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Thematic Analysis
A First Walk-Through
 

Following Braun & Clarke (2006; 2022)
Dataset: Semi-structured interview with a person in recovery from problem gambling
Research interest: What would help problem gamblers, according to problem gamblers?

Key to shading used in this document
	Green shading = data-led code
	Purple = theory-led / a priori code

	✍  Yellow box = tutor annotation for students




How This Document Works

Read this page first. It explains the sequence and why we follow it in this order.

This document shows you what Braun and Clarke's thematic analysis looks like in practice, step by step, on a real interview transcript. The steps are:

Step 1  Familiarise yourself with the data. Read the whole transcript. Jot down whatever strikes you. There are no right answers here: just honest first reactions.
Step 2  Highlight interesting data. Go back through the transcript and mark specific words, phrases, sentences, or whole answers that feel relevant, surprising, or worth thinking about. Note briefly why.
Step 3  Generate initial codes. Give each interesting piece of data a short label that captures what it is about. Some codes will come straight from the data (data-led). Some may be nudged by your theoretical framework: here, governmentality: and these are flagged separately as a priori or theory-led codes.
Step 4  Build categories. Look across your codes and ask: which ones seem to belong together? Group them. Give each group a name. You are not inventing themes yet: you are organising your codes into clusters.
Step 5  Develop themes. Look across your categories and ask: what is the bigger story here? What pattern of meaning runs through these categories? Name it. A theme is not just a topic: it should make an analytical point.
Step 6  Map themes to research questions. Only now do we ask: which research question does each theme speak to? This is a reflective check, not a starting point.

Notice that we do not start with the research questions and work down. We start with the data and work up. The RQs come in at the end to help us check our themes are doing the work we need them to do.


Step 1: Familiarisation Notes

These are the kinds of rough, honest notes you might jot in a margin or a research journal after your first read-through. They do not need to be polished. They just need to be real. Notice how they are impressionistic: they capture a feeling or a question, not a conclusion.

First impressions: raw notes


The very first gambling experience he describes is not really gambling at all: it is a game at a family gathering. He was eight. The prize was a bottle of Coke. This feels important: gambling is introduced as something playful, social, and rewarding before it is ever framed as risky.

He escalates at sixteen because of what he sees other people doing, not because of any internal drive. He uses the phrase 'easy money': that is someone else's phrase he has absorbed, not his own conclusion. Worth noting.

Something that genuinely surprised me: he says the wins were the worst part. Not the losses. The wins made him feel invincible. That is a counter-intuitive and analytically interesting claim: it flips the usual assumption about what sustains problem gambling.

He talks about pretending everything was fine: cheerful, jokey. That is a lot of work. And he is still ashamed of how easily he lied. The shame is not just about gambling, it is about who he became in order to hide it.

The dominant emotion he describes looking back is not excitement or pleasure: it is fear. Constant fear. That is striking. It is the opposite of how gambling is advertised.

The industry barely features in his account until he is asked directly. And when it does feature, it is notable for its absence: no age checks in the shops, nothing. The one thing that accidentally contained his gambling (online ID requirements) was not a deliberate safeguard, just a barrier he did not yet have the ID to cross.

His mother arranged his rehab. He was too far gone to do it himself. This detail is easy to skim past but it matters: at the point of help-seeking, he had no agency left. Someone else had to act on his behalf.

What he valued in rehab was meeting 'normal people with stories': not a programme, not clinical techniques, just people. And the experience included laughter as well as fear and tears. That feels significant.

His critique of the industry is clear and measured. He does not sound angry; he sounds certain. 'Marketing dressed up as responsibility' is a phrase that does a lot of analytical work. He has named the gap between appearance and substance.

His final advice is simple: talk to someone. A therapist, or someone who has been through it. He does not recommend an app or a self-exclusion scheme. He recommends a conversation.


A priori notes: governmentality resonances spotted early

An a priori code is one that comes from your theoretical framework rather than from the data itself. At this stage we are just noticing resonances: we are not imposing the theory on the data. Think of these as questions the theory is asking of the data.

