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Abstract 

This paper explores interpretation and translation issues that arose during a grounded theory 
study of the Greek health sector.  It highlights problems that were encountered when working in 
two languages and demonstrates how these were overcome. This is important because  

Grounded Theory (GT) research, in cross-cultural contexts, is associated with the linguistic 
challenges of conceptualisation. The authors offer their suggestions on how to conduct a GT 
research project within a diverse team based upon their experiences of undertaking such a study. 
Our paper supports Glaser’s work and contributes to GT methodology by offering guidance on 
how interpretation and translation can be incorporated in a multi-lingual research design with 
system and rigour to provide extra levels of constant comparison.  Hence, this paper will be of 
value to future researchers who are working in diverse teams and/or are undertaking studies in 
multiple languages.  

Keywords: Grounded theory, translation, interpretation, method, Greek, English 

 

Introduction 

This paper is the result of our experiences of using grounded theory (GT) to discover the concerns 
of nurses working within the Greek health sector. We studied nurses working in hospitals and 
nurses working in GP surgeries.  The main concern of both groups was workplace 
stress.   However, the way in which stress impacted on our participants was significantly dif-
ferent, despite many of the daily and weekly duties being identical in each setting.   Hospital 
nurses experienced burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1981), but GP nurses experienced boreout 
(Stock, 2015).  This is important because both boreout and burnout can significantly affect the 
health of those affected and impact on the quality of service they provide (Lehman et al., 
2011).  The results of this study will be published separately.   

Our team consisted of two researchers. The first author is bilingual, a native Greek speaker 
and fluent in English, whilst the second author is monolingual being a native English speaker 
learning Greek. Greek was the language of the data and the analysis for the first author, whilst 
English was the language of analysis for the second author. Integrating the linguistic needs of 
participants and researchers led to a plethora of practical and methodological issues that are 
explored in this paper.  
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When working in a multicultural team, interpretation of the spoken word and translation of 
the written word are the instruments which allow non-native researchers to engage with and 
conceptualise the data.  Glaser’s (2004) maxim “all is data” (p. 2) is a bedrock of GT. Indeed, 
Gynnild (2006) argued that the importance of this concept “[cannot] be overestimated” (p. 61).  
‘Data’ are not only ‘words’ or ‘facts’: they are also cultural beliefs, behaviours and perceptions 
(Fairhurst & Putnam, 2018) which need to be understood if data are to reveal their meaning, and 
enable conceptualisation (Glaser, 1978). Translation must therefore not be neglected or mis-
managed, as flawed translation processes can lead to a loss of meaning (van Nes et al., 2010), or 
the misunderstanding of culturally-important nuances (Venuti, 1995), which can impact upon the 
research and fundamentally affect the foundations of the study itself (Al-Amer, Ramjan, & Glew, 
2016).  

Our paper is highly relevant because cross-language research has become increasingly 
popular (Fersch, 2013). For instance, a major international conference brought together the 
topics of GT and translation in a stream of its own (IATIS, 2018). Previous authors have made 
recommendations about the way in which translation might take place within qualitative research 
generally (see for instance Bradby, 2002; Chen & Boore, 2009; Xian, 2008), but there are few 
studies of the translation issues that specifically arise in GT research, with its particular sys-
tematic and rigorous procedures.  Some literature contains the phrase “grounded theory” in its 
title, but does not actually relate to doing GT.  For instance, Wehrmeyer (2014) sought to in-
corporate the principles of GT into translation studies, but did not actually conduct a GT study, 
whereas Tarozzi (2013) explored how the translation into Italian of Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) 
seminal work, Discovery of Grounded Theory, has parallels with GT principles.  Nübold et al. 
(2017) adopted a GT methodology that combines English and German data, but the bulk of their 
paper focuses on the products of the study rather than a detailed discussion of the processes 
involved in collecting and analysing multi-lingual data. With the exceptions of Nurjannah et al. 
(2014), who specifically provided a worked example of the process of data analysis in the 
Straussian version of GT, most authors do not explore how to “do” translation focused GT re-
search or provide guidance for those working in a multilingual context.  

