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Constant Comparison Method

• Qualitative analysis method

• Meant to generate grounded theory

• Operates on a set of field notes

• Basic process:

– coding

– grouping

– writing field memo

– forming hypotheses

• Repeated periodically in parallel with data collection



What’s a Code?

• A label

• A concept

• A topic

• A category• A category

• A relationship

• A theme
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What’s Coding?

• Open coding - assigning codes to pieces of textual 

data

– Coded “chunks” can overlap

– One chunk can have several codes
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• Axial coding - grouping, categorizing, combining 

coded chunks

• Selective coding - making sense of it



What’s here? What are the pieces?

� Identification/discovery of concepts

� Classification (labeling of phenomena)

� Abstraction (this is part of that)

Open CodingOpen Coding
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� Abstraction (this is part of that)

� Comparative analysis (this is different from that)

� Categorization (organization, grouping)

� Value-neutral, at least initially
� “complexity” not “high complexity” or “low complexity”



� Preparing for coding
� Read the data
� Read background material and research design
� Create pre-formed codes, if applicable

� Coding by hand
� Document markup (colored pens, etc.)

Open Coding Open Coding ProcessProcess
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� Document markup (colored pens, etc.)
� Photocopy, scissors, and envelopes
� MS Word comments
� Excel

� Coding tools – NVivo, Atlas TI
� Coding scheme

� Pre formed or post formed codes
� Constant iteration
� Structure develops over time



Open Coding and Quantification

• One form of coding

• Objective is to derive quantitative data from qualitative data for future statistical 
analysis

• Usually involves counting
– How many subjects said…?

– How many times did subjects use the term …?

– How many times did …?

• Or timing

7

• Or timing
– How long did subjects spend doing…?

– How long did it take to …?

• Inevitably loses richness

• Often seems a little like missing the point
– What’s the point of collecting rich data when you’re just going to condense it down to 

numbers?

• But often is an effective and necessary way to reduce the size of the data
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How are things related?

� Initial process of reassembling

� Relationships among categories and codes

� Structure (why?)

Axial CodingAxial Coding

10

� Structure (why?)

� Process (how?)

� Explanations not causal prediction



How does it all fit together?

� Also called sense making

� Relationships among relationships

� Theory construction

Selective CodingSelective Coding
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� Theory construction

� The central category

� Storyline memos

� Role of literature

� Write, write, write!!!

� Field Memos