Responsibilisation: He internalises a lot of blame: 'how easily I lied', 'I convinced myself'. And yet the structural conditions that enabled his gambling (no age checks, pervasive advertising) are also present in the account. The tension between personal responsibility and structural conditions is live throughout this interview.

Self-surveillance: He monitors himself constantly: performing normality, anticipating discovery. This is not just concealment; it is the internalised gaze of others shaping how he manages his own behaviour.

Technologies of the self: Treatment reshaped who he is: how he sees himself, how he talks about his past, how he guides others. Rehabilitation is not just behaviour change; it is a process of becoming a different kind of subject.

Who governs risk? The industry places responsibility on the individual (self-exclusion, spending limits, 'gamble responsibly'). He says this does not work. He calls for structural accountability. This is a direct challenge to the responsibilisation logic embedded in current CSR approaches.


Step 2: Highlighted Data

Go back through the transcript and pick out specific pieces of data: a word, a phrase, a sentence, sometimes a whole answer: that feel worth holding onto. For each one, note briefly what made you stop. You are not coding yet. You are just noticing. Purple shading flags pieces with a possible theory-led resonance.

	Data that caught my eye (verbatim)
	Why this feels interesting / worth noting

	‘that first win... it stuck with me’
	Short but carries a lot of weight. The first win is described as memorable, almost formative. Worth asking why.

	‘He gave me a big bottle of Coke as a prize, which felt huge back then because my parents didn't let me have that stuff much’
	The reward is relational and forbidden rather than financial. Gambling's first association is with social belonging and a small transgression: not money.

	‘I remember thinking, 'Fuck... that's easy money.'‘
	The profanity signals genuine feeling. 'Easy money' is an external narrative he absorbed from a peer, not a conclusion he reached himself.

	‘I convinced myself I could do even better’
	He uses the word 'convinced': active, cognitive. He is talking himself into it. This is not passive drift.

	‘And from there it just... grew’
	The ellipsis does a lot of work here. Escalation is described as gradual, almost inevitable. No turning point, no decision: it just grew.

	‘The wins were the worst part’
	Counter-intuitive and analytically striking. Wins, not losses, sustained the problem. Worth exploring at length.

	‘That mentality kept me stuck for years’
	He uses the word 'stuck': not 'choosing to continue'. This is the language of entrapment, not agency.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘I'd stop for a bit, tell myself it was temporary, that I'd be sensible... but it never lasted’
	Repeated failed attempts at self-regulation. 'Sensible' is interesting: whose standard of sense is this? The industry's? Society's?
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘Mostly by pretending everything was fine. I'd be cheerful, jokey, acting completely normal’
	The effort of performance. He was not absent or withdrawn: he was actively producing a version of himself for others.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘I'm still ashamed of how easily I lied back then’
	The shame is about the ease of deception, not just the deception itself. And it persists after recovery.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘I lived with this constant fear, like of being found out, of losing everything, of disappointing people’
	Fear, not pleasure, is the dominant emotional reality. Three distinct fears listed: discovery, loss, relational disappointment.

	‘Emotionally it wore me down completely’
	Cumulative, total. Not an episode but a sustained depletion.

	‘Someone once told me, 'Don't think about what you lose; think about what you could win.' And that really messed with me’
	An external voice actively discouraging financial awareness. Whose voice? A fellow gambler? Industry messaging? Either way, it shaped his thinking.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘The shops didn't ask questions... They didn't check anything. No one seemed concerned about how old I was’
	Structural absence. The industry was not just ineffective: it was not present at all.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘Industry support? No. Nothing from them helped me stop. It was the people who cared about me’
	Emphatic contrast. The whole interview has been building to this. Worth treating as a central data point.

	‘My fiancée, my parents, my brother, a close friend... they all pushed me toward treatment’
	A named, plural network: not one person, not a service, but multiple intimate relationships acting together.

