)

4. Flexibility in philosophical
paradigm

4. Level of flexibility in data analysis methods
5. Nature of research participant involvement in
generation of knowledge (varies with grounded
theory interpretation)
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collection. Flexibility allows for new characteristics to arise and inform
future research directions. Theoretical sampling in grounded theory fa-
cilitates the iterative exploration of nascent ideas with new participants
or sources of data. A fundamental aspect of action research is a high level
of flexibility, covering all phases from study initiation through to
dissemination. Nothing in action research is prescribed, except that
methods be underpinned by key values of participation and democracy,
towards positive change (Bradbury, 2015). The primary rationale re-
ported by one study for using action research was the scope for use of
other methodologies and methods, in their case grounded theory to
structure and shape potential theoretical insights (Harrison & Brandling,
2009). Both methodologies were seen as systematic, and similarly
inductive and dynamic in nature (Harrison& Brandling, 2009). Helgeson
et al. (2016) flagged action research and grounded theory as emergent
methods that allowed insights to form in early stages of the study, which
then informed later stages.

In a practical sense, grounded theory and action research are both
cyclical processes, as shown in Fig. 1. Data collection and analysis in
grounded theory are undertaken in cycles where each is informed by the
other (Charmaz, 2008); action research is characterised by explicit cycles
of data collection, reflection and action (Baum et al., 2006). Cyclical
research designs sit in contrast to more traditional research designs (e.g.,
quantitative research) which are generally conducted chronologically
with pre-defined hypotheses. In both action research and grounded
theory, incorporation of participant responses into future cycles allows
for gaps, inconsistencies and/or inaccuracies in data to be addressed
iteratively. The study by Barkham and Ersser (2017) offered a clear
example of embracing the cyclical nature of both methodologies; over
three action research cycles the data collection points were also used to
present developing findings back to participants, which then informed
subsequent data collection using theoretical sampling. The diagram
generated by Pullen Sansfaçon et al. (2021) showing their study process
demonstrated an integrated approach mapped as repeated cycles.

Grounded theory and action research have the potential to embrace
varied types of data (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2008) and mixed methods
research approaches (Johnson et al., 2007). For example, Red-
man-MacLaren et al. (2017) used a retrospective data set from an earlier
study to confirm and develop some initial analytical codes for exploring
HIV risk in Papua New Guinea. The use of varied types of data in
grounded theory is an area that would benefit from further empirical
exploration. The flexible nature of action research means different types
of data can be incorporated together in the data collection phase of the
cycle and may be developed as the research progresses (Baum, 2016;
Bradbury, 2015). Incorporation of varied types of data is commonplace in
action research (Reason & Bradbury, 2006) and increasing in grounded
theory (Birks et al., 2019). An example of using numerous types of evi-
dence in a combined approach is provided by Bjurling-Sj€oberg et al.
(2018), whose data collection over a five year period included ques-
tionnaires, repeated focus groups, individual interviews, logbooks/field
notes and health records. Yoshihama (2021) drew on participatory
photovoice data, namely photographs and accompanying narratives,
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which they analysed using grounded theory methods.
Flexibility and creativity in philosophical paradigm is not limited to

