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Abstract
Given the vast and diverse qualitative analytic landscape, what might be a generative starting
point for researchers who desire to learn how to produce quality qualitative analyses? This
question is particularly relevant to researchers new to the field and practice of qualitative
research and instructors and mentors who regularly introduce students to qualitative research
practices. In this article, we seek to offer what we view as a useful starting point for learning how
to do qualitative analysis. We begin by discussing briefly the general landscape of qualitative
research methodologies and methods. To contextualize our suggestions, we review the
qualitative analytic practices commonly used within HRD. Following this, we describe thematic
analysis in more detail, including why we believe it is a particularly useful analytic approach to
consider when first learning about qualitative analysis. We share seven common practices or
important considerations for carrying out a thematic analysis and conclude by highlighting key

considerations for assuring quality when conducting a thematic analysis.

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/hrdr



oNOYTULT D WN =

Human Resource Development Review

LEARNING TO DO QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 2

Learning To Do Qualitative Data Analysis: A Starting Point

For many researchers unfamiliar with qualitative research, determining how to conduct
qualitative analyses is often quite challenging. Part of this challenge is due to the seemingly
limitless approaches that a qualitative researcher might leverage, as well as simply learning to
think like a qualitative researcher when analyzing data. From framework analysis (Ritchie &
Spencer, 1994) to content analysis (Schreier, 2012) to discourse analysis (Wood & Kroger,
2000), among many others, there are a plethora of distinct ways in which a researcher might
complete their qualitative analysis. Even what many argue to be a mainstay qualitative analytic
approach, that is, thematic analysis, has been conceptualized in varying ways and is arguably
better understood as an umbrella term that captures within it a set of very different approaches to
analysis (see Braun, Clarke, Hayfield & Terry, 2019, for a discussion of the history of thematic
analysis). Given this vast and diverse qualitative analytic landscape, what might be a generative
starting point for researchers who desire to learn how to produce quality and useful qualitative
analyses? This question, we suggest, is particularly relevant to researchers new to the field of
qualitative research — our primary audience — as well as instructors and mentors who regularly
introduce students to qualitative research practices.

In this paper, we take up this open question as a point of departure and offer thematic
analysis, an analytic method commonly used to identify patterns across language-based data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006), as a useful starting point for learning about the qualitative analysis
process. In doing so, we do not advocate for only learning the nuances of thematic analysis, but
rather see it as a useful beginning point. Arguably, it is through exposure to diverse modes of
analysis that researchers begin “to imagine new possible configurations for research” (Freeman,

2017, p. 4). Thus, what we offer in this paper is an abbreviated roadmap for human resource
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development (HRD) scholars and students who may be unfamiliar with qualitative analysis.
Further, in this paper, we do not aim to offer a new approach to qualitative analysis; rather, we
share a roadmap that we — along with many other scholars (see Clarke & Braun, 2013, for an
example, among many others) — have found useful when introducing people to the practice of
doing qualitative analysis.

To begin, we discuss the general landscape of qualitative research methodologies and
methods. Specifically, we briefly review the current state of qualitative analysis in HRD.
Following this, we describe thematic analysis in more detail, including why we believe it is a
particularly useful (but not the only) approach to consider, and outline seven practices or
important considerations for carrying out a thematic analysis. We conclude by highlighting key
considerations for assuring quality when conducting a thematic analysis.

The Landscape of Qualitative Approaches to Analysis

Broadly, qualitative research is generally employed to support a researcher in generating
a deep and nuanced understanding of a given phenomenon. The outcomes of such research range
from generating findings that can inform practice (e.g., Lochmiller, 2016) to providing detailed
descriptions of a given problem of practice (e.g., Honig, 2006) to offering insights about
professional practices within a given context (e.g., O’Reilly et al., 2015) and tackling issues
related to the subjective nature of qualitative research (e.g., Cho et al., 2016), among others. The
potentiality of conducting qualitative research is notable and yet dependent upon researchers
being able to conduct grounded, rigorous analyses, and more generally, understanding what it
means to do qualitative analysis.

