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a b s t r a c t
The methodology of grounded theory has great potential to contribute to our understanding
of leadership within particular substantive contexts. However, our notions of good science
might constrain these contributions. We argue that for grounded theorists a tension might exist
between a desire to create a contextualised theory of leadership and a desire for scientifically
justified issues of validity and generalizable theory. We also explore how the outcome of
grounded theory research can create a dissonance between theories that resonate with the
reality they are designed to explore, and the theories that resonate with a particular yet
dominant ‘scientific’ approach in the field of leadership studies – the philosophy of science
commonly known as positivism. We examine the opportunities provided by an alternative
philosophy of science, that of critical realism. We explore how conducting grounded theory
research informed by critical realism might strengthen researchers’ confidence to place
emphasis on an understanding and explanation of contextualised leadership as a scientific goal,
rather than the scientific goal of generalization through empirical replication. Two published
accounts of grounded theory are critiqued candidly to help emphasise our arguments. We
conclude by suggesting how critical realism can help shape and enhance grounded theory
research into the phenomenon of leadership.
Crown Copyright © 2010 Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction—new opportunities for leadership research
Leadership research has begun to embrace the necessity of incorporating context and process into an understanding of the
manifestation of the leadership phenomenon. The emphasis on the context and process of leadership is reﬂected most strongly in
the methodology of grounded theory. As Parry (1998) claimed, this methodology is a fruitful direction for researchers of
leadership to take. Until recently, the dominant methodologies shaping the ﬁeld of leadership research have largely been positivist
approaches in the form of hypothesis testing, quantitative data and quantitative analysis. However, such tenets of ‘good’ research
might not be suitable for addressing leadership from a processual and context-based perspective and may similarly be
inappropriate for the development of grounded theory. In so doing, they might stiﬂe grounded theory's potential for signiﬁcant
contributions to the ﬁeld of leadership.
Grounded theory is in a relative infancy as a research instrument as far as leadership research is concerned. The purpose of
grounded theory is to generate credible descriptions and sense-making of peoples’ actions and words that can be seen as
applicable. ‘A theory should ﬁt the area from where it has been derived and in which it will be used’, said Corbin and Strauss (2008:
300). However an important question that arises is whether the substantive claims of the grounded theory are justiﬁable to the
broader ‘scientiﬁc’ community. In order to meet a claim of ‘good’ scientiﬁc research, grounded theory might be tempted to move
from the original purpose, which is to generate an internally valid theory that makes sense to, and informs respondents from, the
substantive context from which it was drawn. With the notable exceptions of Corbin and Strauss (2008) and Charmaz (2006)
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overt approaches to grounded theory have not generally sought to address this epistemological issue explicitly. Some of those
latter approaches are presented by Egri and Herman (2000); Fassinger (2005); Jones and Kriﬂik (2006); Roberts (2002); Sookal
and Hanlon (2002), and Xiao, Seagull, Mackenzie, and Klein (2004). A further epistemological dilemma of grounded theory is
associated with ‘remaining within the data’ in the development of theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and has consistently been an
issue for grounded theorists ever since – dealing with issues of objectivity in tandem with allowing personal experience to make
sense of the data. Processes of generating grounded theory move from the empirical data to codes and themes, and to a hierarchy
of levels of abstraction. We believe that such abstraction necessitates interpretation ‘beyond surface-level data’. This interpretation
might utilise metaphors (Lewis, 1999), related concepts, and even unrelated theories to supplement data interpretation in order to
assist with the emergence of an explanatory substantive theory. Many grounded theorists might quietly voice that this is implicit
within their practice. This is the concept to which Glaser (1978) was referring with the notion of theoretical sensitivity. In support,
Corbin and Strauss (2008: 12) wrote, ‘the analytic process should be relaxed, ﬂexible and driven by insight gained through
interaction with data rather than being overly structured and based only on procedures’. We wonder how else we might make
sense of empirical data if we ‘bracket out’ our worldliness and common sense interpretations.
The necessity of this movement from the data toward abstraction resonates with the philosophy of science known as Critical
Realism. Simply put, critical realism assumes that phenomena exist independent of an individual. Leadership is for example a
phenomenon that is socially real (Fleetwood, 2004) in the sense that if humans did not exist it would not exist. For critical realists
phenomena exist at the level of events and experiences but also at a deeper level that may not be observable. For example,
leadership cannot be seen. Only its effects are observed and perhaps felt. Traditionally, grounded theory has been a method for
researching phenomena that are observable, as argued implicitly rather than explicitly by Glaser and Strauss (1967). However, a
central component of Parry's (1998) promotion of grounded theory as a method for researching leadership is that grounded
theory can also be used to research ‘non-observable’ phenomena like leadership.
Through our interactions humans sustain the effect of leadership. We interpret it and sustain or elaborate its manifestation
even though we may not be aware that we do so. Our understanding of leadership is constructed (Dachler & Hosking, 1995;
Meindl, 1995). Processes of its construction reﬂect historic antecedents that may be drawn from global stories, and drawn from
local relationships. For critical realists the scientiﬁc project is to understand and explain phenomena. Reality is seen as a result of
causal powers. Some powers are transitive (for example language and ideas) and others intransitive (like gravity). Some powers
can be observed to cause effect others are less obvious. Some come into play in all circumstances and generate effect, while others
vary in effect dependent on contexts. The complexity of the manifestation of social phenomenon for critical realists is thus
contingent upon contexts. A context can be local or international. The examination of causal powers and their effect depends on
the level of analysis of the research project. For example, the Globe Study (House et al., 2004) illustrates commonality of
characteristics of leadership. However, a deeper examination of the processes of leadership in a speciﬁc organizational context
might demonstrate dissimilarity with the Globe Study. The levels of similarity will vary, and are dependent upon context. It is to
deeper examination and contextual detail that grounded theory is best suited. Critical realist researchers Pawson and Tilley (1997:
58) captured the sense of association between context (C), causal mechanisms (M) and the resulting effect or outcome (O), which
they called a CMO conﬁguration. Fleetwood (2004) goes further to encapsulate context as a causal conﬁguration of many
mechanisms. He argues that explanations require a detailed illumination of causal mechanisms that are speciﬁc to the situation
and common to a variety of contexts. If explanations of one context inform explanations of other contexts then we may be
beginning to reveal something of how a phenomenon occurs. However, critical realists would be very cautious. At a local level of
analysis, it is highly doubtful that two contexts can be the same, only at best similar. Thus, the manifestation of leadership might
share similarities between contexts but good critical realist-informed science would necessitate a deeper understanding and
explanation of how they are similar. In terms of generalization it cautions inference from one context to the next. Rather, critical
realism seeks generalization through theoretical comparison.
It is this emphasis toward local contextualised understanding and explanation that suits the method of Grounded Theory. We
argue here that such a philosophy of science could provide a strong foundation for grounded theory and a clear justiﬁcation of its
claims for internal validity without compromising the rigour of the research that ensues. In terms of leadership studies, the use of
critical realist-informed grounded theory could help develop our understanding of how context and process shape the
manifestation of leadership.
To illustrate our argument we will revisit and analyze two pieces of published data that used the grounded theory method.
Through such analysis we believe we provide a contribution to understanding grounded theory through an alternate lens. In
essence, we look at grounded theory from a critical realist perspective. We explore the opportunities provided to leadership
studies by such a perspective. Prior to understanding grounded theory and the epistemological issues of critical realism, the
growth in both qualitative research and the use of grounded theory is explored within the context of leadership studies.

