
Doing IPA
S E S S I O N  T W O



Descriptive comments

Note key objects, events, people and experiences in the participant’s life world – might be 
positive, negative or neutral

Such key elements may be highlighted by descriptions, assumptions, sound bites, idiosyncratic 
figures of speech and emotional responses

At this stage – face value – what is standing out – through its vividness, its consistency etc.



Linguistic comments

How does the transcript reflect the ease in which the content and meaning were presented?

Content and language use may be interrelated

◦ E.g. tone, pauses, laughter (is this topic always joked about?) repetition (“a terrible thing…a terrible 
thing” [pause])

Smith (2010)  jack – ‘shell-shocked’

Why shell-shocked?  What does it tell us?



Conceptual comments

This level – more interpretative – dealing with the transcript at a conceptual level

Conceptual annotating often shifts the focus:

◦ away from explicit claims and statements

◦ Towards the participant’s overarching understanding of the matters they’re talking about

It takes time to reflect and refine your ideas



Abstraction

Basic form of identifying themes and developing a sense of superordinate themes

Putting like with like and developing a cluster – the cluster will need a name

Smith (2010): ‘Jack’: 

Excessive thinking, mourning and grief, depression, shock, loss of self-esteem

Superordinate theme: ‘Psychological consequences of HIV diagnosis’



Subsumption

A theme acquires superordinate status – helps to bring together a series of related themes

Smith: Jack:

‘Diagnosis as transforming the self’ - theme that draws together a number of others (will 
become sub-themes)

e.g. Loss of self, mourning and grief, the questioning self, the self as performance, work of 
managing the self, denial to protect old self, loss of future etc.



Polarisation

Highlighting ‘difference’ – oppositional relationships

Smith (2010) Jack:

Re-affirmation of self, the constant self, rebuilding the self, being a better person etc.

Oppositional device might be a superordinate theme  e.g. ‘Loss/Re-affirmation’



Contextualisation

Connections made by identifying contextual or narrative elements

May be temporal, cultural or narrative themes

May be clusters relating to particular narrative moments in the story, key life events

Jack:  the diagnosis, disclosure to friends 



Numeration

Frequency with which a theme is supported (referred to)

Frequency is not crucial to the importance of theme though e.g. shellshock only mentioned once

◦ Something might be so sensitive it cannot be referred to more than once

◦ Not just number – look for patterns



Function

How is the participant using themes to construct his account?  What are their functions?

E.g. Jack (HIV diagnosis)

◦ Victim – to elicit sympathy
◦ Fighter/survivor (elicit praise, agreement, acceptance)

Themes serve a function in presentation of self in an interview

Themes are not introduced for no purpose – even if they a just to distract 



Bringing it together

More than one way to analyse

Make notes about how YOU did the ‘method of analysis’

Keep an analysis diary to record what you did

Try to form a graphic representation of the structure of your themes

◦ Could be in table format or box diagram format



Step 1: Familiarisation with the transcript content

Step 2: Initial noting

Step 3: Developing themes
◦ Reducing volume of detail

◦ Shift to working primarily with your notes – should dilute the account

◦ The whole becomes a set of parts – a new ‘whole’ by the end of the analysis

◦ Interpretations can ask questions, suggest – but motivated to tell the participant’s story

Step 4: Searching for connections across themes
◦ First – ordered more or less chronologically

◦ Eventually a structure is produced that highlighted the most interesting and important aspects of the account 

(subjectivity, purpose of research)

◦ A discarded theme, might become relevant later



Questions?
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