Summary of Session 5: Qualitative Data Analysis Methods
This briefing document summarises key information regarding qualitative data analysis methods, drawing from the provided ECDE7018 session notes. It focuses on the various methods, their strengths and weaknesses, and how to choose the most appropriate method for specific research aims.
What is Qualitative Data Analysis?
Qualitative data analysis is the process of examining and interpreting non-numerical data to identify patterns, themes, and insights. It helps researchers understand complex social phenomena and human experiences by exploring the meaning behind words, actions, and behaviours.
Why Choose a Data Analysis Method?
Selecting a data analysis method is critical for ensuring research rigour, ethical conduct, and alignment with research questions and objectives. The chosen method directly impacts data collection, interpretation, conclusions, and the validity and reliability of the findings.
Factors Determining Method Choice:
· Nature of the research question
· Research approach and paradigm
· Methods used for data collection
· Type of data gathered
Qualitative Data Analysis Methods:
The session notes detail six key methods:
1. Content Analysis (Qualitative Content Analysis): This method evaluates patterns in content (words, phrases, images) within single or multiple sources. For example, it can be used to:
· Identify the frequency of an idea in newspaper articles or social media posts. ("e.g. by counting how many times David Cameron is mentioned on Twitter")
· Identify underlying interpretations in tourist pamphlets. ("e.g. identifying phrases or words in tourist pamphlets that highlight India as an ancient country")
Strengths: Flexible, unobtrusive (uses existing data).
Limitations: Time-consuming, limited temporal scope, subjective, difficult to generalise.
2. Narrative Analysis: This method focuses on interpreting individual human experiences and motivations through stories (narratives). It examines how individuals make sense of reality and communicate their experiences. This can involve:
· Analysing a prisoner's narrative to understand their worldview.
· Studying how entrepreneurs discuss career struggles to gain insights into their mindsets.
Strengths: Flexible (uses primary and secondary data), provides rich insights.
Limitations: Small sample sizes, potential for researcher bias, limited generalisability.
3. Discourse Analysis: This method analyses language within its social context, considering culture, history, and power dynamics. Examples include:
· Analysing how a lecturer speaks to the Vice Chancellor.
· Examining how politicians discuss terrorism.
Strengths: Flexible, incorporates various data sources.
Limitations: Time-consuming, reliant on researcher's analytical skills, subjective interpretation.
4. Thematic Analysis: This method identifies patterns of meaning (themes) within a data set, like interview transcripts or focus group discussions. It helps organise and make sense of large amounts of data by grouping information based on shared concepts. For example:
· Analysing online reviews to understand customer opinions of an ice cream parlour. ("e.g. “friendly staff” or “flavour”")
Strengths: Useful for understanding experiences, opinions, and values; can analyse large datasets; easy to explain concepts; versatile data sources.
Limitations: Time-consuming, subjective coding, potential for inaccurate results due to interpretation.
5. Grounded Theory: This method aims to develop new theories directly from the data, through iterative testing and revision. It starts with an open mind and allows patterns to emerge from the data without preconceived notions. For instance:
· Developing a theory about factors influencing students to watch a YouTube video on qualitative analysis. 
Strengths: Rich data, useful for novel research areas, systematic and rigorous.
Limitations: Lack of structure, requires extensive data, time-consuming, challenging to conduct, potential for researcher bias.
6. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA): This method focuses on understanding the lived experiences of individuals or groups related to a specific life event or situation. It aims to capture the depth and meaning of personal experiences. Examples include:
· Exploring the experience of motherhood or being in a car accident.
· Analysing personal experiences in a refugee camp.
Strengths: Provides in-depth personal perspectives, reveals unique insights.
Limitations: Very small sample sizes, limited generalisability, potential for personal bias, subjective, time-consuming.
Choosing the Right Method:
The best method aligns with the research aims, objectives, and questions. Consider the specific goals of the research and choose the method that best facilitates achieving those goals. Start by reviewing your research aims, objectives and research questions to assess what exactly you are trying to find out – then select a qualitative analysis method that fits.
Coding in Qualitative Data Analysis:
Coding is a crucial step in qualitative analysis. It involves systematically categorising and labelling data to identify patterns, themes, and concepts. This process helps researchers organise, condense, and interpret large volumes of information.
Conclusion:
Each qualitative data analysis method offers a unique approach to understanding human experiences and social phenomena. Choosing the right method is crucial for ensuring the research is rigorous, insightful, and answers the research questions effectively.

