
5 Building Blocks of Analysis
Identifying themes

Building and applying codebooks

Describing themes

Making comparisons

Building and testing models



What is a theme? 
An underlying dimension of meaning, or a construct, 

that cuts across a variety of expressions



What is a theme? 
Answers the question, “What is this an example of?”



What is a theme? 
Can be broad constructs that link many kinds of expressions,

or narrow ones that identify specific kinds of expressions



Where do themes come from? 

Inductive Deductive

Open coding
Latent coding

A priori coding
Structural coding

Exploratory Confirmatory

Unstructured Structured





12 Techniques for Identifying Themes

Observational Processing

Word repetition

Indigenous categories
Metaphors and analogies

Transitions
Similarities and differences

Linguistic connectors
Missing data

Theory-related material

Cutting and sorting

Word lists and KWIC
Word co-occurrence

Metacoding
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It began with a slight headache behind the eyes and nose, almost 
stinging and then a dull pain.  My head became heavy and I grew a little 
more irritable.  For a while I became chilly, the hallmark that sickness 
was on the way.  I called in the vitamins to combat the initial siege and 
the orange juice made me feel better (at least in my head.)  It wasn’t 
too bad, and since it was Christmas vacation and I had little else to do, I 
got out my Agatha Christi book....

The illness episode was preceded by a period of ‘running down my 
system’ which occurred from studying and working to a point where 
my sleep was being sacrificed.  I recall feeling very tired and somewhat 
‘achy’ at first, which was later accompanied by difficulty in breathing 
and swallowing.  This was related to sinus congestion and a sore 
throat. I also recall that the skin around the openings of the nasal 
passages began to feel raw and irritated from the constant wiping.  My 
throat felt sore as I mentioned earlier. This makes swallowing difficult 
and somewhat uncomfortable.  There were also periods when I had 
phlegm which necessitated me to have to spit. The phlegm also had a 
greenish-yellow color to it, which confirmed the significance of this 
illness. I think I kept swallowing it and it made me queasy and eventually 
I puked....

“

”
“
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Word List Example
What is your teenager like now? Does she or he have any special qualities or abilities?

Rank Frequency Word
1 22 good
2 12 friends
3 11 loving
4 11 out
5 11 people
6 10 doesn't
7 10 hard
8 10 school
9 9 responsible
10 9 sense
11 8 caring
12 8 intelligent
13 8 lacks
14 8 sensitive
15 7 bright
16 7 honest
17 7 others
18 7 self
19 7 time
20 7 well
21 7 work
... ... ...

666 1 zest

Mothers

Ryan and Weissner (1996)



A Key-Word-in-Context (KWIC) Example



Textual Data?

Yes No

Verbatim Text?

Rich Narratives?

Brief Descriptions? (1-2 paragraphs)

Yes No

Yes No

Easy
 1. Repetitions

 5. Similarities & Differences
 9. Cutting & Sorting

Yes No

Easy
 1. Repetitions
 4. Transitions

 5. Similarities & Differences
 9. Cutting & Sorting

Difficult
 2. Indigenous Typologies

 3. Metaphors
 6. Linguistic Connectors

 7. Missing Data
 8. Theory-Related Material
 10. Word Lists & KWIC
 11. Word Co-occurrence

Easy
 1. Repetitions

 5. Similarities & Differences
 9. Cutting & Sorting

Difficult
 7. Missing Data

 8. Theory-Related Material
 12. Meta-Coding

Easy
 1. Repetitions

 5. Similarities & Differences
 9. Cutting & Sorting

Difficult
 2. Indigenous Typologies

 3. Metaphors
 7. Missing Data

 8. Theory-Related Material
 10. Word Lists & KWIC
 11. Word Co-occurrence

 12. Meta-Coding

Easy
 1. Repetitions

 5. Similarities & Differences
 9. Cutting & Sorting

Difficult
 2. Indigenous Typologies
 10. Word Lists & KWIC
 11. Word Co-occurrence

Selecting among theme-identification techniques



Selecting among theme-identification techniques