	‘I was too far gone to organise anything myself’
	At the moment of help-seeking, his own agency was exhausted. Someone else had to act.

	‘Just normal people with stories’
	He did not describe therapeutic techniques or programme content. He described people. This is what he valued.

	‘Therapy was hard, fear, tears, but also moments of laughter’
	The emotional fullness of treatment: not sanitised. Fear and laughter in the same sentence.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘not just marketing dressed up as responsibility’
	A precise, confident phrase. He has named the gap between the performance and the substance of CSR.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘When someone's addicted, they don't set limits, they just go somewhere else’
	The most direct critique of current harm-reduction architecture in the whole interview. Based entirely on his own experience.
Possible a priori / governmentality resonance

	‘support that really meets people where they are’
	Simple phrase but carries a lot. 'Where they are': not where the system wants them to be, or assumes them to be.

	‘Talking to someone, a therapist, a friend who's been through it, can really change things’
	His final answer to the research question. Relational, human, experiential. Not a tool or a scheme.




Step 3: Initial Codes

Now we give each piece of highlighted data a short label: a code: that captures what it is about. Codes should be close to the data. They are not themes yet. Some codes come straight from what the participant said (data-led, green). Some are nudged by the governmentality framework: these are flagged with a lightning bolt and purple shading. Both kinds are legitimate, but it is important to know which is which.

You will notice some codes are very similar to each other. That is fine at this stage. Merging and grouping comes in Step 4.

	Data Extract
	Initial Code
	Type

	‘that first win... it stuck with me’
	Psychologically anchoring first win
	Data

	‘He gave me a big bottle of Coke as a prize... my parents didn't let me have that stuff much’
	Early reward tied to social belonging and forbidden pleasure
	Data

	‘I remember thinking, 'Fuck... that's easy money.'‘
	Peer-transmitted narrative: gambling as effortless wealth
	Data

	‘I convinced myself I could do even better’
	Active self-persuasion; overconfidence built through social comparison
	Data

	‘And from there it just... grew’
	Gradual, unremarked escalation: no clear turning point
	Data

	‘The wins were the worst part: they made me feel invincible’
	Wins generating invincibility belief
	Data

	‘even if I lost, I'd win it all back eventually’
	Loss reframed as temporary; recovery always imminent
	Data

	‘That mentality kept me stuck for years’
	Cognitive entrapment: not choice but trap
	Theory

	‘I'd stop for a bit, tell myself it was temporary... but it never lasted’
	Repeated failed self-regulation attempts
	Theory

	‘Mostly by pretending everything was fine. I'd be cheerful, jokey, acting completely normal’
	Active performance of normality for others
	Theory

	‘Whenever anyone got close to noticing something wasn't right, I'd lie. A lot.’
	Habitual strategic deception to maintain cover
	Data

	‘I'm still ashamed of how easily I lied back then’
	Shame about facility for deception; shame outlasting behaviour
	Theory

	‘I lived with this constant fear, like of being found out, of losing everything, of disappointing people’
	Chronic multi-layered fear: exposure, loss, relational failure
	Data

	‘Emotionally it wore me down completely’
	Cumulative emotional depletion
	Data

	‘Someone once told me, 'Don't think about what you lose; think about what you could win'‘
	Externally imposed avoidance of financial reality
	Theory

	‘The shops didn't ask questions... No one seemed concerned about how old I was’
	Industry structurally absent: no checks, no concern
	Theory

	‘Industry support? No. Nothing from them helped me stop.’
	Explicit rejection of industry support
	Data

	‘It was the people who cared about me’
	Intimate relationships as mechanism of change
	Data

	‘My fiancée, my parents, my brother, a close friend... they all pushed me toward treatment’
	Distributed, collective relational network as sustained intervention
	Data

	‘I was too far gone to organise anything myself’
	Individual agency exhausted at point of help-seeking; dependence on others
	Data

	‘Just normal people with stories’
	Peer recognition and shared humanity as therapeutic
	Data