Broadly conceived, qualitative data analyses bring meaning to a dataset (Anfara, Brown,

& Mangione, 2002), with qualitative data including a wide range of materials (e.g.,
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conversational data, images, observations, and unstructured, semi-structured, or structured
interviews, among others). Indeed, qualitative data analysis means various things, as it is often
aligned with a particular methodology, theoretical perspective, research tradition, and/or field
(Lochmiller & Lester, 2017). Coffey and Atkinson (1996) remind us that, “there is no single
right way to analyze qualitative data; equally, it is essential to find ways of using the data to
think with” (p. 2). Miles and Huberman (1994) argued that there are several common practices
that often (but not always) persist across qualitative approaches to analysis, including:

= Affixing codes to a set of field notes drawn from observations or interviews

= Noting reflections or other remarks in the margins

= Sorting and sifting through these materials to identify similar phrases, relationships

between variables, patterns, themes, distinct differences between subgroups, and
common sequences

= Isolating these patterns and processes, commonalities and differences, and taking

them out to the field in the next wave of data collection

= Gradually elaborating a small set of generalizations that cover the consistencies

discerned in the data

= Confronting those generalizations with a formalized body of knowledge in the form

of constructs or theories. (p. 9)

While there are certainly common analytic practices, there are also a range of ways that
one might analyze qualitative data, with each approach bringing unique theoretical assumptions
and expectations. Given that it is beyond the scope of this paper to overview the many different
ways one might analyze qualitative data (see Freeman, 2017, for a thorough discussion of

analytic perspectives in qualitative research), we instead provide an abbreviated snapshot of the
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approaches that some scholars within HRD are engaging. Our aim in doing so is to contextualize
our discussion in relation to HRD in particular.

Thus, to capture a snapshot of the current state of qualitative research and qualitative data
analysis practices in HRD, we conducted a review of Human Resource Development Quarterly
(HRDQ) between 1990 and the current issue (Vol. 33, No. 3) in 2019 and identified 59
qualitative articles. The types of qualitative research included: 24 case studies, 19 generic
qualitative studies, and eight phenomenological studies. Notably, about half of the articles
reported analyzing their qualitative data via content analysis and a constant comparative method,
which was also commonly referred to as a grounded theory approach and/or inductive analysis.
Four studies did not identify data analysis methods, and no mention was made of using a
qualitative data analysis software package, such as NVivo or ATLAS.ti, until articles published
in 2007 (see Table 1).

<<<Insert Table 1 about here>>>

Across the articles identified, a grounded theory approach to analysis appeared to be the
go-to qualitative analysis method, with in-depth and semi-structured interviews being the most
common data types. It was not uncommon for some of the authors to attribute analytic activities
linked to grounded theory and the associated constant comparative method to thematic analysis,
as evidenced in the literature we reviewed. Relatedly, some scholars have argued for the
importance of recognizing that thematic analysis is not uniformly enacted (Braun & Clarke,
2016), as there is notable diversity in how it is conceptualized and carried out (e.g., Braun &
Clarke, 2003; Boyatzis, 1998).

Thematic Analysis
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Thematic analysis is perhaps best defined as “an umbrella term, designating sometimes
quite different approaches aimed at identifying patterns (themes) across qualitative datasets”
(Braun et al., 2019, p. 844). Due to its broad and flexible nature, thematic analysis has been
widely used in diverse fields including psychology (Frith & Gleeson, 2004), medicine (Cassol et
al., 2018), health services (Norris et al., 2017), tourism (Costa et al., 2016), HRD (Israel et al.,
2017; Perkins, 2018; Tsai, 2016), and education (Halverson et al., 2014).

Why Thematic Analysis?

Importantly, in forwarding thematic analysis, we are not suggesting that it is useful for al//
qualitative research designs or even that it is the most innovative approach. In fact, we caution
against viewing thematic analysis as the end all, be all approach for analyzing qualitative data,
agreeing with Wang and Roulston’s (2007) assessment that “the diverse field of qualitative
inquiry offers many other data analysis techniques that have yet to be taken up by qualitative
inquirers in HRD” (p. 181). Instead, we argue that learning how to conduct a thematic analysis
serves as an important foundation for eventually making sense of other, more specialized forms
of analysis. Further, like Clarke and Braun (2013), in our own teaching of qualitative methods,
we have found thematic analysis to be “a useful — and a relatively easy to teach and learn — basic
introduction to qualitative analysis” (p. 120).

