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Abstract 

Keywords

Grounded Theory (GT) is a research method that allows the researcher to make discoveries without a priori 

knowledge, and allows an open mind not an empty head. The use of this method is also desirable for serendipity 

to occur in the research process. This article therefore aims to chronologically present how serendipity has 

grown over time in the use of the GT method in a field of research focusing on highly demanding conditions 

such as disaster management and military operations. We will discuss a new concept, namely, reflexive 

serendipity, which encompasses the conditions required for making discoveries in the interview analysis. 

These may be contextual aspects and the role of the researcher, which includes having an open mind and the 

necessary perseverance and discipline to be able to succeed with GT and serendipity. 
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Grounded Theory (GT) is a research meth-

od originally invented by two sociologists, 

Glaser and Strauss (1967). GT may be defined as: 

“the discovery of theory from data systemati-

cally obtained from social research” (Glaser and 

Strauss 1967:2). This method provides researchers 

with a unique tool for theoretical development 

and differs from other qualitative methods for two 

major reasons. First, it is “unencumbered by ex-

plicit expectations about what the research might 

find, or by personal beliefs and philosophies” 

(Pole and Lampard 2002:206), therefore allowing 

the researcher to make discoveries without a priori 

knowledge and allowing an open mind not an empty 

head (Dey 1999). Regarding the application of GT, 

Glaser (2014a) had this to say: 

GT helps us to see things as they are, not as we pre-

conceive them to be. Even without a GT, having a GT 

orientation helps us spot preconception when ap-

plied. We do not know how to apply GT until pre-

conceptions are spotted in the participants’ behavior 

and attitude. GT orients us to seeing our behavior 

and the behavior of others as data; we are able to 

see these things as they are, not as we wish them 

to be. Without preconceptions our minds are free to 

see things as they are so we can apply with trust in 

a favorable outcome. [p. 48]

The advantages of an “open mind” attitude in the 

data analysis may have contributed to the growing 

popularity of the GT method in a variety of social 

science and behavioral science areas. Locke (2001), 

for example, points out that the chances are very 

high that you will find a citation for Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) in almost any qualitative research 

article in the domain of management and organi-

zation studies. 

A second major advantage of this method is that 

it provides the desirable conditions for unexpected 

discoveries, that is, serendipity or happy accident. 

The concept of serendipity was coined in 1754 by 

the British author, Horace Walpole, in a letter to 

a good friend, Horace Mann. The inspiration for 

naming the phenomenon comes from a Persian tale 

about three princes from Serendip, who, thanks to 

their sharp minds, made a number of unexpected 

discoveries, associations, and connections (Bosen-

man 1988). Horace Walpole drew a parallel with 

this story and realized he had found a new word 

to describe the actual phenomenon of making an 

important but unexpected discovery. Since then, 

the word has spread and is applied in all kinds of 

contexts. 

However, it was the American sociologist, Robert 

Merton, who—in his book Social Theory and Social 

Structure (1957)—developed the concept further in 

a research context. Merton describes serendipity 

as an unexpected discovery that should be part of 

the scientific work involved in developing a theo-

ry or creating new hypotheses. Bosenman (1988) 

has compiled a few definitions of serendipity, for 

example: making providential discoveries by ac-

cident, the faculty of finding valuable things not 

sought for, and an aptitude for making desirable 

discoveries by accident. 

The meaning of serendipity to the research process 

is the endeavor to be open to new and unforeseen 

results, that is, to be able to see beyond your line 
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of enquiry. Intuitive discoveries should neverthe-

less continue to be studied scientifically in order to 

be able to confirm results. In medicine, two of the 

most famous serendipitous discoveries were peni-

cillin and X-rays, but even chocolate chip cookies 

came about by happy accident (Van Andel 1994). 