Our study outlines the benefits of working in a diverse research team in a multilingual context 
and how interpretation and translation can be incorporated into the GT process, systematically 
and with rigour.  As will be shown, this does not destroy the essence of GT. On the contrary, we 
will demonstrate that the GT method is actually strengthened in these situations rather than 
diminished. A strength of GT is that it permits, and even encourages diversity amongst 
reasearchers (Evans, 2017). We were inspired by Shklarov (2009), writing in this very journal, 
although she was working alone, whereas we are a two-person research team and a mentor.  
Also, Shklarov’s paper was essentially a reflective piece whereas in this paper, we explain how 
interpretation and translation works within a GT context and provide advice to future researchers.  
We also explore the use of verbal memoing within GT, and in doing so, we answer a previous call 
for research (Stocker & Close, 2013).  In addition, we challenge the idea that research is in-
hibited by recording participant data (Glaser, 1998): non-recording assumes that each member 
of the data collection team can understand the language spoken by the participants and therefore 
that each researcher can write field notes and make contemporaneous memos in a meaningful 
way. On the contrary, we show that recording is essential in multilingual studies and can enhance 
the GT research. In this study, recording the research encounter enabled the first author to fully 
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engage with the participant before interpreting for the second author enabling the second re-
searcher to also ask questions, make observations and offer theoretical ideas. The first author’s 
interpretations, voiced in English, re-state the data and can be regarded as a verbal field note.  

This paper has three main aims. Firstly, it demonstrates the role that interpretation and 
translation can play in GT studies. Secondly, it discusses how interpretation and translation might 
be implemented within a GT study by drawing upon the authors’ experiences. Finally, it identifies 
issues and difficulties encountered in the process and demonstrates how these can be overcome. 
Illustrative examples of translations from our study are provided to enable readers to understand 
the translations process and to make an informed judgement about the research (Birbilli, 2000; 
Wong & Poon, 2010).  The paper begins by briefly outlining the nature of classic GT, and the bulk 
of the paper is devoted to a worked example of how translation was used within our study.  We 
conclude by summarising the key theoretical and practical contributions from this study. For 
clarity, it should be noted that interpretation and translation are different concepts. Translation 
relates to written messages, whereas interpretation relates only to converting verbal data into a 
different language (Bell, 1991).  Hence, in the following pages, we use “interpretation” (and its 
variants) in its strict linguistic sense, i.e. during the interviews to verbally reflect in English what 
was spoken in Greek, whereas translation was used to reflect the written Greek interview 
transcripts into English.  

The nature of translation and interpretation 

Any act of communication involves interpretation or translation–if only to process meaning–and 
thus can be inter-lingual (between different languages) and intra-lingual (within the same lan-
guage) (Steiner, 1995).  Intra-language techniques are the most common form of communi-
cation, for instance, a dictionary translates English words into other English words. There are, 
however, many examples where one word has multiple meanings. Weaver (1955) observes, that 
the English word “fast” has several meanings: two of which are effectively opposites (rapid and 
motionless): to understand the word “fast,” it is necessary to read the words around it to get a 
conception of the sense that was intended. This issue is magnified when comparing one language 
into another. 

There are two main theoretical approaches to interpretation: simultaneous and consecutive 
(Shuttleworth, 2014). In the former, the interpretation is undertaken whilst the speaker is talking 
(Morales et al., 2015), and is commonly used in conferences (Gillies, 2017). Consecutive in-
terpretation refers to situations where the speaker pauses, and the interpreter summarises the 
essence of the discussion (Gibb & Good, 2014). Consecutive interpretation was the method used 
for creating verbal field notes, since this allowed the participants to speak without being inter-
rupted and gave the interpreter time to think about the meaning of the discussion before ren-
dering it into English. It also gave the interpreter (Author 1) time to think about the theoretical 
implications and offer those as verbal memos.  