2. Qualitative leadership research and grounded theory
The phenomenon of leadership is argued to have global presence, but appears to have a variety of attributes and is elusive in
deﬁnitional clarity (House et al., 2004). In this paper we argue that such variation is contextually derived. There is an emerging
consensus that, at a very high level of abstraction, leadership is argued to be a ‘social and relational inﬂuence process that occurs
within a social system’ (Parry, 1998:87; consolidating discussion from range of commentators, notably Hunt, 1991; Locke et al.,
1991; Yukl, 1998. In addition, such a view has been more recently echoed by Osborne, Hunt, & Jauch, 2002; Bess & Goldman, 2001;
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Zaccaro, Rittman, & Marks, 2001). Key aspects of signiﬁcance are the emphasis on social, contextual, processual and relational
aspects of leadership.
A qualitative approach was argued by Conger (1998) and repeated again with Toegel (2002) to be the technique of choice for
leadership studies. It enables the emergence of nuanced and contextualised richness within organizational structures,
relationships and practices. Conger and Toegel (2002: 175) argued that leadership studies reﬂect a ‘story of missed opportunities’
as a result of the dominance of quantitative techniques on the ﬁeld of leadership. Conger explains further that quantitative
techniques assume a perspective wherein leadership is capable of being measured as a phenomenon that is static, well delineated
and with universal dimensions. Conger's (1998) criticisms of quantitative techniques are associated with imposed limitations
upon the examination of leadership. One imposed limitation is variation in organizational level (Yukl, 1998). Another is its
dynamic and changeable character (Nadler & Tushman, 1990). A third is the affect of the symbolic nature of leadership's social
construction (Barker, 2001; and Sandberg, 2001). In essence the complex nature of the phenomenon of leadership varies by
context. Day (2000) asserts that there is a dearth of speciﬁc, contextually based research. Similarly, there has been a call for a
grounded, qualitative approach into the relational (Parry, 1998) and processual (Bryman, 2004; Conger, 1998; Day 2000; and
Lowe & Gardner, 2000) issues of leadership within discrete contexts (Bryman, Bresnen, Beardworth, & Keil, 1988; see also Bryman,
Stephens, & Campo, 1996).
The notion of grounded theory analysis draws upon these elements as it seeks to produce a social theory of a particular
phenomenon drawn from the relational experiences of participants within a discrete context (Fassinger, 2005). Thus, we reinforce
the arguments of many scholars that grounded theory is an ideal research technique for leadership research. The key tenets of the
grounded theory technique were ﬁrst outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967). They have been elaborated by both Glaser (1992) and
Strauss and Corbin (1998) taking the technique in differing directions, but essentially anchoring the grounded theory technique in
the qualitative harbour. In the ﬁeld of leadership studies, Kan and Parry (2004) and Rowland and Parry (2009) have applied and
extended the approach, placing great importance for leadership theory on the contextualised and processual elements of
leadership manifestation and re-afﬁrming the close association between grounded theory and qualitative research.
2.1. The nature of grounded theory
Grounded theory analysis enables a contextually rich perspective to be captured of the processes shaping leadership (Bryman,
1996; Parry, 1998; Egri & Herman, 2000). Importantly, grounded theory can address a major criticism of qualitative studies – that
it is accused of being ‘journalism or unscientiﬁc’ and lacks the rigour of ‘good’ scientiﬁc research (Silverman, 2001: 26). In a review
of qualitative research, Bryman (2004) argues that too few qualitative research studies outline the detail of the approach to data
analysis beyond broad headings.
In general, grounded theorists seek to move in a systematic way from categorizing data related to a phenomenon toward
linking those categories. From this process an integrative picture or story is developed. From such analysis an explanation of the
context-based phenomenon will emerge (adapted from Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In applying grounded theory to the study of
leadership, Parry (1998) suggested the following steps: Focus on the relational and processual elements of leadership in a
particular context; apply qualitative analysis to qualitative data using the grounded theory technique to ensure rigour and to
consider all variables (or causal mechanisms); generate an integrative theory with a hierarchy of abstraction; compare the theory
to the extant literature and repeat the research in new contexts with the aim of building a formal theory. More recently, Kan and
Parry (2004) and Rowland and Parry (2009) have demonstrated the value and validity that comes from greater use of data
triangulation.
The principles of data gathering and analysis that are axiomatic of the grounded theory method are now expected as de rigueur
within grounded theory research into leadership phenomena. Open coding and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) help to
identify the variables of importance. Theoretical coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978) helps to elaborate the dimensions of
the properties of those variables. The Six Cs of grounded theory analysis (Glaser, 1978; Kan & Parry, 2004) help to identify the
relationships between these variables, and to determine the model that reﬂects the emerging theoretical explanation of the
phenomenon. Theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978) helps the researcher to engage in several iterations of
data gathering and analysis such that the emerging explanation is as valid and reliable as possible. Silverman (2001) has noted that
constant comparison of these iterations of data gathering contributes to the validity of this research. By following these
components of the grounded theory method, Jones and Kriﬂik (2006); Kan and Parry (2004); Kempster (2006), Xiao et al. (2004)
and others are at the forefront of the application of grounded theory to leadership research.
In the context of leadership studies, qualitative research in general – including grounded theory – has been described as a ‘poor
cousin’ to quantitative techniques and ‘research and practice have paid a signiﬁcant price for this deference’ (Conger & Toegel,
2002: 194). Such deference may in part be analogous to a child developing its own identity and a sense of self. We argue here that
grounded theory needs to ‘ﬁnd itself’ through becoming aware of its broader epistemological foundations; it is intended that this
debate on critical realism might help in this regard.
3. Grounded theory and leadership: The need for an epistemological foundation
The need to explain the underlying presuppositions of scientiﬁc research is often taken for granted. Critical realism, like
positivism is a philosophy of science. Positivism is predominant in our ‘doing’ of science, but other approaches which are less
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prominent or popular may make us reﬂect upon what constitutes ‘good science’. This reﬂection is partly what we are attempting to
achieve with this article.
Grounded theory adopts a contextual examination of social processes in organizations and such a focus will be argued to be in
close accord with the underlying philosophy of critical realism. Critical realism is sometimes referred to as post-positivism (Groff,
2004). We are not seeking to conﬂate grounded theory with critical realism. Indeed, one can be a critical realism theorist without
being a grounded theory theorist, and thus far grounded theorists have generally not been critical realists. Rather our argument is
toward seeing the opportunities for leadership studies that may be stimulated by viewing grounded theory through a critical
realist frame, or lens. First we need to clarify notions of positivism and compare and contrast this with critical realism – there is
considerable overlap but also some important distinctions. Good science commonly requires the satisfaction of three tests:
validity, reliability and generalizability. For positivists and critical realists these three tests are equally applicable. However they
differ in terms of deﬁnition.
3.1. Good science and generalizability
Positivism is associated with an independent external reality and properties of reality need to be measured through
objective methods, rather than inferred through sensation, reﬂection or intuition (Easterby Smith, Thorpe, & Lowe, 2002: 29).
In essence, there is no knowledge unless it is based on observed facts. A number of principles are common to this scientiﬁc
belief. The ﬁrst is to be independent and value-free. The observer must be objective and use objective tests. The second
principle is that causation is established through a process of identifying a hypothesis that is tested and either proved or
falsiﬁed through statistical measurement. The third is that such measurement is to be drawn from samples of sufﬁcient size
that inferences can be drawn. These principles are followed in order to demonstrate law-like regularities that explain reality.
These epistemological criteria invariably are not examined or scrutinised. The common usage of positivism is arguably
internalised as scientiﬁc truth wherein the underlying epistemological justiﬁcation is unnecessary (Sookal & Hanlon, 2002).