We thus view thematic analysis as a useful starting point for learning and doing rigorous
qualitative analyses for several reasons. First, we view thematic analysis as offering tremendous
“theoretical flexibility” and potentially being used as “just an analytic method, rather than a
methodology, which most other qualitative approaches are” (Clarke & Bruan, 2013, p. 120). This
theoretical flexibility allows researchers across a range of disciplines to engage disciplinary

theories and perspectives when conducting a thematic analysis, potentially generating a more
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meaningful and relevant analysis for a given field. Accordingly, thematic analysis can result in a
theory-driven or data-driven set of findings and engage a range of research questions (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Second, thematic analysis engages with analytic practices that are fairly common
with other approaches to qualitative analysis. For instance, when conducting a thematic analysis,
it is common to sort and sift through the dataset to identify similar phrases and/or relationships; a
practice that has been described as being common across many qualitative analytic approaches
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Third, thematic analysis can be used when analyzing various kinds
of data, as well as a range of dataset sizes.
Conducting a Thematic Analysis

Qualitative data analysis is generally described as a non-linear, iterative process. Thus, it
is common for researchers not to list out a step-wise analytic process. We suggest, however, that
it is quite useful to think about the process in relation to phases — which are certainly often
overlapping. These phases can be pursued in a systematic way, while also recognizing that
qualitative analysis is fundamentally flexible and even a bit messy. The value of structuring data
analysis in phases is that it creates a transparent process for both the qualitative researcher and
(ultimately) the reader of a given research report. Borrowing from Lochmiller and Lester’s
(2017) earlier work, we offer here seven phases to engage when completing a qualitative
analysis. These phases, we suggest, are particularly well-suited for thematic analysis, wherein the
researcher aims to produce broad descriptive statements that reflect their overall understanding
of the data and in response to their research questions. These phases include: preparing and
organizing the data, transcribing the data, becoming familiar with the data corpus, memoing the
data, coding the data, producing categories and themes from underlying coded passages, and

making the analysis process transparent. We describe these phases below.
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Phase One: Preparing and organizing the data for analysis. Qualitative fieldwork
often generates a considerable data corpus. Hours of interviews or focus groups, pages of
observational notes, and countless documents can be retrieved during the data collection. The
amount of data collected is often conditioned on the length of the fieldwork phase. Thus, one of
the first steps in qualitative analysis is to prepare and organize the data for thematic analysis. In
practice, this typically involves gathering all of the audio- or video-recorded interview files into
one location, converting observational notes to electronic format (e.g., MS Word documents or
Adobe PDF), and scanning documents retrieved in paper form. We recommend that this process
include a structured naming protocol for each file, as well as the production of a master data
catalogue that lists each data source, its storage location, its creator, and the date of its collection.
Although simplistic, this stage is important as it is at this point that scholars begin developing the
data corpus from which they will complete their thematic analysis. Furthermore, it serves as an
opportunity to set up the dataset so that it can be imported into a qualitative data analysis
software package, such as ATLAS.ti, MAXQDA, or NVivo.

Phase Two: Transcribing the data. Given that audio or video data is commonly
collected in qualitative research, qualitative researchers generally allocate time to transcribing
the data in preparation for further analysis. There are several different kinds of transcripts used in
qualitative research (e.g., multimodal transcript, gisted transcript, verbatim transcript), which
links closely to the methodology used and purpose of a given study. For thematic analysis,
verbatim transcripts are quite common; that is, transcripts that aim to capture every utterance
from the participant and serve as an accurate record of the conversation.