Serendipity is also referred to in behavioral science 

studies and has even led to paradigm shifts in sev-

eral research projects, for example, when Human 

Relations schooling arose out of Scientific Manage-

ment, on the basis of the altered view of humans 

as social beings rather than machines that must 

produce and deliver products (Rosengren and Ar-

vidsson 2002). 

In ethnographic studies, Fine and Deegan (1996) dif-

ferentiate among three kinds of contexts of discov-

ery, which are as follows: 1) Temporal serendipity—

happening upon a dramatic instance. This involves 

an ability to find new sources of data—of being in the 

right place at the right time in order to observe some 

events, crucial for further observation and analysis. 

2) Serendipity relations—the unplanned building of 

social networks. Finding proper informants (also 

experts and informants from a given observed area) 

and being in good relations with them is extremely 

important for making discoveries. These relations 

are often established accidentally. They, themselves, 

may be worthy of analysis, as a kind of empirical 

data. 3) Analytical serendipity—discovering concepts 

or theories that produce compelling claims. This is 

connected to merging qualitative data with already 

existing theories or forming proposals to modify 

them. A researcher may then discover some basic 

metaphor or narrative strategy which allows him/

her to conceptualize a problem. 

Previous research has also identified a number of 

individual factors that contribute to the likelihood 

of serendipity to occur. These include emotional 

intelligence (Collins and Cooper 2014), sagacity 

in terms of penetrating intelligence, keen percep-

tion and sound judgment (Bosenman 1988; Erdelez 

1999), creativity (Ansburg and Hill 2003; Dorfman 

et al. 2008; Memmert 2009), and openness (Rivoal 

and Salazar 2013). A connection between creativity 

and madness has also been suggested (Kyaga et al. 

2015). 

GT’s association with serendipity has been de-

scribed by a number of researchers over the years. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967:2) have commented on 

Merton’s concept by defining it as the following: 

“an unanticipated, anomalous, and strategic find-

ing that gives rise to new hypothesis.” The con-

cept is included in the Five “S’s” characterized by 

Glaser, which describe the nature of GT: “the sub-

sequent, sequential, simultaneous, serendipitous, 

and scheduled nature of Grounded Theory” (Gla-

ser 1998:15). Other researchers who have discussed 

GT and serendipity in social sciences contexts in-

clude Fine and Deegan (1996), Konecki (2008), and 

Bryant and Charmaz (2007). The latter draw an in-

teresting conclusion: “If it wasn’t always apparent 

that GTM (Grounded Theory method) is all about 

serendipity, then it certainly is now” (Bryant and 

Charmaz 2007:23). 

An empirical study which particularly focuses on 

reflections about GT and serendipity is Konecki’s 

(2008), where he describes the phenomenon of ser-

endipity in the research case of the “social world 

of pet owners.” Konecki claims that serendipity in 
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the process of GT is a result of the way research-

ers code data, prioritize data, and how they deter-

mine which are the most important core variables. 

Konecki says that this takes a long time, which is 

also a prerequisite for arriving at completely un-

expected conclusions. We have not succeeded in 

finding similar studies in other empirical contexts.

This article focuses explicitly on serendipity and 

GT in a particular context where no such previous 

studies were found, namely, a dynamic environ-

ment associated with crisis, war, and chaos and in 

which life and limb are at stake. The purpose is to 

give a chronological presentation of the growth of 

serendipity over time in the use of GTM. Particular 

focus is given to organizational factors in disaster 

management and military operations. 

Demanding Conditions—A Description of 
Context 

The demanding conditions considered here refer to 

the specific tasks of Swedish emergency response 

organizations and the Swedish Armed Forces. De-

manding situations include crises, war, and armed 

conflict, as well as extraordinary events, and how 

society may respond to these kinds of challenges 

on a national and international level. This arti-

cle focuses on Swedish situations and the Swed-

ish authorities that had to cope with demanding 

circumstances in both domestic and international 

contexts. Specifically, the examples from disaster 

management used are the tsunami catastrophe in 

South East Asia (2004), a hostage drama in a Swed-

ish prison (2004), and a major chemical spill at 

a Swedish Harbor (2005). 