Such taken for granted assumptions undoubtedly have inﬂuenced approaches to ‘doing’ grounded theory. It is unfortunate that
debates encircling positivism have created a term that is infrequently used as a compliment and more often ‘a term of epithet
for someone else's work’ (Johnson & Duberley, 2003: 12). The positivist paradigm has greatly advanced our understanding of
the physical world and has illuminated many interesting areas to be explored in-depth in the social sciences, including
leadership.
However, a major problem in studying the phenomenon of leadership is associated with universality and generalizability,
veriﬁability and the search for immutable truths. This problem includes the perceived need for replication of ﬁndings,
regardless of contexts. Fleetwood and Hesketh (2006) have provided a persuasive critique of replication in social science
research. This critique concludes that replication is not as powerful as is often suggested. If indeed leadership is a contextually
based process of social inﬂuence, then arguably the only ‘truth’ that is universal is that all such universal leadership theories are
fallible and could be disproved in the sense that all contexts are in some way unique. That is not to say that leadership is not
real and does not have an affect. Rather, we emphasise the rather ubiquitous belief that the effect and manifestation of
leadership varies by context and is perceived relatively. Such a suggestion raises the deﬁant proposition that it might not be
possible to generalize about leadership research ﬁndings. The concomitant proposition would be that generalizability is not a
valid criterion to test for the rigour of leadership research.
3.2. Grounded theory and good science
Grounded theory provides a methodological way forward to addressing our understanding of how to make sense of and
explain the manifestation of contextualised leadership. Further, it may allow us to suggest causal explanations of the
leadership manifestation in particular contexts and across contexts through levels of abstraction related to levels of analysis.
We argue that the relative infancy of grounded theory as a methodology for leadership research does not have the seniority
and legitimacy of more traditional quantitative approaches developed within the frame of positivism. Some principles of
positivist science may clash with the purpose of grounded theory. For example, grounded theory seeks to understand people's
words and actions in contexts and develop explanations through interpretation (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Issues of validity
thus become difﬁcult – someone else examining the data may generate an alternate explanation. A potential issue for the
grounded theorist is how to represent their research to a scientiﬁc community when aspects of validity and generalization
become problematic.
Scholars of grounded theory from outside of leadership studies have been able to obviate these criticisms by adopting a set
of criteria of validity, reliability and rigour that were different from those adopted by the positivist scholars. For example, the
need for generalizability of ﬁndings across a broader population was jettisoned in favour of the substantiveness of the ﬁndings
to a particular population. Therefore, the plausibility of the ﬁndings to a lay reader is a component of the external validity of
grounded theory ﬁndings. Representative sampling was jettisoned in favour of theoretical sampling. Fit and relevance were
adopted as criteria for the validity of research ﬁndings. Maximum variety in data sources was seen as a ground for external
validity. The evidence and credibility of the emergent phenomenon were preferred to traditional notions of validity and
reliability.
In other ﬁelds, most notably sociology, grounded theory is more prominent and has become more established. In part this
prominence relates to a greater acceptance of the contextualization of social processes. It also relates to epistemological
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eclecticism, perhaps in the form of a suspicion of positivism, and the greater prominence and inﬂuence of social constructionist
perspectives. The work of Charmaz (2000, 2006) draws from a sociological perspective and argues the case for grounded
theory to take a middle ground between postmodernism and positivism because the emergent theories are local, focus on
generating meaning and ‘we can adopt grounded theory strategies without embracing positivist leanings’ (Charmaz, 2000:
510). The ‘local’ emphasis of constructivism is important for grounded theory because it anchors ﬁndings within a context.
However, it also illustrates a point of departure between constructivists and critical realists. For constructivists there is an
acceptance of multiple realities (Corbin, in Corbin & Strauss, 2008, declares such a position). For the critical realist (in consort
with the positivist) there is one reality that is usually interpreted differentially. But unlike positivists, (but in consort with
constructivists) critical realists assume knowledge, as a social construct, to be transitive and temporary (Sayer, 1992).
Emphasis is thus placed on ontology over epistemology. In essence this is the core concept shaping the arguments of this paper
that grounded theory must place primacy on resonating with the reality of the substantive context.
A post-modern approach that denies reality cannot, by deﬁnition, generate theory that resonates with reality. Similarly
there is a grave danger that positivist-orientated theory might not resonate with reality. This is because the positivist method
dictates a sense of epistemological truth that must be adhered to. It is captured in Fleetwood's (2004: 2) phrase of ‘scientism’,
which is similar to Charmaz's (2000) notion of ‘scientistic’). Scientism reﬂects a belief that methods found successful in science
are equally applicable to social science, including a belief that the epistemic criteria upon which the methods are based will
lead to truths (Ackroyd, 2004: 141). If these criteria are met then the knowledge claim is objectively true, law-like and is
universal (Dean, Joseph, Roberts, & Wight, 2006: 53). Such a discourse leads to the notion of ‘proven truth’ that can be
disconnected from the complex realities of particular contexts. Sayer (1992) advises that questioning foundationalist ideals of
truth is unsettling. ‘It is quite understandable that people should be wary of letting go of such a concept [truth], but some
accommodation must be made between notions of fallibility and truth’ (1992: 68). Rather than false or true, Dean et al. (2006:
53) argue that truth about the social world might be better understood through an epistemic semantic interpretation of
knowledge. That interpretation would progress through a continuum of ‘certain’, ‘obvious’, ‘evident’, ‘beyond reasonable
doubt’, ‘probable’ on the one hand; through ‘probably false’, ‘clear to disbelieve’, ‘reasonable to disbelieve’, ‘evidently false’,
‘obviously false’ and ‘certainly false’ on the other hand. Using the notion of scientism, a consequential research belief would
suggest that Dean's thesis is inappropriate – claims are either proved or falsiﬁed. A corollary would be to suggest an
assumption that there is only one approach to science and other philosophies of science, such as critical realism, are therefore
doing something other than science – or at least not ‘good science’.
4. Critical realism: Also ‘good science’
It should be noted at this point that critical realism differs from many versions of critical studies. The latter has drawn from
critical theory and post-structuralism notably through the edited writings of Willmott and Alvesson (1992). It examines
underlying issues within organizational life often associated with power asymmetries and the privileging of particular discourses.
Critical realists draw upon the notion of underlying power structures that might not be conscious to people yet have inﬂuence on
the production of social reality. The thinking is similar to critical theory and the work of the Frankfurt School in some respects, but
fundamentally different to the extent that critical realism does not share post-structural assumptions over the singular dominance
of privileged discourse and its associated relative ontology.
For critical realists the social world is ‘real’, in the sense that it generates affect and exists independent of its identiﬁcation
(Ackroyd and Fleetwood, 2000: 11) and can be stratiﬁed into three levels of reality (Bhaskar, 1978):
• Empirical – observable by human beings
• Events – existing in time and space
• Real or ‘Deep’ – powers that are often unobserved yet causally efﬁcacious
The term ‘deep’ is introduced by Fleetwood (2004) to limit confusion with the notion of real – as all three levels of reality
can be seen as real. Additionally, the notion of deep captures a sense of difﬁculty in accessing and observing. The ‘deep’ reﬂects
structures of the world that do not depend upon cognitive structures of humans (Margolis, 1986). Deep causal powers may not
be capable of being observed through events, but rather are interpreted and explored though an understanding of the
interplay between agency and structure (Archer, 1995, 2000; Reed, 1997). Archer's (1995: 294) notion of morphogenesis
provides a useful frame to understand the operation of deep structures. She suggests that structures (for example embedded
practices and meanings of leadership) pre-exist individuals and, as a consequence, individuals are inﬂuenced by such
structures. Archer refers to individuals inﬂuenced by these structures as primary agents. They are unaware of the existence of
structures and are unconsciously inﬂuenced by these structures and, through their ongoing action, sustain such structures.