Transcribing a dataset can feel overwhelming and it may be tempting (and at times

necessary) to outsource this activity to a professional transcriptionist. Yet, transcription serves as
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an opportunity to become familiar with a dataset. This familiarity deepens a researcher’s
understanding of the participants’ perspectives and supports them in understanding the dataset in
a way that accelerates analysis later on. Thus, we strongly encourage scholars to generate their
own transcripts as opposed to hiring a professional transcriptionist to transcribe the audio or
video files. At the same time, we recognize that there are a growing number of automated
transcription options (e.g., Temi, Trint, etc.) that are changing the place and practice of
transcription, as well as possibilities for directly coding audio and video files within QDAS
packages (Paulus, Lester, & Dempster, 2014). Importantly, then, we encourage qualitative
researchers to consider technological innovations related to transcription when determining zow
and to what degree they transcribe their dataset.

Phase Three: Becoming familiar with the data. Once organized and transcribed,
researchers must become familiar with the data they collected. It can be helpful to think of this
step as light or initial analysis, wherein scholars take note of the ideas or experiences described
by participants that appear in interviews, recorded in observation notes, or described in
documents. These initial understandings can often inform a researcher’s later, more detailed
analysis. Thus, it is important to be aware of and chronicle in detail these early reactions to the
data. It also helps to become familiar with the corpus of data so that a researcher is aware of the
limitations or gaps in the collected data. This might inspire further data collection or marking of
these gaps as areas for further research.

Phase Four: Memoing the data. As researchers review their data, it can be helpful to
generate memos that describe initial reflections about the data, as well as any emergent
interpretations. These memos are, in simple terms, a “conversation with ourselves about our

data” (Clarke, 2005, p. 202). They are designed to capture emergent understandings, as well as to
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denote potential biases that may influence the interpretation of the data. Memos can also capture
places in the data where there is — or will be — statements or experiences that are potentially of
analytic importance. For instance, an HRD professional’s reflection on a new professional
development program might be of analytic importance in a study of the effectiveness or impact
of the program. A researcher may wish to construct a memo which documents their early
interpretation of the significance of this reflection, as well as its connection to other aspects of
the study (e.g., theoretical framework). Importantly, memos “should be suggestive; they needn’t
be conclusive” (Dey, 1993, p. 89). Thus, memos serve as an invitation for further analysis. Given
the advent of qualitative data analysis software packages, these memos can be generated
electronically and be directly linked to specific segments of the data; that is, researchers can
attach memos directly to primary data sources. This allows a researcher to retrieve both their
written memo and the segment of data that prompted its development.

Phase Five: Coding the data. A particularly important part of the thematic analysis
process involves coding the data. A code is simply a short, descriptive word or phrase that
assigns meaning to the data related to the researcher’s analytic interests. Although coding is
often completed in an unstructured manner, we argue that for a thematic analysis it is important
to think of coding as occurring in multiple phases (see Saldana, 2016, for further discussion of
coding in cycles).

While we do not advocate for a particular number of coding phases or cycles, we suggest
thinking about at least three phases. In the first phase, a researcher generally assigns codes to the
entire dataset. This layer of coding serves to identify important statements, experiences, and
reflections. As such, the first layer of coding is primarily about priming the dataset and seeking

to reduce the size of the data corpus by denoting those statements, experiences, and reflections
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that are of analytic importance. The codes assigned in the first phase are often descriptive in
nature and reflect a relatively low level of inference. In the second phase, researchers frequently
return to the passages/data segments they assigned codes to in the first phase and assign
additional codes. Codes at this stage begin moving to a higher level of inference, particularly as a
researcher begins reflecting concepts and/or ideas that are more directly related to the focus of
the study. The aim of the second phase of coding is to begin connecting statements, experiences,
and reflections offered by research participants to the study’s analytic interests. Finally,
researchers generally complete a third phase of coding wherein they make explicit connections to
the study’s conceptual and/or theoretical ideas. In this phase, coding typically reaches its highest
level of inference. While earlier phases of coding sought to identify what was happening in the
dataset for the purposes of reducing the dataset in size and complexity, codes at this phase
connect these statements, experiences, and reflections with specific conceptual or theoretical
ideas. For example, a statement or comment coded in prior rounds of coding may be specifically
highlighted as an example of a conceptual or theoretical idea.