Where a military context is discussed, it concerns 

Swedish defense staff serving on international 

missions for military observation, peace-keeping, 

and peace-enforcement purposes. Typical military 

collaborative tasks highlighted in this study focus 

on liaison, negotiation, and intelligence gathering, 

observations and situation outlook reporting. All 

of these activities are conducted under imminent 

danger to life and limb (Klep and Winslow 1999; Al-

vinius 2013).

Method

Methodological Approach for the Research  

Project

Grounded Theory Method (GTM) has developed 

since Glaser and Strauss published their book in 

1967. Nowadays there are basically three general 

and different approaches to the GT methodology. 

Thus, it is no longer possible to write about GT as 

if it were the single, standardized method. Gla-

ser’s classic GTM differs from Strauss and Corbin’s 

(1990) version, and both are dissimilar to Char-

maz’s (2014) constructivist version. To specify our 

own stance, we have tried to follow the Glaserian 

approach to choosing, doing, abstracting, and writ-

ing GT and have been inspired by several works by 

Glaser (1978; 2011; 2014a; 2014b; 2015) in trying to 

specify our use of GT. 

Methodological Approach for This Paper

The methodology adopted for this paper is autoeth-

nography—a relatively recent qualitative approach 

to research whereby the researchers themselves are 
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the “subjects” of study (Ellis and Bochner 2003). In 

this instance, this means a review of a long-term 

project analyzed using GT and what this method-

ological approach means to the research process in 

the long-term. Doing so involved the three of us, 

as researchers in our distinct projects, considering 

our observations and experiences in the process of 

research on leadership in demanding conditions. 

All three have experience of using GT as a method 

of analyzing data, which will be described in the 

next section.

Initial Studies Endeavoring to Use GT

The methodological discussion concerning the con-

nection between GT and serendipity is based on 

a number of civilian studies in 2005-2007 financed 

by the former Swedish Rescue Services Agency 

(now: the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency) 

and military studies in 2008-2009, sponsored by the 

Swedish Armed Forces. The civilian studies aimed 

to increase the understanding of direct and indi-

rect leadership and decision-making by managers 

and management teams, as well as that exercised 

within their own organizations and in collabora-

tion with others. The studies sought to inductive-

ly answer questions concerning the importance 

of experience for leadership and decision-making 

in connection with larger incidents, and also con-

sidered the perceived stress involved, both for the 

individual and within their organization. The mil-

itary studies concentrated on military leadership 

during international missions, with special focus 

on civil-military cooperation. Here, questions con-

cerned experiences of collaborating with different 

actors and at different organizational levels. 

Methods in the Original Studies

Informants

The original studies were all based on qualitative 

interviews with people in leading positions, who 

had experience of conducting crisis management ef-

forts and international military missions. According 

to the guiding principles of generating theory from 

empirical grounds (GT) which Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) and Glaser (2011) developed, the selection of 

authorities and informants in the three initial stud-

ies was made so as to achieve as wide a variation of 

experience as possible.

In all, 71 people were interviewed (10 women, 61 men). 

The selection can be described as a convenience sam-

ple. More specifically, this means that with the help 

of already selected individuals, we came into contact 

with others who had leading positions in crises. Al-

though this was initially done within the project in 

2005, we switched to theoretical sampling in 2007. 

According to Morse (2007), convenience sampling in 

GT and qualitative research is more generally used 

for two reasons. Firstly, in the beginning of a research 

project—to identify the scope and major components, 

and secondly—to locate individuals (crisis managers 

in this case) who are available and have experienced 

or observed the researched phenomenon. Thus, in 

2007, we switched to theoretical sampling according 

to Glaser (1978) for the selection of participants (li-

aison officers) because of the identified needs of the 

emerging concepts and theory. 