action research and grounded theory, but this feature is a salient synergy
of the two methodologies. Understanding and engaging with philo-
sophical assumptions is a prerequisite of any qualitative research
endeavour. Such assumptions translate to interpretive frameworks or
paradigms (e.g., constructivism, pragmatism), which are used to position
the researcher and the research (Creswell, 2013). A feature of qualitative
research methodologies is the flexible employment of interpretive
frameworks (Creswell, 2013), but some frameworks are perceived to fit
better than others for particular methodologies. Here lies the opportunity
to explicitly combine action research and grounded theory under a
consistent philosophical umbrella, a crucial building block of methodo-
logical congruence. Azulai (2021) touches on this idea by suggesting that
some combinations of variants of action research and grounded theory
may bemore suited. For studies in our review that were explicit about the
interpretation of grounded theory they used, we observed the following
combinations: traditional grounded theory with participatory action
research (Teram et al., 2005); constructivist grounded theory with action
research (Dalmas & Azzopardi, 2019), participatory action research
(Waterworth et al., 2016), and community-based participatory action
research (Chamberlain et al., 2021); and “transformational grounded
theory” encompassing participatory action research. This eclectic mix of
combined approaches did not necessarily align with the pattern of
compatibility proposed by Azulai (2021), which positions participatory
action research with more recent interpretations of grounded theory and
action research with more a more traditional interpretation of grounded
theory. It does, however, support their call for further exploration
regarding the most suitable combinations of action research and groun-
ded theory variants (Azuli 2021). The aforementioned flexibility and
creativity in philosophical paradigm foregrounds a discussion of how
action research and grounded theory could co-exist within various phil-
osophical paradigms. Only two studies in our review explicitly stated
alignment with an underpinning philosophical paradigm, namely con-
structivist/interpretivist and indigenist (Chamberlain et al., 2021), and
critical emancipatory (Ennals et al., 2021). One study referred to a
“pragmatic synthesis” of methodologies (Batt-Rawden, 2010). In Section
3.3 we explore how the roots of pragmatism found in action research and
grounded theory offer promise.

3.2.2. Areas of tension
A key area of tension lies in the fundamental divergence in the aims of

action research and grounded theory. Action research strives for social
change of individuals (e.g., community members, academic researchers),
collectives (e.g., communities, institutions) and their environments (e.g.,
physical, social, policy) through action, ultimately aiming for trans-
formation (McTaggart, 1997). Conversely, grounded theory works to
explicate social action and change through theory construction or
explanation related to social process, action or interaction (Creswell,
2013). This dissonance is central to Bob Dick’s seminal argument that
action researchers and grounded theorists have much to learn from each
other. What is explicit in action research is left implicit in grounded
theory, and vice versa. Action research could be enhanced by a more
structured approach to theory development where grounded theory
would benefit from leveraging engagement with research participants to
generate relevant action (Dick, 2007). Researchers should consider their
phenomena of interest and research question against the primary aim of
each methodology to explore fit. Bjurling-Sj€oberg et al. (2018) aptly
described balancing active participation and researcher neutrality as a
“delicate mission”, where they attempted to concurrently facilitate
progress (action research component) and produce valid findings
(grounded theory component) to implement a clinical pathway in a
hospital setting. In Section 3.1 we have described another relevant
example, where a combined approach did not implement all suggested
actions or reach theoretical saturation (Harrison & Brandling, 2009).

Theory is of interest in both methodologies, but to a varying degree.
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Theory is inherently and explicitly the key component of grounded the-
ory; for research to be described as grounded theory it must develop a
theory grounded in the data. It has been acknowledged that this does not
always occur and thus risks being merely “grounded description” (Birks
et al., 2019). We observed that, among studies included in this review, a
grounded theory was not evident in all studies that stated they had used
grounded theory methodology. Some action researchers advocate that
theory has always been a central component of action research (Dick et
al., 2009) and advancing general knowledge is an important aspect of
action research (Chevalier & Buckles, 2019). Development of theory
reflects one means to advancing knowledge and adding to transferability
of findings, and grounded theory methods can be used in action research
to achieve this end. It is pertinent to note that advancing knowledge does
not require substantive theory development and can be realised in
diverse ways. For example, Haynes et al. (2019) conducted a single
methodology participatory action research project alongside a remote
Aboriginal community in Australia to address a health issue. In addition
to local action, project findings were shared with a national organisation
and learnings reflected in new national guidelines.