Individuals in positions of inﬂuence, described as corporate agents, may or may not be aware of the structures but through
their actions are able to sustain (morphostasis) or elaborate (morphogenesis) such deep structures. In the examination of
Case 2, later in this article, we explore the impact of deep structures on the development of practices and meanings of
leadership using Archers work.
Most extant leadership research, including the methodology of grounded theory, has probed effectively into the ﬁrst two
levels of reality. We suggest that the ‘deep’ level of leadership reality has not been explored effectively thus far. This is
understandable because such a level of reality is difﬁcult to observe and measure. Strict adherents to the tenets of positivism
might conceive of such exploration as ﬁction and not science. However for critical realists, explanation of the three levels of
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reality shaping the manifestation of leadership needs to be interpreted and explored through an understanding of this
interplay between structures and agency (Archer, 1995; Bhaskar, 1978; Reed, 1997). The central feature of structure-agency
interaction is encapsulated by Bhaskar (1989: 36) thus:
People do not create society. For it always pre-exists them and is a necessary condition for their activity. Rather, society
must be regarded as an ensemble of structures, practices and conventions which individuals reproduce and transform, but
which would not exist unless they did so.
A key critical realist principle is that no two organizational contexts are, under normal circumstances, the same – suggesting
that replication is highly problematic. Rather, each context is conﬁgured into a complex nexus of inﬂuences (Fleetwood, 2004). We
are not saying that contexts do not share similarities and common properties. For example, language is shared between contexts,
and embedded in language are common assumptions, beliefs and practices. Within the ﬁeld of leadership such common properties
have been identiﬁed by House et al. (2004) to have global occurrence. However such properties occur transfactually – that is they
might exist, but their ability to inﬂuence will vary according to other inﬂuences within a particular context. Thus, predictions and
the creation of causal laws are similarly highly problematic (Ackroyd, 2000). Critical realists also seek to express the power of
embedded meanings, practices and relationships as structures that affect people; yet such powers are themselves sustained by
people (Porpora, 1989; Archer, 1995; Fleetwood, 2004). From this perspective context is constituted by:
• Structures – a nexus of embedded meanings, practices and relationships that pre-exist agents
• Agents – sustaining and elaborating meanings, practices and relationships
Therefore, structures causally affect agents’ actions and, in turn, structures are causally affected by them.
The social context of leadership can be seen to be created through an interaction of structures and agency as a complex causal
conﬁguration (Fleetwood, 2004). This conﬁguration is developed over many years and reﬂects the antecedents of structureagency interaction of groups, organizations, sectors and countries (Archer, 1995, 2000). There are examples of possible structures
and conceptions that could be inﬂuencing the manifestation of leadership. These examples are drawn from extant leadership
research and include leader behaviors, the structure-consideration dichotomy, or the transformation (as in transformational
leadership). We are not attempting to pigeonhole a more encompassing approach into traditional notions of theory building.
Rather, we are attempting to open avenues for those whose project is to seek to understand, even to generalize, leadership in all its
complexity of processes and contexts.
These examples are universal conceptions at the highest level of abstraction. Critical realists would suggest that it is difﬁcult to
attribute local causation to these universal conceptions of leadership. Indeed, empirical research for many years has had great
difﬁculty in attributing causal inﬂuence to the manifestation of leadership. Certainly in business research, for example, we are
aware of no published research which ‘proves’ universally that leadership has a substantial causal impact upon organizational
ﬁnancial performance. This does not mean that it doesn't, but rather that contextualised causality might be more complex than is
presupposed. Thus the causality of universal leadership theories might reﬂect Dean et al.'s epistemic criterion of being ‘reasonable
to disbelieve’ (2006:53).
Additionally, individuals bring something of themselves to the enactment, causing relationships, practices and associated
meanings of leadership to become modiﬁed over time. This process, akin to Archer's (1995) notion of ‘morphogenesis’ described
earlier, is an argument for the temporal and processual manifestation of leadership. An important truism argued by Archer is that
the social world exists only because of the actions of some persons, at some time, and is thus constructed from human agency and
is subject to change from subsequent human action (similarly argued by Mingers, 2002 and Dobson, 2002). For leadership
research, this argument is brought to life by the difﬁculty that researchers have in immediately transposing a leadership theory
to a different cultural context, for example transposing transformational leadership to what might loosely be described as a
‘Confucian’ setting. The existing practices and meanings of leadership within the Confucian setting are internalised and enacted by
agents. A transformational conception of leadership could thus be an alien concept. However, over time universal conceptions of
leadership might begin to inﬂuence agents’ actions leading to an elaboration of the ‘Confucian’ setting through time.
4.1. Adjudicating on critical realist explanations
An axiomatic but explicit assumption for critical realists is that any understanding and explanation of reality is
fundamentally socially constructed. To wit, language is transient and a ‘changeable artefact’ (Rorty, 1982: 92). Reality is thus
seen through the lens of language ‘and although the truth may be out there we may never know it in an absolute sense’ (Sayer,
1992: 162). If there are no epistemological truths how might we discriminate between explanations of a ‘real’ world? We
suggest that an answer to this conundrum is through reliability, and validity oriented toward the primacy of ontology – that is
resonating with reality.
An epistemological issue for critical realists is associated with the domain of the deep structures, reﬂected in causal powers
that shape agency actions that may not be observable. Gordon (2002) has already identiﬁed the problematic inﬂuence of deep
power structures upon leadership. By implication, he has also identiﬁed the difﬁculties encountered by extant methodologies
in researching these constructs. Positivist criticisms of critical realism are levelled at both the issue of unobservable structures
and non-empirical evidence, and the relativist epistemology that leads to knowledge justiﬁcation becoming self-referential
(Johnson & Duberley, 2003). Put another way, if explanations are couched in terms of unobservable causal powers, how can we
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know anything about them? How can realists substantiate knowledge claims? As Halfpenny (1994: 65) astutely observes:
‘What restrictions are there upon mechanisms which can be invoked as causal explanation … why not demons and witches?’
For critical realists the answer, in part, appears to lie in a form of pragmatism (Johnson & Duberley, 2003). Derived from the
Greek word ‘pragma’, pragmatism was associated with knowledge that might guide human practice and purposes: a theory grasps
enough of reality to allow us to do things with it. Sayer accepts that all social constructions of knowledge are fallible and as such
knowledge of the social world is limited to providing epistemic gain. Such gain is toward ‘practical adequacy’ rather than truth.
Practical adequacy of knowledge is deﬁned by Sayer (1992: 69) as being able to:
‘generate expectations about the world and about the results of our actions which are actually realised ... The reason that
the convention 1, that we cannot walk on water, is preferred to convention 2, that we can, is because the expectations
arising from 1 but not 2 are realised ... It is not that our knowledge of water doesn't work, but rather that the nature of
water make 1 more practically adequate than 2’.
An associated validity criterion is that of plausibility. For the critical realist an internal validity question becomes whether or
not the explanations thus provided give epistemic gain and are ‘practically adequate’ to the context from which they are drawn
(Sayer, 1992). Such a view leads to the notion that validity is about developing a plausible explanation of reality (Dean et al., 2006:
53). Such a view also addresses generalization: underlying inﬂuences exist but whose effect in other contexts is contingent upon
the interaction of certain other inﬂuences present in the speciﬁc context (Fleetwood, 2004).