Translation, on the other hand, has three main categories, or “turns”–linguistic, philological, 
sociolinguistic (Nida, 1976).  Linguistic puts the emphasis upon the structural difference be-
tween the source and target languages; philological stresses the words themselves; and socio-
linguistic emphasises the meanings, cultural norms, and contexts inherent within the commu-
nication process.  Our research belongs in the sociological turn, because we were not only 
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working with words and their meaning (linguistics) but were also obliged to consider factors such 
as the context, the setting in which translation took place, and the translator’s own knowledge 
and theoretical sensitivity (As-Safi, 2011; Glaser, 2002). Hence, our focus was on the intended 
meaning, or the sense, of the text rather than a literal translation (see Table 2, where a selection 
of participants’ statements have been translated into English in two ways: a translation by Author 
1, and another translation by another Greek speaker, who was not otherwise involved in the 
study.  This was done to ensure the authors were translating the participants’ intended meaning, 
rather than merely the words used). 

The use of interpretation and translation in the present study 

In the following pages, data collection, interpretation, and translation are discussed separately 
for clarity. Interpretation was undertaken during the data collection phase, allowing for the 
creation of verbal field notes and verbal memos while translation took place after the tran-
scription of the recorded data.  

Data collection and analysis within this multilingual GT study 

Iterative activities in classic GT include data collection, coding, memoing, sorting, and writing 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Holton & Walsh, 2016), a key outcome of which is the grouping of data 
into categories (Thulesius, Scott, Helgesson, & Lynöe, 2013).  The emphasis is firmly on con-
ceptualising patterns of behavior and interconnected ideas.  The result is a dense, rich theory 
that “gives a feeling that nothing [has been] left out” (Glaser 1978, p. 58). 

Data Collection. Participants were contacted several weeks before the interview to ensure they 
were willing to contribute, and neutral venues were found for the interviews where it was possible 
for participants to speak freely and candidly. Prior to each interview, emergent concepts were 
identified from previous interviews via open coding and constant comparison until the core 
category emerged, at which point we introduced theoretical sampling and selective coding.  

It was clear from the outset that data collection would present difficulties because Author 2 
did not have the necessary linguistic skills.  We faced a dilemma: should the interviews be 
conducted in English or in Greek? From the researchers’ perspective, it would be easier to conduct 
the research encounters in English, in which both are fluent. The literature, however, suggests 
that data must be gathered in the local language, i.e. Greek (Nübold et al., 2017; Nurjannah et 
al., 2014). Whilst many of our participants spoke some English, conducting the interviews in 
English might have compromised the data for those not totally fluent in the language: partici-
pants might have used the words that were most important to them, rather than expressing 
themselves using the correct grammar, where the correct grammar might have revealed im-
portant clues about their underlying thought processes (Xian, 2008).  

Furthermore, we sought to understand the culture and lived experiences of participants, 
which might be diluted by forcing participants to speak in what was to them a foreign language.  
Moreover, participants with weaker English language skills might feel uncomfortable and we 
sought to avoid this at all costs.  With the intention of allowing participants to be in control 
throughout (Robson & McCartan, 2016), we asked the participants what they would prefer, and 
on every occasion, it was clear that they preferred to speak in Greek. This was the same approach 
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adopted by Shklarov (2009).  Each interview was therefore conducted in Greek for the benefit of 
the data quality and participants, despite the fact that this would present the researchers with 
practical problems.  

Despite Glaser’s (1998) arguments against recording interviews, we chose to record for 
pragmatic reasons: the demands on Author 1 to interact with participants, interpret participants’ 
contributions and include Author 2 in the conduct of the interview, precluded Author 1 from also 
taking field notes systematically. We recorded all interviews on a Dictaphone with the prior 
consent of the participants. The recordings were transcribed, and the transcriptions were 
translated. Having a full and permanent record of the research encounters enabled us to revisit 
the data as and when needed: repeated listening allowed us to develop a fuller understanding of 
participants’ concerns and as the meanings became gradually clearer, allowed us to identify new 
avenues for exploration.  The seamless inclusion of Author 2 into the research encounter and the 
ability to refine translations were deemed more important than collecting surplus data (an im-
portant reason behind Glaser’s injunction not to record).  Furthermore, recording liberated both 
authors to create verbal field notes and verbal memos and this process was therefore a crucial 
component of our GT approach and contributes to the methodology and theory development. An 
outline of the data collection and analysis processes can be seen in Figures 1 and 2 respectively. 
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Figure 1.  Simplified outline of data collection process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes: A1 and A2 refer to Author 1 and Author 2 respectively. This is a cyclical process which 
continues until interview is concluded. Shaded circles show where interpretation and translation 
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Figure 2.  Simplified outline of data analysis process 
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Data analysis. Theoretical memos are a fundamental requirement within classic GT (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967), which allows researchers to capture their thoughts and generate and collect ideas 
about concepts and how they relate to one another (Glaser, 2014b). Ideas should be captured in 
memos as the idea occurs using whatever comes to hand. Theoretical memos are written 
throughout the analytic process to allow key theoretical ideas to be captured and thus they shape 
the development of the emerging theory (Glaser, 1978, 1998, 2012). Since Glaser (2014a) 
encouraged each researcher to develop their own memos, in our study, memo writing was 
undertaken by both researchers, and the results and ideas were discussed together. Glaser 
(2014b) advised that memoing must be concurrent with data collection.  “It starts with note 
taking at the same time as taking field notes and very soon after, as the researcher is filled with 
thoughts” (Glaser, 2014b, p. 23).  We therefore followed Glaser’s approach–the only difference 
was that some memos were spoken, to allow both researchers to be fully involved and this 
expanded the avenues available for theory development. 