	‘Therapy was hard, fear, tears, but also moments of laughter’
	Treatment as whole-person, emotionally full experience
	Data

	‘not just marketing dressed up as responsibility’
	CSR as performance masking commercial interest
	Theory

	‘When someone's addicted, they don't set limits, they just go somewhere else’
	Self-regulation tools fail: compulsion overrides voluntary compliance
	Theory

	‘support that really meets people where they are’
	Support must be responsive to the person's actual state
	Data

	‘Talking to someone, a therapist, a friend who's been through it, can really change things’
	Dialogue: professional and peer: as transformative
	Data




Step 4: Building Categories

Look across your codes and ask: which ones seem to be about the same thing, or at least close neighbours? Group them together. Give each group a name that captures what holds the codes together. You are not naming themes yet: categories are a stepping stone. Some codes might fit in more than one category; that is fine, make a note of it.

	Codes that seem to belong together
	Category (what holds them together?)

	1. Psychologically anchoring first win
1. Early reward tied to social belonging and forbidden pleasure
1. Peer-transmitted narrative: gambling as effortless wealth
1. Active self-persuasion; overconfidence built through social comparison
1. Gradual, unremarked escalation: no clear turning point
	How gambling was introduced and normalised through social relationships

	1. Wins generating invincibility belief
1. Loss reframed as temporary; recovery always imminent
1. Cognitive entrapment: not choice but trap  ⚡
1. Repeated failed self-regulation attempts  ⚡
1. Self-regulation tools fail: compulsion overrides voluntary compliance  ⚡
	The cognitive trap: why stopping is impossible from the inside

	1. Active performance of normality for others  ⚡
1. Habitual strategic deception to maintain cover
1. Shame about facility for deception; shame outlasting behaviour  ⚡
1. Externally imposed avoidance of financial reality  ⚡
	Concealment, self-monitoring, and shame

	1. Chronic multi-layered fear: exposure, loss, relational failure
1. Cumulative emotional depletion
	The hidden emotional reality: fear and exhaustion, not pleasure

	1. Industry structurally absent: no checks, no concern  ⚡
1. Explicit rejection of industry support
1. CSR as performance masking commercial interest  ⚡
	The industry's failure: absent in practice, performative in rhetoric

	1. Intimate relationships as mechanism of change
1. Distributed, collective relational network as sustained intervention
1. Individual agency exhausted at point of help-seeking; dependence on others
1. Peer recognition and shared humanity as therapeutic
1. Treatment as whole-person, emotionally full experience
1. Support must be responsive to the person's actual state
1. Dialogue: professional and peer: as transformative
	What actually helped: human connection, relational support, and being treated as a whole person



Notice that codes flagged (theory-led) are distributed across several categories. They do not form their own separate stream: they sit alongside data-led codes and add interpretive depth. This is the point of having both: theory helps you notice things you might otherwise miss, but the data-led codes anchor you in what the participant actually said.


Step 5: Developing Themes

Now look across your categories and ask: what is the bigger story? A theme is not just a topic: it should make an analytical point about the data. Braun and Clarke are clear on this: a theme captures something important about the data in relation to your research question. It should be able to stand on its own and say something.

Notice that some categories have merged into a single theme, and others have stayed separate. That is a judgement call made by looking at the categories together and asking what the most coherent analytical story is.

	Theme 1: Gambling is a social experience before it is a personal problem

	What is this theme about?
The participant did not develop a gambling habit in isolation. Gambling entered his life through family occasions, peer groups, and cultural moments. Escalation was driven by what he saw and heard around him. This theme challenges the idea that problem gambling is primarily an individual failure of willpower or self-control, and points instead to the social conditions that make gambling feel normal and accessible.
	Built from categories:
1. How gambling was introduced and normalised through social relationships

Speaks to: Speaks directly to lived experience, and sets up the structural critique in Theme 4