For example, difﬁculties that might be experienced in applying transformational leadership theory to a different cultural
context might not mean that transformational leadership theory is faulty or unreliable. It might merely mean that
transformational leadership theory works differently in different contexts. Hence, when moving to a different context, items
that were removed in an earlier factor analysis might have to be returned. The factor structure might be completely different.
Indeed, a completely different set of factors might apply. In other words, transformational leadership is probably a plausible and
reliable construct. It meets the criteria of pragmatism, practical adequacy and plausibility. However, it is highly likely that it will
never have a consistently ﬁxed and generalizable psychometric structure in all contexts. The present authors have found this
situation to be the true on many occasions. Psychometric construct validity is often difﬁcult to achieve, yet the manifestation of the
factors is plausible to the research audience and entirely valid conceptually, theoretically and pedagogically. Parry and Sinha
(2005) also make this argument persuasively.
This is a most signiﬁcant point. Grounded theory seeks to develop an understanding or an explanation of a phenomenon within
a particular context (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The technique constructs such an explanation by building up levels of abstraction (as
per Kan & Parry, 2004). This original conception of grounded theory, focused at ‘grounding’ theory development to help generate
meaning (Charmaz, 2000) and explanation (Parry, 1998), embraces notions of pragmatism and necessity to correspond to local
contexts.
Researchers who see leadership as a contextualised process might value the understanding of contextual variability and its
inﬂuence on the manifestation of leadership. This desire might illuminate an approach to science that seeks to develop an
explanation which resonates with the reality from whence it came. There is signiﬁcant overlap in underlying assumptions
between grounded theory as originally conceived and critical realist orientation of ‘good’ science, namely:
• Substantive theory building as a core goal, where a theory is a set of propositions designed to establish an explanation of a
phenomenon in a particular context.
• A contextualised focus to understanding, explaining and theory development, related to levels of analysis, for example leadership
within a team or a global manifestation of leadership.
• Hierarchy of theory abstraction.
• Use of metaphors and related (and unrelated) concepts and theories to aid substantive theory development.
The similarity enables us to suggest that a critical realist perspective of developing knowledge about the social world reﬂects
the key tenets of grounded theory. Such coherence provides an enhanced perspective to be utilised by grounded theory
researchers. This perspective would enable alternate epistemological criteria to be applied to internal validity, namely: practical
adequacy and plausibility. In other words, and with particular reference to grounded theory, we generate theory that might guide
human practice if the postulated theory makes sense to the context and to the individuals from which it is drawn. We will illustrate
in Case 1 below an example of a published grounded theory where justiﬁcation of the validity of the theory is judged against
positivist epistemic claims. Rarely do researchers demonstrate that they have tested their theories for practical adequacy to see
how useful the explanations are or that the explanation seems plausible to an audience that reﬂects the context of the research. A
striking contrast is the declared position of Corbin (in Corbin & Strauss, 2008: 273) where the necessity is emphasised of validating
through reference back to interviewees. Generalization is sought through theoretical comparison. Suggested explanations of the
social processes of leadership from one context are put forward for comparison to other explanations of alternative contexts. In
this way the process of theoretical comparison echoes the principles of grounded theory – moving from a substantive theory
toward connecting explanations that seek to establish a consolidated appreciation of the complex nature of leadership at higher
levels of analysis. Explanation might be informative, helpful and illuminating, but very probably limited as an explanation of
leadership within a local context.
To illustrate these arguments we have looked at two published accounts of grounded theory on leadership studies. One is an
examination of leadership in a hospital setting and the second is an examination of the lived experience as leadership learning in a
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single organization. The ﬁrst case was working within a positivist paradigm and stretching the boundaries of acceptance. The
second was explicitly working within a critical realist epistemology. We contend that both cases could be taken further with
greater use critical realist principles to realise an even greater contribution to theory and understanding.
5. Case 1: Identifying paradox (Kan & Parry, 2004)
Case 1 researched the processes of nursing leadership in a major hospital. Data came mainly from interviews, observation,
participant observation and survey questionnaire data using the psychometrically rigorous Multi-factor Leadership
Questionnaire (MLQ; Bass & Avolio, 1990). The implementation of data triangulation was a strength of this method. As Egri
and Herman (2000) remind us, this data triangulation contributes to the internal validity of grounded theory research. Analysis
was the full grounded theory method. Differences in ﬁndings between the questionnaire data and the interview/observation
data were rectiﬁed to the satisfaction of the researchers through theoretical sampling and theoretical coding. The category at
the highest level of abstraction was ‘identifying paradox’. Within identifying paradox people who demonstrate leadership will
reconcile the paradoxes that they and others were feeling, and thereby move the organization forward. Those who did not
demonstrate leadership would legitimate or rationalize the paradoxes that were felt, and thereby retard the progress of the
organization.
5.1. Methodological tensions
The main source of methodological tension was the discrepancy between the questionnaire results and the interview/
observation results. The questionnaire told us that leadership was present in approximately the same amount as the national
norms. However, the interview and observational data identiﬁed that leadership was being compromised and repressed.
Certainly, subsequent iterations of interviews and re-examination of the questionnaire data resolved the discrepancy with the
emergence of mid-level categories. However, these differences were sorted out to the satisfaction of the researchers, and not
necessarily to the satisfaction of the respondents. The plausibility and pragmatism of the explanation was established in the
mind of the researcher. However, what would have been even more powerful was the active involvement of the participants in
helping the researcher to understand the reality that was occurring. This is not to say that participant involvement is
abdicating, or even diluting, the analytical expertise of the researcher. The researcher is still doing the analysis, but in such a
scenario, the active involvement of the participants is in gathering data. Of course, any such involvement does not mean that
we would necessarily have gained full access to underlying structures. Rather, we might have moved closer to reality by
ensuring that the theory resonated with the experience of participants. The subjectivity associated with such involvement
would strengthen the emerging theory, not weaken it.
One set of issues of validity and reliability revolved around the psychometric properties of the questionnaire. Another set of
issues about validity and reliability revolved around the criteria for validity and reliability that relate to grounded theory and not to
questionnaire research. These criteria are often mutually exclusive. However, this paradox was resolved by using psychometric
criteria for validity and reliability to ﬁne-tune the questionnaire data, and to apply grounded theory criteria for the analysis of the
full set of data. Be that as it may, these issues were empirical, and not necessarily ontological.
The reviewers were after methodology, and not ontology. Therefore, the data were gathered and analysed correctly. At least,
they were gathered and analysed to the satisfaction of reviewers who were trained to objectively assess research that utilised a
subjectivist methodology. Therefore, the view of reality that emerged might still be inadequate. The reality that emerged was
constrained by the cognition of the researchers and the reviewers.
5.2. Developing theory
The development of categories could not move beyond the data, as they were presented by the participants. The data were
constrained by the observations and interpretations of the researchers. They were constrained also by the expressions and
expressiveness of the participants. Certainly, it is axiomatic of grounded theory that the theory is grounded in the data. That is
its strength. However, we are not advocating the reduction of the empirical support and validity of the emerging theory by
ignoring the data and choosing to go beyond them. Instead, we are advocating that the emerging theory can be empirically
stronger and more valid by utilising the data, as presented, and also going past the data the data to look for even deeper and
more valid explanations.