Because of the composition of the research team, it was decided that during the interviews, 
Author 1 would interpret and re-state the data in English (effectively creating a verbal field note) 
to enable Author 2 to be involved more fully. This process triggered both authors to generate 
theoretical ideas, that is, verbal memos.  For example, Author 1 mused: “I think the behaviour 
is different in the hospital.  These nurses are behaving differently from the GP nurses.  Do we 
have burnout and boreout?  Burnout for hospital nurses and boreout for GP nurses?” 

Following up on this idea, Author 2 proposed theoretical questions to do with burnout 
(Maslach & Jackson, 1981) and boreout (Stock, 2015), to probe and seek clarification, which 
Author 1 interpreted and posed to the interviewee.  These concepts, which relate to stress in the 
workplace, ultimately proved to be important to the emerging theory. 

Although verbal memoing has occasionally been attempted before, it was done to ensure that 
the researchers’ thoughts were not forgotten (e.g. Stocker & Close, 2013). We used verbal 
memoing for a different purpose: to aid in developing a shared understanding of the data and in 
conceptualising the meaning of the data. Hence our study extends the technique of memoing to 
also include verbal memos.   

Verbal memos are spoken versions of traditional memos, and perform the same function. In 
our study, verbal field notes triggered ideas and each author was able to offer verbal memos as 
ideas occurred. This helped us to develop and refine our theory.  A detailed discussion about the 
data during the interview would have been very disruptive and impaired our data collection, 
therefore our verbal field notes and verbal memos were kept brief whilst still allowing both re-
searchers to be equally involved and to contribute theoretical ideas.  Interpretation of the data 
was therefore conducted for practical reasons, which is consistent with standard GT practice (see 
for instance Glaser, 1978; Nathaniel et al., 2019). 

Our research process discovered that verbal memoing can enhance the efficiency of data 
collection (by pointing towards fruitful avenues to explore) and can enable the capture of fragile 
ideas in the moment. In addition, the verbal field notes and verbal memos were also included in 
the written transcript and were, therefore, themselves included in the constant comparison 
process. This proved to be useful as constant comparison occurs in coding when incidents, 
concepts and categories are compared within and across each group. It also occurs in sorting, 
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where ideas are compared one with another. In our study verbal memos and verbal field notes 
allowed ideas to be preserved and compared.   Indeed, without verbal memos and verbal field 
notes, it would not have been possible for Author 2 to have been involved to any meaningful 
extent.  

Examples of verbal memos and how they differ from field notes can be found in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Examples of verbal field notes and verbal memos 

Verbal comment made by Au-
thor 1 during interview 

Verbal field 
note or ver-
bal memo 

Comments 

“she was upset when she was 
talking about sick children.” 

Verbal field 
note 

This is a translation of what the inter-
viewee was saying. It is merely a 
summary of the conversation. It does 
not offer conceptualisation or ideas for 
theory development. Thus, it is not a 
memo 

“We need to check out 
Hochschild (1983)–emotional 
labour it looks like surface act-
ing is part of her day job.” 