For further information on the distribution of infor-

mants and organizations, see: Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. Overview of informants from civil disaster management.

Organization
Involvement 

in rescue 
operation

Number of 
informants

Female/
Male Their position (during the rescue operation)

1. The Swedish 
Rescue Services 

Agency
Tsunami 5 1/4

•	 Director-General
•	 Head of Operational Management 
•	 An emergency service function called Focal Point 
•	 Two Crisis Managers 

2. A local 
rescue service 
organization

Sulphur spill
Hostage-taking

11 2/9

•	 Incident Commander
•	 Chief Fire Officer (CFO) 
•	 Chief Fire Officer (CFO) on Duty
•	 Overall Incident Commander 
•	 Incident Site Officer
•	 Chief of Staff
•	 Full-Suit Fire-Fighter 
•	 Information Officer

3. An emergency 
treatment unit

Sulphur spill 4 1/3

•	 Chief of Emergency Treatment 
•	 Officer on Duty 
•	 Incident Site Medical Officer
•	 Emergency Medical Officer 

4. Swedish Armed 
Forces

Tsunami 6 0/6

•	 Logistics Coordinator 
•	 Medical Doctor on Duty 
•	 Liaison Officer sent from Operative Unit (OPU) and 

located at the Swedish Rescue Services Agency
•	 Two Managers for the operational section on duty 
•	 Head of the Logistics Department

5. National Board 
of Health and 

Welfare
Tsunami 6 2/4

•	 Director-General
•	 General Manager of Administration
•	 Head of Social Services Department
•	 Head of Crisis Management Department
•	 Two Operative Managers

6. A regional public 
prosecution office

Hostage-taking 2 1/1 •	 Two Chief Prosecutors 

7. Regional Police 
Department

Sulphur spill
Hostage-taking

11 1/10

•	 Head of the Police Department in charge of law and 
order 

•	 Three Chiefs of Staff
•	 Two Negotiators
•	 Two Police Incident Officers
•	 Adviser to Strategic Commander
•	 Information Officer
•	 Liaison Officer

8. A prison 
establishment

Hostage-taking 5 1/4
•	 Director-General 
•	 Three Detective Inspectors 
•	 Chief of Security

(N) informants 50 9/41

Source: Self-elaboration.
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Table 2. Overview of informants from an international military operation.

Organization Number of 
informants

Female/
Male Their position (during the international military operation)

1. Swedish Armed 
Forces

20 0/20

•	 Military observers (3 persons)
•	 Liaison officers (11 persons)
•	 Contingent commanders (4 persons)
•	 Military attaché (1 person) 
•	 Police officer (1 person)

2. The Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs

1 1/0 •	 First Secretary of the Swedish Embassy

(N) informants 21 1/20

Source: Self-elaboration.

Initial Analysis—Open and Selective Coding

All interviews were recorded and written out in full 

before being analyzed, according to a GT approach 

(Glaser and Strauss 1967). The first step in the anal-

ysis work consisted of so-called open coding, which 

implies identifying significant elements, that is, 

codes in every individual interview. For example, 

they could be about certain patterns of thought, feel-

ings, or behavior relating to the subject questions in 

the interview. At the start of the research process, we 

began analyzing the transcribed interviews. Here is 

an example of a quotation: 

I’ll be completely honest; it didn’t work at all [the 

staff]. Unfortunately, it left a lot to be desired.

This quotation, together with several others, was cod-

ed as Internal Cooperation Within the Police Force. Con-

tinuing with the constant comparative method, step 

two in the analysis work consisted of assessing and 

later identifying codes with similar meanings. In the 

example above, Internal Cooperation Within the Police 

Force was sorted into the category of Cooperation. In 

the third step, the category Cooperation then came un-

der the superior category The Task of the Internal Arena. 

A fourth and final step involved comparisons between 

superior categories, categories, and codes, resulting in 

a hypothetical model describing the core variable of 

the collaboration—a balancing act between the need 

for structure and the need for freedom of action. 