Phase Six: Moving from codes to categories and categories to themes. Broadly,
thematic analysis involves inductive engagement with the data, with researchers moving from
isolated cases to broader interpretations. This process involves the application of codes,
development of categories, and ultimately the production of themes. Patton (1980) noted that
“inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis come from the
data; they emerge out of the data rather than being imposed on them prior to data collection and
analysis” (p. 306). Thus, codes represent the earliest stage in the analytic process.
Metaphorically, codes can be thought of as individual puzzle pieces which, as a collection,

contribute to a researcher’s depiction of the data. Individually, codes do not tell the entire story.
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Rather, in order for that to occur, the researcher must understand how codes (inter)relate and
contrast with one another. These (inter)relationships and contrasts are encapsulated in the
categories. Categories aggregate individual codes that are related analytically or conceptually.
This aggregation represents an important intermediate step in the production of themes.

Once categories have been developed, then researchers aim to produce their themes. This
involves two steps. First, a researcher must bring together various related categories. This
involves recognizing the similarities, differences, and relationships across categories. Second,
with these similarities, differences, and relationships acknowledged, the researcher then assigns a
statement to these categories. This theme name should be inclusive of all of the underlying
categories, as well as descriptive of their content, the relationships between them, as well as
being responsive to any similarities or differences observed. Themes are generally aligned with
the conceptual or analytic goals of the study and therefore are designed in response to the study’s
primary research questions or focus.

Phase Seven: Making the analytic process transparent. An important consideration
when conducting a thematic analysis is to present information about the analytic process in a
transparent and verifiable manner. There are indeed a range of ways that researchers might
pursue this, and we only offer three possibilities here.

First, we have found creating a map of the analytic process to be a particularly useful way
by which to share one’s process of moving from codes to categories to themes. Mapping the
process supports a researcher in being open about the development of themes and allows for
outside readers/evaluators of a given research study to discern how a researcher went about

making key analytic choices (Anfara et al., 2002).

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/hrdr

Page 12 of 22



Page 13 of 22

oNOYTULT D WN =

Human Resource Development Review

LEARNING TO DO QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 13

Second, to support transparency, we recommend that researchers develop a detailed audit
trail that delineates the connection between data sources, codes, categories, and themes. Many
researchers have taken to presenting this audit trail in tabular form and including the information
in the published manuscript. This approach involves selecting a few representative segments
from a dataset, indicating which codes were initially applied to this segment, and then
articulating which categories and themes the segment is responsive to. This approach ensures
that the researcher’s interpretation and coding process is visible to an outside reader/evaluator
and thus builds trustworthiness in relation to the interpretations of the dataset.

Finally, another strategy involves reporting coding usage in frequencies. While reporting
frequencies may not be preferred by all researchers, in some disciplines and venues, it is valued
and even preferred. This process can be greatly assisted by the use of qualitative data analysis
software packages. These packages not only tabulate coding frequencies but also allow these
tabulations to be exported in publication-ready formats. Coding frequencies illustrate how
densely codes were applied to the dataset and thus enable readers to understand the extent to
which codes were used to derive the qualitative themes. More importantly, reporting coding
frequencies can provide some indication about how representative a theme may be in relation to
the larger dataset.

Completing a Quality Analysis

Phase Seven above addresses, at least in part, concerns related to quality. Nonetheless,
given that this is a particularly salient consideration for researchers across fields, we offer here a
few additional considerations for pursuing and completing a qualitative analysis.