Verbal memo Memos are “the written records of the 
researcher’s thinking” (Glaser, 2014b 
p3).  “They are just ideas” (Glaser, 
2014b, p. 13).  This comment is a 
record of the researcher’s thinking and 
of the ideas that occurred at the time.  
It serves the same purpose as a written 
memo – the only difference is that it 
was made at the time.  

“I think the behaviour is dif-
ferent in the hospital.  These 
nurses are behaving differently 
from the GP nurses.  Do we 
have burnout and boreout?  
Burnout for hospital nurses and 
boreout for GP nurses?” 

Verbal memo Memos are “where the emerging con-
cepts and theoretical ideas are gener-
ated and stored when doing GT analy-
sis” (Glaser, 2014b, p. 2).  This 
comment is suggesting two concepts 
may be emerging – burnout and bo-
reout – and is suggesting a possible 
link to different participants.  It is 
making a comparison with previous 
data. Therefore, it is a memo. 

 

How we used Interpretation. In our study, interpretation was interwoven with data collection. 
During the interviews, most of the questioning was done by Author 1, and as responses were 
received, they were interpreted for the benefit of Author 2.  This was done discretely to minimise 
disruption for participants. These interpretations can be thought of as verbal field notes.  
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The aim was to interpret the “essence” of the conversation (Glaser, 2011). An example of this 
occurred after a long section of speech when Author 1 stated that “she’s talking about crying in 
the car to hide her emotions from her colleagues”–this is effectively a summary of the partici-
pant’s statement.  This, therefore, follows Ivir’s (1987, 2004) substitution strategy, where the 
interpreter uses similar, but not exact, phrasing to maintain the meaning of the statement. This 
strategy allowed the second author to contribute directly because he could then pose questions, 
which Author 1 interpreted into Greek for the participants.  This added an instant “gut feeling” 
insight (Stocker & Close, 2013) that helped to explain what was happening in the data (Glaser, 
1978), and sparked the recall of situational aspects, initial thoughts, and overarching context 
which could, perhaps, have remained unsaid in the actual interviews (Stocker and Close, 2013). 
This is important because the brain processes verbal and written thoughts separately (Michael, 
Keller, Carpenter, and Just, 2001). In our study, we created verbal memos in English, which were 
captured on a recording device for later transcription and transfer to our memo bank. Our study 
shows how verbal field notes and verbal memos complement traditional written field notes and 
memos. 

How we used Translation. During our study, we were faced with three key methodological 
questions: Who should translate written materials? When should translation be undertaken? How 
should translation be undertaken?  Clearly, translation must be performed by someone who is 
fluent in the language (Nurjannah et al., 2014), but it is also vital that the translator is directly 
involved with the research so that they can provide context and can clarify terms and concepts 
that would otherwise remain ambiguous (Tarozzi, 2013). This helps to retain participants’ in-
tended meanings, and this is particularly important when culturally-or-contextually specific 
phrases are used (Nurjannah et al., 2014).  Hence, in the present study, the translator was 
Author 1. The merging of two languages and cultures formed the translator’s habitus (our way of 
representing ourselves to others [Bourdieu, 1977]), and through interpretation and translation, 
the information was more easily understood by Author 2. 

There was a risk that this habitus might have led to a power imbalance (Bourdieu, 1991; 
Nurjannah et al., 2014) between Authors 1 and 2. However, this was not the case in the present 
study, because we consciously balanced out the power relationships by emphasising the need for 
communication (Lesch, 1999).  Firstly, we shared the workload (Svetlana, 2007). Secondly, 
Author 2 was present at all interviews and was an important part of the team: the use of verbal 
memos allowed him to receive and convey theoretical concepts as they emerged and hence he 
was able to contribute meaningfully to the questioning which, in turn, refined the emerging 
theoretical concepts and introduced new concepts that could be explored further. Significantly, 
his independence from the host culture was a positive factor because he was able to ask the 
“obvious” questions that might otherwise have been overlooked due to the first researcher’s 
familiarity with the context. The researchers’ theoretical sensitivity (Glaser, 1978) was sharpened 
by working in multiple languages because we were mandated to engage deeply with the data and 
their meaning (Shklarov, 2009), which meant that taken-for-granted assumptions were ques-
tioned (Starks & Trinidad, 2007), and that both authors were both fully involved in the analysis.  