Selective Re-Analysis—The Road to 
Serendipity 

All the interviews were analyzed again, using a more 

selective approach. By re-analyzing the existing data, 

our ambition was to qualitatively identify more 

overall concepts so as to realize the purpose of the 

investigation and thus contribute to theoretical de-

velopment and understanding of the phenomenon 

studied. This leads us to a discussion of the selective 

coding and the likelihood of arriving at a serendipi-

tous discovery.

The Discovery of the “Link” Concept in Disas-

ter Management and Re-Analysis of the Same 

Data 

The purpose of the first civilian study was to de-

velop a theoretical understanding of leadership 

during a complex rescue operation following a ma-

jor disaster (the 2004 tsunami) in a foreign country. 

The results were published in the International Jour-

nal of Emergency Management (Alvinius, Daniels-

son, and Larsson 2010a). The main conclusion from 

this study was the identification of a core variable: 

a balancing act between the need for structure and 

the need for freedom of action. Leaders who strive 

to create structure at the expense of freedom of ac-

tion are less inclined to delegate and more likely to 

wear themselves out. Conversely, those who strive 

to create great freedom of action bypass many links 

in the organizational chain, thus “short-circuiting” 

the organization as a whole. The first serendip-

itous discovery occurred in this first study when 

the researchers were analyzing data together and 

started discussing the concept of individual roles 

labeled as “links” that arose in one of the interview 

excerpts.

Initially, the Swedish Armed Forces had a liaison 

officer, who knew the military speak and system, 

placed among the Rescue Services staff. I had dis-

cussions with the liaison officer there, and he was 

familiar with our stuff. What I’m most satisfied with 

is being able to establish the contacts, so the Rescue 

Services personnel and the Armed Forces person-

nel had a common entry point, and that was me. So, 

I had a lot of discretion and saved the individual ad-

ministrators a lot of times.

This individual worked for the armed forces, but 

because of the unexpected tsunami event, was 

given a collaborative role in another organiza-

tion. From this case, the researchers concluded 

that managing contradictory needs for structure 

and freedom of action becomes easier when link 

functions and roles arise in the formal hierarchy 

during an emergency situation. An important con-

clusion was that boundary spanners or links—liai-

son functions—and individuals are of great signif-

icance when restraining factors, such as geograph-

ical distance, scope of disaster, and lack of disaster 

experience, are present.

This serendipitous discovery led to a selective 

re-analysis of the existing data with a view to qual-

itatively identifying and evaluating context-specific 

and common factors associated with links. Two new 

concepts arose from the re-analysis, further refining 

the definition of a link. These results were published 

in chronological order after the first one in the Inter-

national Journal of Organisational Behaviour (Alvinius, 

Danielsson, and Larsson 2010b). The aim of that par-

ticular study was to gain a deeper understanding of 

the concept of links within the framework of emer-

gency response agencies during severely demand-

ing operations. 

The following definitions and two overarching 

categories arose: Spontaneous or Planned Links 

established in connection with accidents and ca-

tastrophes that serve as bridges in the collabora-

tion between or within liaising organizations. 

These links may be horizontal and vertical in 

terms of the direction of processes (e.g., commu-

nication/information/decision-making/liaison). 
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Vertical links describe the role of acting between 

various hierarchical levels within an organization 

or between organizational leaderships at a political 

level. Horizontal links describe the role of acting 

between organizations or between individuals at 

the same level within one and the same organiza-

tion/authority. 

A Planned Link is related to an individual’s or-

ganizational role and is most often approved and 

accepted by superiors. Planned Links refer to in-

dividuals with collaboration tasks within their re-

sponsibility and mandate, such as liaison officers 

or negotiators. This linking function may have ap-

peared successful in a previous event, which led 

to the establishment of this kind of link in the or-

ganization. Planned Links can be decision-makers 

who are able to act outside the framework of the or-

ganization because they possess organizational ac-

ceptance and have a wide experience of managing 

disasters or unexpected events. Individuals with 

planned link functions in crisis situations belong 

to the ordinary chain of command during regu-

lar day work and may have a managerial position 

during ordinary working conditions. 