Use of existing theory also differs significantly between the two
methodologies. Action research always involves the preconceived ideas
of researchers and participants, which may be labelled as assumptions,
ideas, frameworks or theories (Dick et al., 2009), regardless of whether
these are explicitly articulated or examined. There is no set expectation
for how or when theory should be utilised in the process. In action
research, theories related the issue at hand (content) and the research
process (methodology) are drawn on iteratively throughout the process
(Dick et al., 2009). Use of extant theory in grounded theory varies be-
tween types. Traditional grounded theory (Glaser, 1978) proposes that
existing theory should be set aside to focus on the data, and therefore a
literature review should happen after data analysis. Later interpretations
acknowledge that what an investigator already knows about the field of
study cannot be unknown when they embark on a grounded theory study
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998). Therefore later grounded theorists
advocate for acknowledgement of and engagement with received
knowledge in the research process (Mills et al., 2006). Regardless of type,
an analysis informed by theoretical sensitivity (not bias) is a goal of
grounded theory (Birks et al., 2019). Grounded theory is likely to only
draw on theory related to the issue of interest, not methodological theory
as in action research, due to the set structure of grounded theory
methods. Only a few included studies directly addressed the issue of
engagement with existing literature or theory. Useful examples are pro-
vided by Pullen Sansfaçon et al. (2021) and Waterworth et al. (2016),
who refer to use of sensitizing theoretical concepts to frame data
collection and analysis, and touch on the incorporation of knowledge
from literature and from data, respectively. Interestingly, despite align-
ing with a constructivist iteration of grounded theory, Dalmas and
Azzopardi (2019) conducted a literature search following development
of the theoretical framework to corroborate or challenge their findings.
This course of action would be more aligned with a traditional iteration
of grounded theory. In the participatory component of their study, Lordos
et al. (2021) reviewed scholarly and grey literature and then shared these
insights with community stakeholders, from whom data was collected
and analysed using grounded theory methods. This example highlighted
the potential for both researchers and participants in a combined
approach to be influenced by existing literature.

Action research and grounded theory data analyses are flexible in
different ways. The analytic process in grounded theory is structured
regardless of the type of grounded theory or data; one of the defining
aspects of a grounded theory is adherence to recognised tenets of
grounded theory analysis (Birks et al., 2019). However, the structure
does encourage researchers to follow leads in the data during the process,
for example seek new participants or incorporate additional sources of
data. Action research is characterised by dynamic research design, data
collection and subsequent analysis (Bradbury, 2015). Data collection
methods are often developed iteratively throughout the process as new
12
learning and questions arise, and may encompass both traditional
research methods and action-oriented tools. In contrast, there are no
prescribed methods of analysis in action research, rather the analysis
process complements iterative data collection.

Both methodologies sometimes employ the term “co-creation” in the
generation of new knowledge, but practically the nature and level of
participation differs. Reason and Bradbury (2006) assert that action
research is inherently participatory and “a pragmatic co-creation of
knowing with, not on or about, people” (Bradbury, 2015, p. 1). In
practice, action research exists on a continuum from researcher-led, to
shared ownership, to participant-led. The level of participant involve-
ment may also differ between phases within an action research project.
Ideally, new understanding from experience is generated with and re-
flected on alongside participants to inform future action cycles, which
have the potential to be increasingly participant-led. Where participants
are engaged as co-researchers they may be involved in final write up or
dissemination of the action research findings. In grounded theory, data
are sought from informants and taken away by the researcher, then may
be brought back to subsequent participants to aide substantive theory
development. The researcher undertakes the final write up in a grounded
theory study. Distinct from earlier iterations, constructivist grounded
theory argues that researcher and participant are actively co-creating
understanding together around an issue of shared interest (Birks et al.,
2019; Charmaz, 2008; Mills et al., 2006). This statement is more reflec-
tive of a constructivist stance than a specific change in grounded theory
methods and requires consideration about which interpretation of
grounded theory to pair with types of action research. Indeed,
constructivist grounded theory may be the most suited to pairing with
action research due to collaborative mindset, positioning of participants
as co-creators of knowledge, and engagement with extant literatur-
e/theory described in this section. Drawing on examples of combined
approaches, the opportunity for researchers to work alongside partici-
pants was identified as a key benefit in several included studies (Barkham
& Ersser, 2017; Chamberlain et al., 2021; Dalmas & Azzopardi, 2019).
Additionally, we noted multiple studies that explicitly used a combined
approach to facilitate the generation of shared insights, for example
centring the voices of young people in research design and data analysis
(Ennals et al., 2021), and the mutual development of understanding
between researchers and participants (Waterworth et al., 2016).