Because the data participants were nurses and other health practitioners, the discourse was constrained to that used by the
participants in their daily work lives. One researcher was trained as a musician and the other as an inventory manager. Both
could use the discourse of their training to make greater sense of the data. Two possible problems emerged. First, both were
limited to three discourses – health, music and inventory management. Second, both researchers experienced the paradox of
three different and therefore potentially conﬂicting discourses across data and interpretation. Therefore, they experienced the
twin drawback of discourse limitation and discourse conﬂict. These drawbacks are not weaknesses in the grounded theory
method. They are merely constraints upon grounded theory maximising its efﬁcacy. To move past these discourse constraints,
via the philosophy of science of critical realism, would be to maximise the explanatory potential of the grounded theory
method.
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The authors could have been more innovative than ‘reconciling paradox’. After all, there is much existing leadership theory
about the notion of the sense-making that involves the resolution of some form of paradox. Pye (2005) has articulated sensemaking as the essence of leadership, based around the sense-making thesis of Weick (1995). Smircich and Morgan (1982) have
already put forward the proposition that leadership is essentially the management of meaning. Parry (1999) developed the
theory of leadership as ‘resolving uncertainty’, utilising a grounded theory methodology. It could be concluded that there is
little that is innovative or insightful about the leadership process of reconciling paradox. Of course, we cannot adequately
reanalyse the data of Kan and Parry. If further iterations of interviews are necessary, the interviewees are now not available
some years on.
We can only posit what might have happened had things been done differently. Be that as it may, had they conducted their
grounded theory analysis through the frame of critical realism, they might well have developed an explanation that had a
medical or nursing metaphor. Indeed, on one of the few occasions that the emerging theory was shared by Kan with a
respondent, there was comment that the process model looked like a DNA helix. If Kan and Parry stayed with the idea of
metaphor to explain their emerging process theory, they could just as easily have developed a more traditional leadership
metaphor like a military or horticultural metaphor. But this was not to be. The explanation that emerged from this scientistic
mode of grounded theory was the more mainstream notion of reconciling paradox. The researchers were almost constrained
by the mindsets of the people who provided the data. They certainly seemed constrained within the parameters by their own
pre-existing mindsets. They stayed within the scientistic, objective explanation of the leadership process, perhaps at the
expense of sense-making in the mind of the reader. These comments are not a criticism of the grounded theory method. They
are a reﬂection on the authors for not exploiting the full potential of this method.
A critical realist approach might have come up with something other than ‘enhancing adaptability’, or it might not have. In the
spirit of grounded theory, the theoretical coding might have involved, for example, a work-in-progress hypothesis to explain the
emerging phenomenon. This WIP hypothesis might have incorporated the critical realist approach by posing a non-traditional
explanation, and then tested for its practical adequacy. The researchers might have arrived at the same explanation, or they might
not. Either way, the analysis will have been enhanced and the resulting explanation of the phenomenon would have been more
comprehensive. We are hoping that with the present article, we can provide a stimulus to others to help exploit that potential of
grounded theory more fully.

5.3. Methodological ambitions
Kan and Parry's work suffered from an apparent refusal to break fully with the mindset of a positivistic philosophy of science.
The objectivity of their analysis was rigorous and laudable. However, their work might be seen to be overly objective and
insufﬁciently subjective. To get a richer explanation of the phenomenon and to get a more explanatory grasp of reality, their
analysis needed to be more subjective. After all, it is agreed that their ﬁndings are substantive to a particular setting and not
generalizable. Therefore, their analysis might have beneﬁted from a more subjective approach which is likely to bring out more
effectively the emotion of the lived experience of the participants.
Because of the substantiveness and non-generalizability of the research, Kan and Parry's analysis could have beneﬁted from
being more relative than absolute. Implicit within Kan and Parry's work was the notion that what is examined is what can be
identiﬁed and what can be measured. The notion of identiﬁcation and measurement is clearly represented by the use of the
MLQ instrument. It is also represented by the use of the Six Cs of grounded theory analysis – cause, consequence, contingency,
condition, covariance and context. This aspect of the method provides data and methodological triangulation. This also is
laudable. However, it does so within pre-existing frames of reference. These frames of reference are about cause and effect and
about an incremental addition to knowledge about pre-existing leadership constructs. This method was rigorous, but still
smacked of scientiﬁc method. Clearly, an ambition of the researchers was to maintain rigour but also to break free further from
the shackles of scientiﬁc method. To do so would enable them to uncover and even richer explanation of the reality of
leadership in this substantive setting.
Hansen, Ropo, and Sauer (2007) remind us that leadership approaches rooted in scientiﬁc realism, like most of the social
sciences, take a rational view that is often too narrow to describe the more complex human experiences of leadership. By contrast,
the value of the subjectivism and relativism is demonstrated by the aesthetic perspective on leadership. As opposed to the
objectivist and realist approaches to leadership phenomena, the aesthetic knowledge unleashes the tacit knowledge that is rooted
in feeling and emotion. We recognize that the tacit knowledge of the participants in the Kan and Parry research remained hidden
and needed to be freed so that the researchers could make use of it. In the case of this research, the reason and logic that the
authors have given us with their empirical skill could well have been augmented by emotion and feeling, a strategy suggested by
Hansen et al. (2007). This strategy would enhance the sensory knowledge and felt meaning that could be imparted to a readership.
In turn, this knowledge would enhance the cognitive sense-making that, hopefully, has already occurred.
Perhaps the explanation that could have been forthcoming might have been explained in terms of a song or a ﬁlm, maybe a
screenplay – perhaps a black comedy or a farce – perhaps as a book or other narrative. Grint, 2000) uses historical stories as
data, and as a form of data analysis. Perhaps in the case of identifying paradox, they could be used as ﬁndings or even as a
component of the emergent theory. In addition to the excellent explanation of identifying paradox that Kan and Parry
provided, they could have provided a richer, more aesthetic, valid and empirically persuasive theoretical explanation of this
leadership phenomenon. The opportunities are many.
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The need to break further with this implicitly positivist mindset motivated Kempster's (2006) application of the grounded
theory method in his work on leadership development. The question remains whether Kempster's application of the grounded
theory method provided adequate insight to the reality that was in action.
6. Case 2: Leadership learning as lived experience (Kempster, 2006)
Case 2 examined how senior managers in a single organization believed they had learnt how to lead. Within Kempster's
research he explores the problematic issue associated with tacit leadership learning and argues that it is important to make
conscious the nuances associated with the learning of meanings and practices of leadership, and also the timing of that learning.
His review of the extant research in this ﬁeld identiﬁed a broad category of ‘learning through doing’ or experiential learning.
Undoubtedly this captured the essence of the broad sweep of empirical data but did not address the recognised inherent ‘tacit
problem’. However using the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) and their arguments of situated learning and apprenticeship
Kempster argued that leadership learning is more than experiential learning and that there is an important aspect of observation
and participation drawn from a variety of contexts that is signiﬁcant to the development of leadership practice.
The key methodological issue (as opposed to the research question) for the research project was described as ‘how to move
beyond the empirical level that has previously constrained explanations of leadership learning, while still maintaining
epistemological rigour and validity?’ In a sense traditional epistemological tenets would guide grounded theory to repeat the
extant research and justiﬁably lead to a broad yet rather superﬁcial category of experiential learning. But Kempster was cognisant
of critical realist arguments of the ‘deep’ level of inﬂuences that may not be readily recognised by respondents as shaping their
leadership learning and sought to interpret the data using a range of related learning theories.
6.1. Methodological ambitions
From the outset the research assumed a critical realist philosophy in that the explanation of leadership learning might be
drawn from both surface experience and the deep embedded causal inﬂuences not necessarily recognised by respondents. The
extant literature on naturalistic learning (Burgoyne & Hodgson, 1983) provided clear guidance that learning might not be
easily recalled but this does not mean it has not occurred. Kempster's goal for the research was to create an explanation of
leadership learning.
