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Step 1: Familiarize yourself with the data
As shown in the thematic analysis example below, the first step involves familiarization with the collected in order to develop an in-depth understanding of the collected data. This thematic analysis example starts by presenting data collected from 3 participants with the aim of addressing the research question above “How do first-generation college students perceive and navigate the various academic, social, and financial challenges they encounter during their higher education journey?”
The first step in this thematic analysis example involved reading and rereading the interview responses provided by the 3 participants before starting the actual data analysis process. Data from the participants are presented in the Table 1 below.
	Participant
	Interview Question 1
	Interview Question 2
	Interview Question 3

	1
	As a first-generation college student, the experience was overwhelming at first. I didn’t have anyone in my family who could guide me through the application process, financial aid
	My family was supportive of my decision to pursue higher education, but they didn’t fully understand the challenges I would face. They encouraged me to work hard and make them proud, but they couldn’t provide much practical advice or support.
	The university had some resources available for first-generation students, like mentoring programs and academic advisors. I had to actively seek them out, and even then, the support was limited.

	2
	Being a first-generation student was both challenging and rewarding. On one hand, I felt a sense of pride in being the first in my family to pursue higher education.
	My family was incredibly supportive of my decision to go to college, even though they didn’t fully understand the process or what it entailed. They saw it as a path to a better life and encouraged me every step of the way.
	The resources available for first-generation students at my institution were decent, but I felt like they could have been better promoted and integrated into the overall student experience.

	3
	My experience as a first-generation college student was a constant balancing act. On one hand, I was incredibly proud to be the first in my family to pursue higher education and pave the way for future generations.
	My family was extremely supportive of my decision to go to college, but they didn’t fully understand the sacrifices and challenges involved. I had to figure out a lot of things on my own, which was overwhelming at times.
	The resources available for first-generation students at my university were limited, in my opinion. I think having a dedicated center or program specifically for first-gen students, with advisors who understand our unique challenges





Step 2: Generating initial codes
Based on the responses provided, here are some initial codes generated in the second step as presented in this thematic analysis example.
1. Lack of guidance
2. Feeling lost/overwhelmed
3. Navigating the system alone
4. Pride in being first-generation
5. Outsider feeling
6. Imposter syndrome
7. Family support
8. Lack of practical advice from family
9. Financial challenges
10. Belonging issues
11. Balancing act
12. Limited resources
13. Dedicated support needed
14. Integration of resources
15. Community/mentorship
16. Understanding unique challenges
These initial codes in this thematic analysis example capture the essence of the participants’ experiences and the common themes that emerged from their responses across the three interview questions. These codes can serve as the foundation for further analysis, refinement, and identification of overarching themes in the subsequent steps of thematic analysis.


Step 3: Searching for themes
The third step in this thematic analysis example involved searching for themes that could be used for presenting findings from the conducted analysis. This step involved collating codes into potential themes and gathering all data relevant to each potential theme.
Based on the initial codes generated, here’s an attempt at searching for themes from the participants’ responses for this thematic analysis example:
Potential Themes:
1. Navigating Uncharted Territory
· Codes: Lack of guidance, Feeling lost/overwhelmed, Navigating the system alone
2. Identity and Sense of Belonging
· Codes: Pride in being first-generation, Outsider feeling, Imposter syndrome, Belonging issues
3. Family Support and Limitations
· Codes: Family support, Lack of practical advice from family
4. Financial and Resource Challenges
· Codes: Financial challenges, Limited resources
5. Need for Dedicated Support Systems
· Codes: Dedicated support needed, Integration of resources, Community/mentorship, Understanding unique challenges
6. Perseverance and Determination
· Codes: Balancing act
These potential themes represent broader patterns and meaningful clusters of codes that capture the essence of the participants’ experiences as first-generation college students. Each theme encompasses related codes that highlight various aspects of their journeys, such as navigating unfamiliar territory, grappling with identity and belonging, family dynamics, resource constraints, and the need for tailored support systems. Additionally, the theme of perseverance and determination emerges as a common thread underlying their experiences.
During this step (as shown in the thematic analysis example above), the aim is to identify these overarching themes that capture the core meanings and shared experiences across the participants’ responses. These themes will form the basis for further analysis and interpretation in the subsequent steps of thematic analysis.
Step 4: Reviewing themes
As shown in this thematic analysis example, the fourth step involves checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts and the entire dataset, and generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.
This step of the thematic analysis example involves reviewing themes that were initially reported in the previous step “Searching for themes” in order to develop themes that can be used to offer in-depth understanding of the research problem based on the information provided by the interviewed participants.
1. Navigating Uncharted Territory
· This theme captures the overwhelming feeling of being the first in the family to navigate the college experience without guidance or prior knowledge.
· It aligns well with codes like “lack of guidance,” “feeling lost/overwhelmed,” and “navigating the system alone.”
· Relevant quotes support this theme, such as “I didn’t have anyone in my family who could guide me through the application process, financial aid, or college life in general.”
2. Identity and Sense of Belonging
· This theme encompasses the participants’ experiences related to their identity as first-generation students and their struggle to feel a sense of belonging on campus.
· Codes like “pride in being first-generation,” “outsider feeling,” “imposter syndrome,” and “belonging issues” align with this theme.
· Quotes such as “I often felt like an outsider, not fully understanding the unspoken rules and expectations of college life” and “I faced numerous challenges that my peers from more affluent or college-educated families didn’t have to contend with” support this theme.
3. Family Support and Limitations
· This theme captures the supportive nature of the participants’ families but also highlights the limitations in providing practical advice and guidance due to their lack of experience with higher education.
· Codes like “family support” and “lack of practical advice from family” fit within this theme.
· Relevant quotes include “My family was supportive of my decision to pursue higher education, but they didn’t fully understand the challenges I would face” and “They saw it as a ticket to a better life and encouraged me to pursue my dreams, but they couldn’t offer much practical guidance or support.”
4. Financial and Resource Challenges
· This theme encompasses the financial difficulties and limited resources available to first-generation college students.
· Codes like “financial challenges” and “limited resources” align with this theme.
· Quotes such as “I struggled with finances” and “The resources available for first-generation students at my university were limited” support this theme.
5. Need for Dedicated Support Systems
· This theme highlights the participants’ perceived need for dedicated support systems, mentorship, and resources tailored to the unique challenges faced by first-generation college students.
· Codes like “dedicated support needed,” “integration of resources,” “community/mentorship,” and “understanding unique challenges” fit within this theme.
· Relevant quotes include “I think having a dedicated center or program specifically for first-gen students would have been incredibly helpful” and “I think having more dedicated support and resources woven into the fabric of the university would have made a significant difference.”
6. Perseverance and Determination
· This theme captures the participants’ resilience and determination to overcome the challenges they faced as first-generation college students.
· The code “balancing act” aligns with this theme.
· A quote like “My experience as a first-generation college student was a constant balancing act” supports this theme.
During this review process, the aim is to ensure that the identified themes accurately represent the data and capture the essence of the participants’ experiences. If any themes seem redundant or lack sufficient data to support them, they may need to be refined or combined with other themes.