3.3. Pragmatism as a shared philosophical paradigm

When combining qualitative researchmethodologies, methodological
congruence and philosophical alignment are important considerations
(Creswell, 2013). Successful application and methodological synergies
reviewed in the above sections highlight that combining action research
and grounded theory is feasible, but also contingent on addressing
inherent tensions. The challenge is to embrace these as productive ten-
sions, whilst navigating a methodologically and philosophically sound
course. Commitment to philosophical alignment, a fundamental building
block of methodological congruence, may well provide the missing key
for combining action research and grounded theory (Azulai, 2021). A few
studies reviewed in this paper offered an explicit philosophical basis for
their methodology, but the majority did not. Of those that did, con-
structivist/interpretivist, indigenist, critical emancipatory and pragmatic
paradigms were apparent.

We propose that pragmatism offers great potential as an underpinning
philosophical paradigm for action research and grounded theory,
although commentary on this alignment to date is scant. Our primary
rationale is that both action research and grounded theory arise from
pragmatism (Bradbury, 2008; Charmaz, 2017), and therefore can be
situated congruently within a pragmatic paradigm. Given the preoccu-
pation of pragmatism with identifying real-world problems, we agree
that action research and pragmatism are a natural fit. Indeed, the goal of
both is inquiry that generates practical solutions. Bryant (2009) advo-
cates that a pragmatist stance on grounded theory has the potential to rise
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above debate around iterations of grounded theory and re-focus dialogue
on the extent to which conceptual insights and theoretical innovations
are useful. For pragmatists, knowledge is understood as provisional and
judged in terms of how useful it is, statements and theories are of a
particular time rather than being a final truth, and processes of enquiry
connect beliefs and experiences (Bryant, 2009; Morgan, 2014). The
included study by Teram et al. (2005) spoke strongly to the idea of
pushing boundaries in qualitative health research, and advocated for
pragmatism over ideology. Their study combined participatory action
research and traditional grounded theory, a unique combination among
studies in this review, with a vision to empower one sub-group of par-
ticipants (survivors of child sexual abuse) and facilitate change with
another sub-group of participants (physical therapist clinicians) through
the process. They expanded on this by suggesting that a strict ideological
stance may not be the most beneficial to groups who participatory action
research aims to empower, or to those whom researchers must work
closely with to enact change.

3.4. Commentary on use of a structured narrative review approach

We reflect that a structured narrative review approach proved well-
suited to achieving the purpose of this review, which was to develop a
contemporary understanding of applying action research and grounded
theory in health research. The level of detail we provided in Section 2
(Methods) would likely be sufficient for this review process to be repli-
cated by others, indicating transparency and reproducibility of review
methods. For this particular review topic, the opportunity to advance
methodological discussion whilst integrating empirical examples from a
range of relevant articles was a particular advantage of conducting a
structured narrative review. As suggested by Marriott et al. (2013), we
affirm from our experience that this review type was useful for identi-
fying and mapping current applications of research method-
ologies/methods, and discovering areas for future exploration.

4. Conclusions

The aim of this work was to provide a practical starting point,
drawing on empirical examples and broader conceptual discussion, for
health researchers considering a combination of action research and
grounded theory. Our structured narrative review focuses on the com-
bination of action research and grounded theory in health research, and
extends on recent conceptual discussion by Azulai (2021) who concluded
that such a combination warrants further scrutiny. The earliest empirical
example we identified was in 2004, and since this time many innovative
ways of combining action research and grounded theory have been
explored, drawing on various types of action research and interpretations
of grounded theory. The empirical examples we identified highlight that
combining action research and grounded theory is both feasible and
growing in use. Key benefits identified by authors were the opportunity
to work alongside participants, methodological compatibility, enhance-
ment of action, theoretical understanding, and perceived legitimacy of
process and outputs. Key challenges were having to compromise both
methodologies, and conceptual and practical limitations. We propose
further exploration of a combined approach with pragmatism as the
underpinning philosophy, to enhance methodological synergies and
mediate tensions. In an academic environment which increasingly im-
plores health researchers to translate new-found knowledge to timely
real-world change, a combination of action research and grounded the-
ory offers a promising means to achieve this. To the academic commu-
nity, these findings generate a call for renewed dialogue to answer the
question: given the synergies that exist and the pragmatic possibility of
combining action research and grounded theory approaches, is there a
place for a hybrid, stand-alone methodology in the future?
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