The research followed Parry's (1998) technique of grounded theory. From the frame of critical realism this technique can be
seen to move the data analysis from the empirical towards higher levels of abstraction. It allows the researcher to be informed
by concepts or perhaps metaphors that help to develop an appreciation of possible underlying ‘deep’ inﬂuences on the
manifestation of leadership learning. The internal validity of the explanation was tested with the respondents in order to
explore the practical adequacy and plausibility of the explanation. In essence it was a substantive grounded theory of their
experiences. Generalization was to be limited to a suggestion of possible underlying mechanisms shaping leadership learning
capable of comparison to other contexts. Sayer (1992: 71) would remind us that ‘our theories should be practically adequate,
which work in other contexts, which are consistent to other knowledge and practices; our theories should explain the situation
under study by giving an account of what produced it and not merely a way of deriving or calculating the results’.
6.2. Developing a substantive theory through interpretation and abstraction
A metaphor of ‘apprenticeship’ was used as the highest level of abstraction to explain leadership learning occurring in this
particular substantive context. Associated with the metaphor was a set of associated themes that cohered together to form an
explanation of leadership learning. None of the respondents mentioned this metaphor or the causal explanatory themes. Rather
the extant literature, notably Lave and Wenger (1991), provided the insight to what may in part be occurring. Critical realism
provided the substantiation to explore deeper, albeit not in an unscientiﬁc or speculative way. Rather it is the orientation of
internal validity and the nature of external validity that differs from a positivist sense of ‘good science’.
Following discussions with the respondents it helped them draw together their reﬂections as a set of enactments and
relationships within particular contexts: the explanation seemed plausible. Additionally, the respondents were able to use the
explanation to understand how they had learnt how to lead. In essence, they created an explanation that made sense to them – it
was ‘practically adequate’. The practical adequacy of the metaphor and related concepts of situated learning provided justiﬁcation
for going deeper into data interpretation and abstraction. Kempster felt he was doing the right things. This is not to say that a
metaphor is always going to be the end result of critical realist grounded theory analysis. However, it was a pragmatic explanation
of reality in this case, and there is a broad literature that supports and validates the sense-making effect of metaphors (Oswick,
Keenoy, & Grant, 2002; Oswick, Putnam, & Keenoy, 2004; Palmer & Dunford, 1996; Putnam & Boys, 2006). The challenge became
how to justify what had been discovered. The question was whether this would be considered ‘good science’. Fig. 1 represents the
emergence of apprenticeship from ‘beyond the data’.
6.3. Methodological tensions
One positivist criterion for ‘good science’ is the external validity for populations beyond the present sample. This criterion is
much less relevant to this research. If the explanation is applied in other contexts and is seen as useful (practically adequate),
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Fig. 1. Grounded theory of leadership development as apprenticeship: a retroductive argument (Kempster, 2006).

then the ‘deep’ causal inﬂuences might be generalizable to other contexts. This research sought to triangulate the emerging
theory across the range of respondents. But, despite this emphasis on corresponding with reality, Kempster was uncomfortable
and unconﬁdent with his approach in terms of publication because the received wisdom still lay in positivist criteria. His
strategy was to minimize discussion on critical realism and maximise grounded theory as a robust process for illustrating
qualitative analysis. He deliberately used the language of theoretical sampling and celebrated the in-depth visibility of data
collection and data analysis techniques.
Had he not looked at this research through the lens of critical realism at all, different results might have emerged. For instance,
had he conducted conventional grounded theory, what might have emerged was something like ‘experiential learning’ as the core
category at the highest level of abstraction. Something like that, anyway. Such a core category would have been plausible, to be
sure, but perhaps only modest in its claims for practical adequacy of developing the respondents understanding of the
development of their leadership learning. Such a core category sounds bland, unemotive and faddish, predictable even; just as Kan
and Parry's ‘reconciling paradox’ now sounds in retrospect. The abstraction and objectivism of such a core category might have
made it a less efﬁcacious reality in the minds of participants than the core category of ‘apprenticeship’ that did evolve.
The reviewers, as with the Kan and Parry research, were after conventional grounded theory methodological rigour. In
other words, they were after ﬁndings that were closely grounded in the data that presented themselves. Inter alia, they were
concerned with sample size and how this issue could warrant a contribution. Additional concerns evolved around the
arguments being drawn from too many sources of literature and that there needed to be greater focus and speciﬁcity. Further,
the reviewers were anxious over the claims that were not substantiated in the data—more anecdotal than factual. These
concerns illustrated the understandable epistemological assumptions of one or more of the reviewers. The paper was
presented and re-written with a sense of epistemological dissonance. The researcher was not celebrating the resonance of the
arguments of the paper, or internal validity with the lived experience of the respondents. Rather the paper's focus was reoriented towards justiﬁcation of the arguments from within the conﬁnes of empirical data. It is possible that a reader of the
paper may think ‘the argument makes some sense but I cannot see how this is drawn from the presented empirical research’.
The issue of conﬁdence described in this paper was echoed in this case. A signiﬁcant issue for leadership research is whether
this epistemological argument matters.

6.4. How is the tension resolved?
If the leadership phenomenon is mainly about complex social relationships within discrete contexts, then as researchers we
need to be liberated to make the best sense of this in order to explain what is happening. We seek the best way to explain the
contextualised phenomenon in question. For sure we need techniques that are reliable and valid as well as rigorous, for exploring
and explaining phenomena. On the other hand, perhaps we should place emphasis on ontology and on the pursuit of a
phenomenon that resonates with and reﬂects reality, rather than a strict view that deﬁnes an epistemological truth. Invariably
truth is a far more complicated phenomenon than simply rendered ‘not falsiﬁed’. Perhaps we might allow Dean et al.'s (2006: 53)
epistemological hierarchy to shape our interpretation where truth might be certain, beyond doubt or perhaps simply probable.
Corbin and Strauss (2008: 298) called this ‘truth in a more pluralistic than traditional sense’. In this way we contend that within
the ﬁeld of leadership studies there will be numerous ontological cul-de-sacs generated through the measurement of constructs in
search of immutable generalised truths for a highly contextualised phenomenon such as leadership.
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In Case 2 the philosophic assumption of the researcher was sympathetic to the notion of a stratiﬁed reality. In other words there
may be deep inﬂuences on the manifestation of reality and as a consequence these might be unobservable. In Case 2 the author
suggests an explanation that sought to embrace such a stratiﬁed perspective. Undoubtedly this claim cannot be justiﬁed
epistemologically as ‘proven’. In the context of qualitative grounded theory research this would not be the epistemological target.
However, if justiﬁcation is toward being ‘probable’ through demonstrating correspondence with and application to a respondent's
contextualised reality, then in terms of grounded theory research there is the potential for signiﬁcant contributions that could
otherwise have been dismissed as being scientiﬁcally weak.
The two cases provide a contrast. In Case 1 epistemologically rigorous grounded theory was undertaken. Yet, the ﬁndings were
not anchored as ﬁrmly as they could have been in the reality of the respondent. Case 2 was exorcised by epistemological tensions
whilst seeking to pursue a grounded theory approach which was still anchored in the reality of the respondent.