Spontaneous Links appear to arise when required 

by the extreme situation. This could happen when 

the areas of responsibility, authority, competences, 

experiences, and resources fail. Spontaneous Links 

often emerge in the field and enjoy the immediate 

trust of people close by, for example, Planned Links. 

A typical Spontaneous Link could be a volunteer 

language translator during a disaster. To make the 

collaboration process possible, Spontaneous Links 

rapidly need to gain trust, but they also run the 

risk of being rejected if they are not part of an orga-

nization involved. The need for Spontaneous Links 

disappears once the crisis is over. 

What we learned from this study is that links 

contribute in diverse ways to effective operations 

by enabling exchange between individuals and 

groups. When functioning at their best, these links 

provide the rigid structure of bureaucratically or-

ganized emerging-response agencies, with the cre-

ativity and flexibility required. In short, the two 

kinds of links contribute to organizational adap-

tion to environmental conditions.

Taxing conditions can place demands on competent 

people when support is required in order to fulfill 

a task. The task, which is not predefined, involves 

coordination, collaboration, and support, but in-

cludes purposes connected to the extreme situa-

tion, such as sizing up the situation, sense-making, 

estimating the allocation of resources and other 

competencies. In the case of the hostage-taking, it 

turned out that a church minister was of assistance 

when the hostage’s family needed support: 

I picked someone from the support group and our 

prison pastor...but we were so lucky because another 

minister from Mariefred lived on the top floor [in 

the building where the hostage lived]. He was their 

neighbor...so those three travelled together—our 

support person, our prison pastor, and the other 

minister went and met his [the hostage’s] wife and 

family to inform them.

Because of requirements to publish our work in sci-

entific journals, we have tried to identify theoret-

ical gaps in the literature regarding collaboration 

and leadership in crisis management. During our 

collection of published references, we came across 

an organizational concept, namely, boundary 

spanners. This concept is similar to our Planned 

and Spontaneous Links, but our theoretical contri-

bution to the knowledge of boundary spanners is 

the discovery of the spontaneous parts. 

The concept of boundary spanners refers to indi-

viduals who are able to provide linkages which do 

not exist in organizational charts; boundary span-

ners facilitate the sharing and exchange of infor-

mation and link their organizations with the exter-

nal environment (Aldrich and Herker 1977; Webb 

1991; Burt 1992; Williams 2002). 

Discovering the concepts “planned” and “sponta-

neous” links and their relation to boundary span-

ners led us to further theoretical sampling. Little 

research has been done on planned and sponta-

neous links and boundary spanners in the Swed-

ish civil crisis management and military contexts 

at that time, so we chose to expand the study by 

conducting a further 21 interviews with individ-

uals who had acted in some kind of liaison capac-

ity (the main task of planned links and boundary 

spanners), but only in the military context (in con-

trast to the crisis management situation mentioned 

above). 

This then became the object of further study in 

the military context, which revealed how planned 

links actually manage collaboration and how they 

treat spontaneous links (because spontaneous 

links were not part of the organization). We want-

ed to identify connections between those two 

types of links. During this analysis, another ser-

endipitous or accidental discovery was made in 

regard to the link between sociology of emotions 

and military sociology, focusing emotion strat-

egies on an individual and organizational level, 

collaboration in the military context, and bound-

ary spanning/linking, leading to the study pub-

lished in the International Journal of Work, Organi-

sation, and Emotion (Alvinius et al. 2014). The pur-

pose of the enquiry was to examine the processes 

of confidence-building and emotional manage-

ment tactics among boundary spanners in a multi-

national, military peace enforcement context. The 

study shows that boundary spanners strategically 

utilize a variety of emotional management strate-

gies in order to fulfill the demands laid upon them 

by their collaborating counterparts in the hostile 

environment and by their own organization. The 

original thoughts of how planned links actually 

manage collaboration and how they treat sponta-

neous links under stressful conditions led to the 

discovery of different types of emotional strate-

gies (called smoothness strategies) that planned 

links use to manage different collaboration ac-

tors, including spontaneous links. Three interre-

lated dimensions of smoothness were identified: 

