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What is data analysis in qualitative research?

Data analysis in qualitative research involves examining and 

interpreting non-numerical data to identify patterns, themes, and 

insights. 



Why do I need to choose a data analysis method?

• Choosing a method of data analysis is essential for ensuring that your research is 

conducted rigorously, ethically, and in a way that best addresses your research questions 

and objectives.

• The chosen method shapes the way you collect, interpret, and draw conclusions from your 

data, ultimately influencing the validity and reliability of your research findings.



How will I know which method of data analysis to use?

Determined by: 

• the nature of your research question;

• the approach and paradigm within which your research operates;

• the methods used;

• the type of data gathered. 



What are my options?

• Content analysis: used to identify the patterns that emerge from text by grouping content into words, concepts and 

themes 

• Narrative analysis: focuses on the stories people tell and the language they use to make sense of them.

• Discourse analysis: used to get a thorough understanding of the political, cultural and power dynamics that exist in 

specific situations.

• Thematic analysis: used to deduce the meaning behind the words that people use. This is accomplished by 

discovering repeating themes in text.

• Grounded theory: formulates a theory around a single data case based on actual data and not entirely speculative. 

Then, additional cases can be examined to see if they are relevant and can add to the original theory.

• Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)



Method #1: Content Analysis
(or Qualitative Content Analysis)

Used to evaluate patterns within a piece of content (for example, words, phrases or images) 

or across multiple pieces of content or sources of communication.



Examples

Using a collection of newspaper articles, political speeches or on social media, you could:

• identify the frequency with which an idea is shared or spoken about; e.g. by counting how 

many times David Cameron is mentioned on Twitter (conceptual data analysis) 

• identify patterns of deeper underlying interpretations; e.g. identifying phrases or words in 

tourist pamphlets that highlight India as an ancient country (relational content analysis – 

the relationship between the words).



Method #1: Content Analysis

It is important to go into your analysis with a very specific question and goal. 

• Group large amounts of text into ‘codes’ 

• Summarise these into categories

• Possibly tabulate the data to calculate the frequency of certain concepts or variables. 

(Because of this, content analysis provides a little quantitative thinking within a qualitative 

method.)



Strengths & Limitations
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When is this method 
most helpful?

Topics focused on:

• Changes

• Patterns 

in communication around social, 
economic or political issue.

e.g. changes in a specific 
government policy.

1 0



Method #2: Narrative Analysis

• Focused on interpreting individual human experiences and motivations

• About listening to people telling stories (narratives) and analysing what that means. 

• Gain insights into the ways that people deal with and make sense of reality by analysing 

their stories and the ways that they tell them.



Two approaches

Deductive approach – testing 
data against an existing theory

Inductive approach – text 
speaks for itself



Examples

Exploring whether how something is being said is important. 

e.g. 

• the narrative of a prisoner trying to justify their crime could provide insight into their view of the 
world and the justice system. 

• analysing the ways entrepreneurs talk about the struggles in their careers could 
provide powerful insights into their mindsets and perspectives. 

It is about paying attention to the stories that people tell – and more importantly, the way that they 
tell them.



Strengths and 
Limitations
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When is this method 
most helpful?

Topics that focus on:

• social

• personal

• cultural or

• ideological 

events or phenomena and how they are understood at 
an individual level.

e.g. investigating the stories of people within the 
same situation.
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Method #3: Discourse Analysis

• About analysing language within its social context. 

• i.e. analysing language – such as a conversation, a speech, etc – within 

the culture and society it takes place. 

Discourse = a fancy word for written or 
spoken language or debate.



Example 

e.g. you could analyse:

• how a lecturer speaks to the Vice Chancellor

• how politicians speak about terrorism

To truly understand these conversations or speeches, the culture, history or power dynamics of 

those involved in the communication are important factors to consider. 



Strengths and 
Limitations
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Method #4: Thematic Analysis

• Looks at patterns of meaning in a data set, e.g. using a set of interviews or focus group 

transcripts. 

• Takes bodies of data (which are often quite large) and groups them according 

to similarities – in other words, themes. 

• These themes help us make sense of the content and derive meaning from it.