Step 5: Defining themes
The fifth step in this thematic analysis example involves defining of themes that had been generated from the codes. Precisely, this step involves conducting and refining the specifics of each theme and generating clear definitions and names for each them. This thematic analysis example offers you with a description of how this step should be structured:

Based on the review process, here are the defined themes and their descriptions:
1. Navigating Uncharted Territory
· This theme captures the overwhelming experience of being the first in the family to navigate the complexities of higher education without prior knowledge or guidance. Participants felt lost and unsure of what to expect, having to figure out the application process, financial aid, and college life on their own.
2. Identity and Belonging Challenges
· This theme encompasses the participants’ struggles with their identity as first-generation college students and their sense of belonging on campus. They often felt like outsiders, grappling with imposter syndrome and the feeling of not fully understanding the unspoken rules and expectations of college life.
3. Family Support and Limitations
· This theme highlights the supportive nature of the participants’ families, who encouraged and believed in their pursuit of higher education. However, it also underscores the limitations in providing practical advice and guidance due to their lack of experience with the college system.
4. Financial and Resource Constraints
· This theme captures the financial challenges and limited resources available to first-generation college students. Participants struggled with finances and felt that the resources provided by their institutions were inadequate or not well-integrated into the overall student experience.
5. Need for Tailored Support Systems
· This theme emphasizes the participants’ perceived need for dedicated support systems, mentorship programs, and resources tailored to the unique challenges faced by first-generation college students. They expressed a desire for better integration of these resources into the fabric of the university, with advisors who understand their specific needs.
6. Perseverance and Resilience
· This theme highlights the participants’ determination and resilience in overcoming the various challenges they encountered as first-generation college students. Despite the obstacles, they persevered and found strength in their pursuit of higher education, constantly balancing multiple demands and responsibilities.
These defined themes provide a clear understanding of the key aspects of the first-generation college student experience, as reflected in the participants’ responses. They capture the challenges, support systems, and personal attributes that shaped their journeys, offering insights into areas where institutions can improve support and resources for this population.
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Step 6: Write-up or reporting the results
In this thematic analysis example, the sixth step involved writing-up and reporting the final themes generated from the conducted thematic analysis. Precisely, this step involved selecting vivid and compelling extract examples for each theme, relating the analysis back to the research question and existing literature, and producing a scholarly report of the analysis:
The thematic analysis of the interview data involving three first-generation college students revealed several overarching themes that capture the essence of their experiences and challenges. Detailed description of the themes is presented in the thematic analysis example below.
Theme 1: Navigating Uncharted Territory – This highlighted the overwhelming feeling of being the first in their families to navigate the complexities of higher education without prior knowledge or guidance. Participants felt lost and unsure, having to figure out the application process, financial aid, and college life on their own.
Theme 2: Identity and Belonging Challenges– Participants struggled with their identity as first-generation students, often feeling like outsiders on campus. They grappled with imposter syndrome and the sense of not fully understanding the unspoken rules and expectations of college life.
Theme 3: Family Support and Limitations– Emerged as a theme that underscored the supportive nature of the participants’ families, who encouraged their pursuit of higher education. However, it also highlighted the limitations in providing practical advice and guidance due to their lack of experience with the college system.
Theme 4: Financial and Resource Constraints– This was a recurring theme, capturing the financial challenges and limited resources available to first-generation college students. Participants struggled with finances and felt that the resources provided by their institutions were inadequate or not well-integrated into the overall student experience.
Theme 5: Need for Tailored Support Systems– This theme emphasized the participants’ desire for dedicated support systems, mentorship programs, and resources tailored to the unique challenges faced by first-generation college students. They expressed a need for better integration of these resources into the fabric of the university, with advisors who understand their specific needs.
Theme 6: Perseverance and Resilience– This theme highlighted the participants’ determination and resilience in overcoming the various challenges they encountered. Despite the obstacles, they persevered and found strength in their pursuit of higher education, constantly balancing multiple demands and responsibilities.
These themes provide valuable insights into the experiences of first-generation college students and highlight areas where institutions can improve support and resources for this population. Addressing the challenges and implementing tailored support systems can foster a more inclusive and supportive environment, ultimately contributing to the success and well-being of first-generation college student.
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