Having discussed who should translate, the next question was when should the translation be 
undertaken?  Should the translation be done immediately after data transcription, during the 
analysis, or immediately prior to writing up the research for publication?  There is no consensus 
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in the literature. Some authors suggested that the original language should be used for as long as 
possible, and that translation should take place once the analysis has been completed (e.g. 
Nübold et al., 2017) whereas others suggested that translation should occur during the analysis 
phase (e.g. Suh, Kagan & Strumpf, 2009).  In the present study, the better option was con-
sidered to be translation to immediately after transcription (Nurjannah et al., 2014) to allow both 
authors to engage with the data. This also allowed the verbal memos to be written down and 
transferred to our memo bank.  In addition, since constant comparison is a key differentiator 
between GT and other methodologies (Glaser, 1998), translating only prior to publication would 
exclude Author 2 from analysis and undermine our research process.  

The “who” and “when” questions had therefore been settled. The final question was how 
should translation be undertaken?  Equivalence, or faithfulness, is a key tenet of translation 
studies, and this seeks to ensure that the translated text is similar to the original text.  There are 
many types of equivalence including dynamic equivalence, where the meaning of the source 
language and target language are as close as possible (Nida & Taber, 1969; Venuti, 2012), and 
formal equivalence, where the content in the source language matches the content in the target 
language as closely as possible (Baker & Saldanha, 2009).  In recent decades, there has been a 
movement away from an emphasis on equivalence and faithfulness, towards a greater appre-
ciation of the purpose and function of the text in the original culture (Baker & Saldanha, 2009).  
Indeed, in the present study, many statements made in Greek by participants had no equivalent 
translation in English. 

These issues can be illustrated by a simple example from Greek.  The phrase ‘σήμερα κάνει 
ζέστη’ means “it’s hot today,” but a more literal translation is “today does heat”.  Hence, Derrida 
(1998) argued that translation can say almost the same thing as the original, and indeed, these 
results show the lack of a single correct answer (Tarozzi, 2013; Temple, 2005) and highlight the 
difficulty the authors faced.  Thus, translation is laden with social and cultural connotations, 
hence it can never be an objective and neutral process (van Nes et al., 2010; Wong & Poon, 2010).   
However, even if the translation is accurate, it does not necessarily convey the meaning behind 
the words (Croot, Lees, & Grant, 2011) and it does not take account of cultural or contextual 
differences (Su & Parham, 2002), which Fairhurst and Putnam (2018) argued are important to 
understand and which are important to maximise theoretical sensitivity (Shklarov, 2009). 
Moreover, linguistic equivalence may not always be achievable (Wehrmeyer, 2014).  For in-
stance, the English expression “it's raining cats and dogs" cannot easily be understood by 
someone who does not share a common cultural background, even if they speak English well 
(Tarozzi, 2013).  

Early in the process, we wished to satisfy ourselves as to the “equivalence” of the translations 
made up to this point.  For instance, it was possible that another Greek speaker from a different 
part of the country might assign a different meaning to the text.  Hence, samples of interview 
transcriptions were forwarded to another Greek speaker, and she provided her own translations 
without sight of the originals, and then a comparison between the two translations was made. 
Three representative examples are provided in Table 2. 

Table 2:  Examples of different translations from the same data source 
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Participant’s original state-
ment 

Author 1’s translation 
Second Greek speaker’s 
translation 

Ναι είμαι , αλλά δεν υπάρχει 
εργάσια… όσο είναι να κάνω. 
Τι να κάνω άλλο; Δεν μπορώ 
να κάνω το γιατρό. Εγώ πάω, 
κάνω ότι βρίσκω. Αυτό δεν 
μπορώ να αλλάξω κάτι. 

Yes, I am, but there is no 
work. I do as much as I can. 
What else can I do? I can’t 
be the doctor. I go to work, 
do what I find. I can’t 
change anything. 

Yes, I am but there are no 
jobs. I do a few things. 
What else to do? I can't be 
the doctor. I do whatever 
job I find. This is the situa-
tion. I can't change it. 