7. Conclusion—doing grounded theory even better
We have identiﬁed calls for greater use of qualitative methods for leadership research in organizational settings. These calls
have been answered, with increasing enthusiasm since about the time of Conger's (1998) argument that qualitative approaches
are perhaps the methodology of choice for contextually rich topics, such as leadership. Moreover, we have argued that leadership
is a social process of inﬂuence. Also, grounded theory is a very suitable methodology for exploring and seeking to explain
processual and social relationships such as leadership. In particular, grounded theory is relevant for the exploration of leadership
processes within particular distinct or unique contexts. However, the comparative recency of the use in organizational settings of
these methods for leadership research, has led researchers to justify their research with positivist criteria.
Therefore, the main proposition we are positing is to argue that this epistemology has distracted the focus of researchers.
Certainly, we believe this to be so within a ‘business’ or ‘management’ paradigm, at least. The positivist paradigm understandably
leads the researcher to question validity if the theory does not measure up to statistical tests, despite the theory having resonance
with reality. In essence such a paradigm is giving prominence to epistemology over ontology. This focus is at risk of being
distracted from grounding theoretical arguments within the worlds of the respondents. Therefore, we suggest that applying a
critical realist frame of reference to grounded theory research can augment the strengths of the grounded theory method.
7.1. Critical realism and grounded theory: Internal validity and generalization
By clarifying the epistemological foundation of grounded theory, researchers can become much more conﬁdent and assured
that they are ‘doing the right things’ (ontologically) and ‘doing things right’ (epistemologically). Critical realism places
prominence on ontology over epistemology. In this sense internal validity of a substantive grounded theory is oriented toward
resonating with reality. If the grounded theory connects to peoples lived experience and also provides explanation and sensemaking, then we have epistemic gain through practical adequacy. That is, we have a better yet still fallible glimpse of reality.
It is fallible in the sense that all knowledge is socially constructed through discourse (Sayer, 1992). Therefore, critiques should
examine correspondence and tolerance with reality (ontology) rather than degree of ﬁt to what Charmaz (2000) and
Fleetwood and Hesketh (2006) might call fallible ‘scientistic’ procedures and epistemological ‘truths’. Having said that, we
need to reinforce the importance of empirically sound research. We certainly are not suggesting that ‘doing the right things’
will compensate for doing poor research. We are not suggesting that critical realism replaces grounded theory; or that in some
way there is a critical realist grounded theory technique. Critical realism provides an alternative philosophy of science; an
alternative to the positivism that has dominated leadership research. This alternative is very suited to grounded theory and
speciﬁcally to leadership studies.
Critical realism allows researchers ﬂexibility in the interpretation of the data and comfort in validity terms from not being
constrained within the data. Researchers can accept that respondents might not consciously be aware of or be able to describe or
appreciate social processes shaping leadership manifestation. For example, respondents may learn from experiences but not be
aware consciously that they are learning. Therefore, we might not be able to immediately access such learning explicitly through
empirical data. This is arguably a situation that is uncomfortably, albeit indirectly recognised by some grounded theorists, for
example Locke (2001). It is a situation alluded to beautifully by Stablein (2006) in a summary of literature about data in
organizational studies. Indeed, there is a considerable literature on interviewing technique that illuminates the necessity to go
‘further’ than the data and interpretively deeper into the data. Examples of this literature come from Ellis and Berger (2003) and
Denzin and Lincoln (2005).
7.2. Limitations
There is an explicit limitation on critical realism that explanations do not seek to infer generalization beyond the substantive
study because no two contexts are the same. Different contexts might share similar properties but each conﬁguration of such
properties, over-laden by unique histories and evolved practices, is a unique mix. Thus universality is highly problematic. If
anything, this approach to grounded theory might suffer the limitation of over-interpretation of site-speciﬁc effects. Indeed, the
site-speciﬁc substantiveness of this approach to grounded theory might mean that certain critical information is not accessed. At
best, critical realists suggest tendencies toward applicability in other contexts, as suggested by Fleetwood (2004). Grounded
theorists should have no problems with such a position, with the notion of substantiveness, and not generalizability, being
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axiomatic of the method. In addition Charmaz (2000), from a constructivist perspective, suggests that other researchers can
explore and make their judgments as to how the substantive theory might ﬁt other contexts and extrapolate whether a theory
from one context is generalizable to another.
7.3. The beneﬁts of a critical realist orientation for grounded theory
This article has argued that the principal tenets of grounded theory correspond closely with the philosophical position of
critical realism. The possibilities of explaining social processes of leadership and leadership development in much greater detail
through a critical-realist-informed grounded theory approach provide considerable additional opportunity for leadership
researchers. This outcome might be achieved by:
• Placing emphasis on the contextual understanding and explanation of the social processes of leadership and leadership
development, rather than on seeking ‘universal truths’ about leadership per se through measurement.
• Assuming contextual variation in leadership processes, and seeking to look across varying research outcomes for similarities and
differences to build up a body of knowledge on social processes of leadership. Admittedly, this process might come after each
distinct research project is completed.
The above two elements are not a surprise to grounded theorists. The signiﬁcant added value of an underpinning critical realist
philosophy of science to these points would provide conﬁdence for qualitative researchers to remove the shackles of ‘doing things
right’. They might gain the freedom to experiment, be creative ‘and be unafraid to draw on their own experiences having rejected
more traditional ideas of objectivity and the dangers of using personal experience’ (Corbin & Strauss, 2008: 13). The re-orientation
of internal validity towards resonating with reality might encourage a deepening of the contextualised appreciation of leadership
processes. It would provide sufﬁcient epistemological balance for researchers to be conﬁdent that they are ‘doing the right things’
and ‘doing things right’. They will be conducting rigorous and methodologically robust research, and adding to the body of
knowledge about the reality of the human condition more effectively.
What would such research look like? We are not attempting to be prescriptive or to reinvent the grounded theory wheel.
However, we posit that grounded theory organizational research, if guided by the frame of critical realism would have the
following characteristics:
1. Place an emphasis on context-rich qualitative data collection. This direction is in contrast to the context-free objectivity that
presently drives much grounded theory research.
2. Awareness of a stratiﬁed reality and that the empirical data may be inﬂuenced by underlying mechanisms.
3. Draw on the ideas and theories of extant knowledge (whether related or unrelated) in order to analyze the data, rather than
necessarily leaving extant knowledge in abeyance until analysis is complete. This might actually be a relief to many grounded
theory researchers who anguish over when to integrate extant theory and how to keep it in abeyance.
4. Generate explanations that are either drawn explicitly from the empirical data or are postulated to be occurring. The use of
metaphor as explanation, as per the Kempster research, is but one way that this might occur.
5. A grounded theory is suggested that seeks to understand and explain social processes of leadership within a particular context.
It would test the usefulness of the emerging explanation with respondents from the context. The objective of this test is to
determine whether the theory and explanation of the leadership process ‘makes sense’ from the experience of those
respondents. It provides a better glimpse of the reality and the causes shaping that reality; and the proposed theory grasps
enough of reality to allow the respondents to make use of it. This involves a test for the practical adequacy of the emerging
theory from the perspective of the people closely involved with the context from which it was derived. However, the
responsibility for theory development still rests with the researcher, and not with the respondents.
6. Be ‘offered up’ for other researchers to critique for its usefulness in other contexts. The aim is not to prove or disprove but rather
compare explanations for similarities and differences. At high levels of abstraction there may be some convergence of
explanation related to intransitive underlying inﬂuences affecting leadership manifestation. The importance of this tactic would
include an ability to explain this convergence as related to a speciﬁc context or level of analysis, as suggested by Fleetwood
(2004).
When reﬂecting upon Bryman's (2004) call for the qualitative research of leadership studies to be both contextualised and
generative, we assert that a critical realist-informed grounded theory approach is a useful underpinning framework to move us
toward both these goals.
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