The diversity and heterogeneity of qualitative research is reflected in the varying

arguments that exist about how to establish quality and claim rigor. The literature has
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emphasized the importance of ensuring rigor and transparency in qualitative research, calling for
a revisit of the evaluation criteria on qualitative research, particularly concerning qualitative data
analysis. For instance, a recent analysis of 52 qualitative articles in the Strategic Management
Journal revealed that none of the published studies were sufficiently transparent, with
insufficient transparency being potentially pervasive in qualitative research (Aguinis & Solario,
2019; Anfara et al., 2002). Further, Anderson (2017), in her article focused on evaluation criteria
for qualitative research, argued that qualitative researchers must pursue rigor in qualitative
research (at least) to the same degree as quantitative researchers do. To that end, she
recommended 10 evaluation criteria for rigor in qualitative research, and four of them are related
to qualitative data analysis: communication of methodological awareness (e.g., audit trail),
member-checking procedures, triangulation, and peer debriefing. Similarly, Rocco’s (2010)
criteria for evaluating qualitative studies included a data analysis process described in detail with
limitations reported. On the basis of Rocco (2010), Storberg-Walker’s (2012) amended list on
qualitative data analysis in research papers included the following: (a) the article should provide
enough details so that reviewers could follow the same analytical steps; (b) the analysis process
selected should be logically connected to the purpose of the study; and (c) the analysis process
should be justified.

Indeed, there have long been discussions of how to establish criteria. Lincoln and Guba
(1985) offered the classic articulation of four criteria (i.e., credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability) and related techniques (e.g., prolonged engagement in the
field, thick descriptions, and audit trails) for establishing criteria to Tracy’s (2010) more recent
presentation of eight markers of quality. Yet there remains very little consensus around what

counts as quality in qualitative research, with a range of positions taken — often related to unique
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theoretical perspectives, methodological preferences, and field-specific norms. When examining
the qualitative methodological literature, O’Reilly and Kiyimba (2015) identified at least four
ways in which quality (sometimes referred to as validity, among other terms) has been
characterized. The first position on quality utilizes quantitative conceptualizations and simply
modifies and adapts the core notions of validity, reliability, and generalizability. The second
position relates to the development of qualitative-specific universal markers of quality (e.g.,
Tracey, 2010), which draws upon qualitative vocabulary (e.g., transferability rather than
generalizability). The third position casts quality in terms of specific methodological boundaries,
arguing that universal criteria are not particularly useful and thus unique (albeit often
overlapping) quality criteria are needed which align with the assumptions of a given qualitative
methodology or analytic approach (e.g., thematic analysis). The fourth position denies the need
for quality indicators.

We suggest when conducting thematic analysis that a useful starting point for
establishing quality is both taking into account discussions about universal criteria (e.g., Tracy,
2010), as well as practices specific to thematic analysis (e.g., Terry, Hayfield, Clarke & Braun,
2017). For instance, in Terry et al.’s (2017) discussion of quality related to thematic analysis — as
conceptualized by Braun and Clarke (2006) — they noted several common inconsistencies that
impact quality. These inconsistencies range from incongruous use of a theoretical perspective
when interpreting data to combining theoretically and methodologically distinct approaches to
thematic analysis to generating themes that are nothing more than the very questions posed to
participants, among others. A particularly useful starting point for assessing the quality of a
given thematic analysis is to turn to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 15-point checklist for conducting

a qualitative thematic analysis. Importantly, this checklist is specifically related to the approach
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to thematic analysis articulated by Braun and Clarke (2006) and thus nuances across the various
approaches to thematic analysis should always be closely considered.
Conclusion

In this paper, we have offered a roadmap for introducing individuals who are new to
qualitative research to the process of conducting analysis, specifically a thematic analysis. We
have argued that thematic analysis is a useful starting point for learning how to conduct
qualitative analysis, as it provides a foundation for learning other approaches. Notably, what we
offer here is only one of many ways to think about completing a thematic analysis. Thus, we
encourage readers to engage with the methodological and disciplinary literature (e.g., Freeman,
2017; Saldana, 2916) to acquire a more nuanced understanding of the range of ways in which

thematic analysis might be completed.
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Qualitative Data Analysis Method Number (%)
Constant Comparative Analysis/Grounded Theory Approach/Inductive Analysis 20 (33.9)
Content Analysis 12 (20.3)
Thematic Analysis 3(5.1)
Basic Interpretive Analysis 2(3.4)
Discourse Analysis 1(1.7)
Not Available 4 (6.8)
Other (e.g., Template Analysis, Frame Analysis) 17 (28.8)
Total 59
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