Τι κενό να καλύψουν, όταν 
έχουν φύγει τόσοι σε 
σύνταξη, έχουν αλλάξει, 
τόσοι ρε παιδί μου. Εεε, 
ειδικότητα, δηλαδή κάποιοι 
νοσηλεύτες, μπήκαν στο 
διοικητικό ή φύγαν τελείος 
από το νοσοκομείο ρε παιδί 
μου 

It is impossible to cover 
these gaps when so many 
people have retired, or 
have changed specialisa-
tion. Some nurses have 
entered administration, or 
they have left the hospital 
completely 

It is impossible to cover 
these gaps when many of 
them have retired, or are 
now in different special-
isms. Some of the nurses 
have moved to administra-
tion, or they have left the 
hospital 

Σου λένε κάνε την πάπια Pretend that you don’t 
know 

Pretend you are a fool 

 

These examples illustrate several points.  In each case, both translations were very similar, 
although not identical.  Although some nuances may have been lost in translation, the essential 
meaning was the same. This was vitally important in this study (Al-Amer et al., 2016), because 
of the GT methodology, where understanding the meaning is much more important than accu-
rately recording direct quotations (Glaser, 1998). Secondly, a translation commonly contains a 
mix of approaches (Baker, 2018), and in this case, both translators followed three of Ivir’s (1987; 
2004) seven strategies--translation by omission, literal translation, and translation by substitu-
tion.   

Translation by omission occurs when the source text contains phrases that are not important 
to the meaning (Baker, 2018). This can be seen in the second example: both translations ignored 
the phrase ‘ρε παιδί μου’ (“my child”), which occurs twice, because the translators knew this to be 
a phrase that is in common use, but which is rather meaningless, and reflects cultural contexts 
(Angelelli, 2003). Similar examples are found in English, such as “like” in the phrase “it was, like, 
an exciting game.”  Literal translation is an exact or faithful translation from the source language 
to the target language (Molina & Hurtado Albir, 2002) and can be seen in the table where Greek 
words have been directly converted into the English equivalent, for instance, ‘νοσοκομείο' is 
translated as “hospital” and ‘γιατρό’ is translated as “doctor.” This was done by both translators.  
Substitution occurs when translators use a similar phrase rather than an exact phrase in order to 
render the phrase less strange (Baker, 2018).  For instance, in the third examples, a literal 
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translation might be “you say you play the duck.” This is a common Greek idiom that has no literal 
meaning in English. Hence, both translators substituted this with a more natural-sounding Eng-
lish equivalent, but not a literal, phrase. 

Translation in the process of coding. Given the importance of coding within GT (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967), an important question was “which language should be used for coding?” Where 
researchers have used dual-language coding, sometimes the results have been very similar in 
both languages (Chen & Boore, 2009), but sometimes there were some slight differences be-
tween the codes generated in the two languages. This may be due to the different characteristics 
of the languages concerned (Nurjannah et al., 2014).  

Whereas in the study by Nurjannah et al. (2014), the translated interviews were coded in 
English by the bilingual researcher, in the present case we were aware of benefits of retaining the 
original language.  Hence, a dual approach was taken. The data were coded in English by Author 
2 and were coded in Greek by Author 1.  Coding took place as soon as possible after the inter-
views.  This approach proved very beneficial, because Author 1 could take full account of the 
context in which the comments were made and Author 2 was able to code irrespective of con-
text--or at least, without the same level of knowledge.  When the English and Greek codes were 
compared, this often raised hitherto unexpected lines of enquiry. For instance, Author 1 coded a 
section of speech as ‘τεμπέλης’ (lazy) and Author 2 coded the same extract as “disinterested.” 
This led to a detailed discussion between us which opened up new lines of enquiry: it was im-
portant to conceptualise patterns of behaviour and this required us to identify the “proper” 
understanding, which understanding was resolved in follow-up interviews with participants.  
Comparing conceptualisations made of the Greek transcription and the English translation 
brought an extra layer of rigour to our analytic process.   

Throughout the study, our ideas were captured in memos written in English.  This allowed 
for full discussions within the research team, since Evans (2017) stressed the importance of 
including all members where there is a diverse research team.  Data, codes, and the ideas in our 
memos were constantly compared, and the results guided the ongoing interview process. Pe-
riodically, memos were sorted to try to develop the emerging theory.  As new ideas emerged 
during sorting, these were themselves recorded in memos (Glaser, 1978). These were arranged 
in the pattern which best allowed the theory to be described (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Hence, 
sorting was an iterative process which gradually refined the theory (Glaser, 2012). 