	Theme 2: Cognitive entrapment: the cruel logic of the winning bet

	What is this theme about?
Paradoxically, wins were more dangerous than losses because they created an invincibility belief that made every loss feel temporary. This cognitive trap rendered voluntary self-regulation: the cornerstone of industry harm-reduction: structurally inadequate. The participant was not choosing to continue; he was stuck inside a belief system he could not reason his way out of alone.
	Built from categories:
1. The cognitive trap: why stopping is impossible from the inside

Speaks to: Directly relevant to questions about what support would actually help



	Theme 3: The hidden work of appearing normal: concealment, surveillance, and shame

	What is this theme about?
Hiding the gambling required sustained, active effort: performing cheerfulness, pre-empting discovery, lying fluently. The participant monitored himself through the imagined eyes of others. This self-surveillance continued beyond the gambling itself: the shame of how easily he lied persists into recovery. This theme points to what recovery must address beyond behaviour: the moral and emotional residue of sustained concealment.
	Built from categories:
1. Concealment, self-monitoring, and shame
1. The hidden emotional reality: fear and exhaustion, not pleasure

Speaks to: Speaks to the emotional and psychological dimensions of what help needs to address



	Theme 4: The industry failed him; the people who loved him did not

	What is this theme about?
At no point did an industry safeguard feature as helpful in the participant's account. Betting shops did not check his age. No messaging or tool helped him stop. What changed everything was a network of people: fiancée, family, friend: who persisted in pushing him toward help even when he could no longer act for himself. This theme draws a sharp contrast between the performance of responsibility and its lived absence.
	Built from categories:
1. The industry's failure: absent in practice, performative in rhetoric
1. What actually helped: human connection, relational support, and being treated as a whole person

Speaks to: Central to all three research questions



	Theme 5: What would genuinely help: being met where you are, by someone who cares

	What is this theme about?
The participant's answer to the research question is clear and consistent: honest information, support that works with the reality of addiction rather than against it, real accountability for industry harm, and: above all: human connection. A therapist, a peer who has been through it, a family member who refuses to give up. Not a self-exclusion scheme. Not a warning on a website. A person.
	Built from categories:
1. What actually helped: human connection, relational support, and being treated as a whole person
1. The cognitive trap: why stopping is impossible from the inside

Speaks to: The most direct answer to the central research question




Step 6: Mapping Themes Back to Research Questions

Only now do we look back at the research questions and ask: where does each theme land? This is a check, not a re-organising. If a theme does not speak to any RQ, that is worth noting: it may mean the RQ needs refining, or the theme needs revisiting. If a theme speaks to more than one RQ, that is also useful information.

	Theme
	RQ
	Why this RQ?
	IQs the theme draws on

	1: Gambling is a social experience before it is a personal problem
	RQ1
	Describes how gambling entered and developed in his life
	IQ1, IQ2

	2: Cognitive entrapment: the cruel logic of the winning bet
	RQ1 / RQ2
	Explains loss of control; directly relevant to what support must address
	IQ3, IQ11

	3: The hidden work of appearing normal: concealment, surveillance, shame
	RQ1
	Captures the psychological and social cost of problem gambling
	IQ4, IQ5

	4: The industry failed him; the people who loved him did not
	RQ2 / RQ3
	Contrasts absent industry support with effective relational support
	IQ6, IQ7, IQ8, IQ9, IQ10

	5: What would genuinely help: being met where you are, by someone who cares
	RQ3 (also RQ2)
	His direct answer to what would help; builds from all prior themes
	IQ11, IQ12



You will notice that Theme 4 spans RQ2 and RQ3, and Theme 2 spans RQ1 and RQ2. This is not a problem: it is actually a sign that the themes are doing meaningful analytical work rather than just parroting the interview structure back at you. A theme that speaks to more than one RQ often captures something particularly important about the data.

What happens next? These are working themes: the output of a first walk-through. In Phases 4 and 5 of Braun and Clarke's process you would review, refine, and define them more precisely before writing the full analysis. But this is where you start.
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