cultural, structural, and smoothness in risky sit-

uations. By acting “smoothly” an adaption to the 

dynamic environment can be achieved. Our study 

shows that boundary spanners utilize emotional 

management in order to fulfill the demands partly 

laid upon them. By acting “smoothly” at an indi-

vidual level, the bureaucratic organization is thus 

adapted to its dynamic environment (Alvinius et 

al. 2014).
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Cultural smoothness means an ability to handle cul-

tural codes, manners and customs, rituals, et cetera 

in order to avoid conflicts or tensions. The follow-

ing quote exemplifies the discovery of the cultural 

smoothness boundary spanners needed in their in-

ternational service: 

But also, you could see those who had a knack of ad-

justing to this, you know, joining in and cheek-kissing 

right, left, and center, and so on. If you find that diffi-

cult, maybe you shouldn’t be working as a liaison of-

ficer, if you can’t take it; you have to be able to loosen 

up, you have to, you know, when in Rome, do as the 

Romans, so to speak.

Structural smoothness means an ability to under-

stand and handle structures of power, status, hierar-

chy, et cetera, as illustrated by the excerpt below: 

If they cancel meetings, it’s not right to accept it with 

a smile and say: “Well, OK, we’ll see you next week, if 

you’re busy now.” You might have to play up your rank 

perhaps, appear to be a little offended, slam your fists on 

the table, or say, this is not acceptable to me—it’s com-

pletely unacceptable that you won’t meet with ISAF.

And finally, smoothness in risky situations implies 

an ability to appraise the significance of various ex-

ternal demands, which may prompt emotions such 

as fear, anger, frustration, or shame, et cetera in all 

collaborative actors. 

He was upset because we closed this restaurant due to 

the increase in drugs. But, I often thought it worked, 

I had quite a calming effect on the people I went in and 

talked to.

Summary of the Process 

Original studies of leadership and collaboration 

in crisis management discovered “links” which, 

upon selective re-analysis, were further defined 

as “planned” or “spontaneous.” The concept was 

theoretically developed under the umbrella term 

“boundary spanner” with our additional contribu-

tion of a new dimension labeled “spontaneous.” We 

have done further studies of planned links and their 

connection to spontaneous links in a military con-

text in which a new discovery was made, that is, that 

emotion strategies are at work in collaborative tasks 

characterized by threat and danger to life and limb. 

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to give a chronolog-

ical presentation of the growth of serendipity over 

time in the use of GTM. Particular focus was given 

to organizational factors in disaster management 

and military operations, such as identification of the 

concepts “planned” and “spontaneous” links and 

developing the already existing “boundary span-

ner” concept. Besides the chronological presenta-

tion of the results, a concept developed in anthro-

pology, namely, reflexive serendipity (Rivoal and 

Salazar 2013), is now introduced in a new context. 

Here, reflexivity denotes a kind of “interpretation 

of interpretation” in the research process (Alvesson 

and Sköldberg 2000). According to Rivoal and Sala-

zar (2013), reflexivity, openness, and serendipity are 

key characteristics of anthropology. We would ar-

gue that the same is also true within sociological, 

psychological, and other behavioral sciences using 

GT as a method.

Reflexivity is also defined by Calás and Smircich 

(1992) as the relationship between “the knowledge” 

and ways of “doing the knowledge.” The discus-

sion in this article is devoted to problematizing the 

role of the researcher in working with GT and ser-

endipity. 