Translation of the literature in the present study. Two main sources of literature were used 
during this study: theoretical and context-related.  All theoretical literature was in English. 
Therefore, no translation was required, other than intra-language (i.e. English-English) transla-
tion when topics were outside our own expertise, such as medical terms and the translation 
literature: concepts were developed in English. 

However, all context-related literature was in Greek, and focused on the Hellenic health 
service. This included internal memoranda, procedure notes, newspaper articles, etc., and hence 
had to be translated as described above. This literature was treated as more data, in accordance 
with GT methodology (Glaser, 1978). Several television programmes were also of interest, some 
of which included interviews with medical staff or hospital directors. These were dealt with in the 
same way as our empirical interview data--i.e. they were transcribed and were then translated.  
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Since our concepts were largely saturated and our theory was in a mature stage of development 
in English, both Authors coded the transcribed Greek literature in English, making visible rela-
tionships between the data and the literature that might otherwise have been obscured. 

Conclusion 

This paper exemplifies a research design where the data and the theory are expressed in different 
languages and where the research group comprises researchers with different levels of fluency 
and embeddedness in each. It illustrates the power of the techniques of verbal field notes and 
verbal memos as a means of including those who are not fluent in the language of the data in data 
collection and in enriching the moment during research encounters. In our experience these 
techniques have enabled us to access richer data than either of us could have achieved alone: it 
gave Author 1 access to the conceptual thinking of Author 2 and gave Author 2 the theoretical 
sensitivity of the native language speaker. The resultant synergy triggered not only questions to 
probe for and clarify the issues of participants but also allowed emergent conceptualisations to be 
rapidly communicated helping each researcher to identify patterns of behaviour and conceptual 
ideas in the moment and suggesting further avenues for real-time exploration. We would wel-
come further research into these ideas. 

Our integration of interpretation and translation into our research design and our devel-
opment of the techniques of creating verbal field notes and verbal memos have introduced the 
extra layer of rigour necessary for the conduct of multi-lingual GT research and effective constant 
comparison. Interpretation and translation enabled the non-native speaking GT researcher to 
engage in analysis: to conceptualise participants’ meaning and identify patterns of behaviour.  
The process of generating this data through translation and the exploration of the differences 
between potential meanings are sources of important theoretical concepts. These differences 
sharpen theoretical sensitivity (Glaser, 1978) where working in multiple languages encourages 
the researchers to engage deeply with the data and their meaning.  

Constant comparison across the languages of the study have further clarified the link between 
data and emerging concepts (Shklarov, 2009).  

Although recording is not normally used within classic GT because it may negatively impact 
on what participants choose to reveal, the pace of analysis and researchers’ creativity (Glaser, 
1978, 1998), some GT studies have adopted the practice (e.g. Musselwhite & Haddad, 2010). 
Hence, whilst we fully support Glaser’s doctrine that ‘all is data’, there may be a hidden as-
sumption within it–that all researchers fully understand the language being spoken. This as-
sumption does not take into account potential cross-cultural research partnerships which may be 
formed as part of an increasingly global research community. It is, however, important to note 
that Glaser (1978; 2014a) himself stressed the flexibility of GT and argued that it may need to be 
adapted to fit the needs of the research. Hence, we supplemented the traditional analytical 
process by incorporating recording, interpretation (verbal field noting), verbal memoing and 
translation into the research to aid the conceptual analysis.   

More specifically, interpretation and translation rendered visible otherwise hidden data and 
this significantly aided conceptualisation. Ultimately, interpretation and translation add extra 
layers in the GT process since comparison now happens at least four times: during the verbal 



The Grounded Theory Review (2020), Volume 19, Issue 2 
 

50 
 

memoing process, during the translation when meaning is being sought in the text, during the 
open and selective coding when patterns and themes are being discovered across many data 
sources, and during sorting memos when ideas are compared. This paper strongly supports 
Glaser’s work, and we recommend the use of interpretation, translation and verbal memoing for 
future multi-lingual research design. 
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