Example

• You could analyse 100 online reviews of a 

popular ice cream parlour to find out what 

patrons think about it.

• You would identify the themes that crop up 

repeatedly within the data; for example, 

“friendly staff” or “flavour”.
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“friendly staff”



“flavour”



Strengths and 
Limitations
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Method #5: Grounded Theory

• The intention is to create a new theory (or theories) using the data at hand, through a 

series of ‘tests’ and ‘revisions’. 

• Strictly speaking, grounded theory is more a research design type than an analysis 

method, but it is often referred to as a method.

• What’s most important with grounded theory is that you go into the analysis with 

an open mind and let the data speak for itself (and not by using existing hypotheses or 

theories). 

• In other words, your analysis must develop from the ground up.



Example

You are interested in developing a theory about the factors that influence students to watch a YouTube video about 
qualitative analysis. You would start with this general overarching question about the given population (i.e. graduate 
students). 

1. Approach a small sample – for example, five graduate students in a department at a university. Ideally, this 
sample would be representative of the broader population. 

2. Interview these students to identify what factors lead them to watch the video.

3. Analyse the interview data.  Here, you may see a general pattern, e.g. you might notice that graduate students are 
more likely to watch a video if they are just starting on their thesis, or if they have an upcoming test about 
research methods.

4. Next, you will look for another small sample, e.g. five more graduate students in a different department and 
interview them to see whether this pattern holds true for them. 

5. If not, you’ll look for commonalities and adapt your theory accordingly. 

As this process continues, the theory would develop. 



Strengths and 
Limitations
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When is this method 
most helpful?

To analyse social processes and 

relationships when little is already known.
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Method #6: Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)

• IPA is designed to help you understand the personal experiences of a subject (for 

example, a person or group of people) concerning a major life event, an experience or 

a situation. 

• This event or experience is the ‘phenomenon’ that makes up the ‘P’ in IPA. 



Examples 

Can range from relatively common events; e.g.

•  motherhood

• being involved in a car accident

to those which are extremely rare; e.g. 

• someone’s personal experience in a refugee camp. 

So, IPA is a great choice if your research involves analysing people’s personal 

experiences of something that happened to them.



Points to remember:

1. IPA is subject–centred i.e. it is focused on the experiencer. 

This means that, while you’ll likely use a coding system to identify commonalities, it’s 

important not to lose the depth of experience or meaning by trying to reduce everything to 

codes. 

2. The sample size will generally be very small so you often won’t be able to draw broad 

conclusions about the generalisability of your findings. 

But that’s okay as long as it aligns with your research aims and objectives.



Strengths and 
Limitations
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When is this method 
most helpful?

To investigate what it is like to experience 

a specific situation or life event from the 

perspective of someone who actually lived 

it. 
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How do I choose the right analysis method?

Selecting the right qualitative analysis method largely depends on your research aims, 

objectives and questions.  

The best tool for the job depends on what you’re trying to build.

Each of the following research aims are distinctly different = 

different analysis methods would be suitable for each one. 



How do I choose the right analysis method?

1. Your research aims to analyse the use of words and what they reveal about the 

intention of the storyteller and the cultural context of the time;

2. Your research aims to develop an understanding of the unique personal 

experiences of people that have experienced a certain event;

3. Your research aims to develop insight regarding the influence of a certain culture 

on its members.



How do I choose the right analysis method?

• All these qualitative analysis methods make use of coding and theme-generating 

techniques, 

• However, the intent and approach of each analysis method differ. 

• It is very important to come into your research with a clear intention before you decide 

which analysis method to use.

• Start by reviewing your research aims, objectives and research questions to assess what 

exactly you’re trying to find out – then select a qualitative analysis method that fits. 

• Never pick a method just because you like it or have experience using it – your analysis 

method must align with your broader research aims and objectives.



What is coding?

Coding is a systematic process of categorising and labelling the data to 

identify patterns, themes, and concepts. 

Coding is a crucial step in the analysis of qualitative data as it helps 

researchers organise, condense, and make sense of large volumes of 

information collected through methods such as interviews, focus groups, 

observations, or textual analysis.
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