As Glaser himself expresses it in his book, Basics 

of Grounded Theory Analysis: Emergence Vs. Forcing 

(1992), the sociological analysis should emerge 

from the empirical material—the material should 

not be forced out of any particular pre-determined 

frame of ideas. Approaching the collected data 

without pre-determined ideas and analyzing them 

from several perspectives makes this type of dis-

covery possible—it has to take its time. Although 

critical voices have been raised in response to the 

popularity of GT and the use of the “discovery” 

concept (Thomas and James 2006), we have giv-

en a chronological description of how obtaining 

knowledge and producing knowledge through re-

flexive serendipity can occur.

Context Factors Increasing the Likelihood  

of Serendipity 

The discussion in this section concerns demand-

ing contexts in which the informants are exposed 

to completely new situations and experiences. In-

deed, environmental or contextual factors are said 

to contribute to noticing and discovering, and there 

is a wealth of evidence demonstrating that contex-

tual factors, which are in some way unique or stand 

out, will be noticed (Theeuwes 1994), for example, 

sudden visual or audible changes in the environ-

ment (Egeth and Yantis 1997). It has also been docu-

mented that researchers and observers will react to 

emotionally loaded or meaningful words on the un-

attended channel (this is commonly known as the 

cocktail party effect) (e.g., Wood and Cowan 1995; Sha-

piro, Caldwell, and Sorensen 1997). Many of our in-

formants experienced a unique event in crisis man-

agement, which led them to reflect on their expe-

riences and thus contributed to new discoveries in 

the analysis. This is not unusual. As one informant 

from the tsunami catastrophe expressed it: “So this 

is possibly a once-in-a-lifetime thing that we hope 

we can avoid in the future.” 

Prerequisites for Reflexive Serendipity

The discoveries of “Spontaneous and Planned 

Links as Boundary Spanners” and “Boundary 

Spanners’ capacity for emotion management” arose 

true to method, fitting like a glove to GT as a craft. 

The above-mentioned discoveries were further de-

veloped on a foundation of deep knowledge of the 

field—analytical serendipity as described by Fine 

and Deegan (1996) in the sense of the researcher be-

ing able to conceptualize a problem through deep 

theoretical knowledge. An existing theory may thus 

be developed, as it was here. 

Our wish, then, is to contribute with the concept of 

reflexive serendipity in this new context, as it takes 

into account the individual preferences, qualities, 

and knowledge of the researcher in their work with 

GT in the analysis. For optimal reflexive serendipity 

within GT, a great deal is also required of the indi-

vidual in the role of researcher—namely, a combi-

nation of an open mind, interest, commitment, and 

dedication besides the perseverance and discipline 
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to make a given analysis clear for publication. If the 

researcher only has perseverance and discipline, 

they will not see anything new. Much also depends 

on the interests and perseverance of the researchers, 

their willingness to collaborate within a research 

team, the decisions made in the observation and 

analysis, as well as in the long, time-consuming re-

search process. This combination has not been em-

phasized as much in the studies of researcher fac-

tors contributing to serendipity that were cited in 

the introduction. 

Strengths and Limitations 

The advantage of recycling data in this manner is 

that it is a way of gaining a deeper understanding of 

the phenomenon under study. A possible disadvan-

tage is that the process is endless. However, reflexive 

serendipity within GT is characterized by modifiabil-

ity, which means that (instead of gathering new data) 

old data are constantly being recycled. This can be an 

advantage and a disadvantage at the same time. 

Another aspect is that circumstances can change 

to the degree that the entire analysis alters when 

a number of anomalies enter the equation. Social 

media are one such anomaly. The conclusions we 

came to in 2005—before Facebook and similar sites 

took off—would look different today. For this rea-

son, further study with additional data from the 

outside world is important for the sake of knowl-

edge, but also for the method. 
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