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Qualitative Coding and Content Analysis 
Qualitative coding is a process of taking unstructured data and systematically categorizing data for 
analysis to identify themes and patterns. There are many kinds of data that can be used for our 
qualitative coding, such as transcripts, diaries, videos, documents, case studies, podcasts, radio 
broadcasts, notes and observations. For this exercise we will apply coding to interview transcripts. 
 
A code is similar to a label or tag that is applied to words, excerpts of texts, images, sounds, 
paragraphs, sentences or phrases. 
 

 
Coding allows for a rigorous and systematic analysis process, allows for analysis to be organized and 
accessed easily for reference, helps identify patterns and themes, and allows you to confirm or verify 
any bias. 
 

A. Coding Design 
When deciding which codes to use consider the following: 

1. What is your research objective or questions?  
2. What do you seek to know and understand from the research? 
3. Were there any themes or patterns you recognized from the interviews, documents or 

material you will code? 
4. Is there a theory or framework for the basis of your study? 

 
Depending of your responses to these reflections you may decide to code with a set list (deductive) 
or as you assess your data (inductive), you may also decide to use a combination approach to begin 
the process. 
 
Deductive Coding 
Is a top-down approach that allows you to develop a set of codes (codebook) based on your research 
framework or questions that is ideal for descriptive, structured or evaluative research.  This process 
begins with a set of codes that are applied to the coding material (e.g. interview). Once you are 
finished, your codes will resemble your codebook. A codebook contains a list of codes with definitions 
and examples as to how they are applied. 

Sample coding of interview text:   Code (theme) 
 
“I prefer to make an outline first for my    Writing process 
research paper. Then I write keywords  
or an outline for each section of what I  
want to include in the section. I also  
link the outline to my data and  
literature I want to cite. I usually write  
my methods section first and I write the  
introduction last”. 
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Inductive Coding 
Rather than using a traditional approach to coding, one can attempt to begin coding with no codebook 
or defined codes to analyze the dataset.  
 
Combination Coding 
Many studies use both deductive and inductive coding approaches. This may involve the use a 
codebook to begin your initial analysis. This codebook can then be adapted with additional iterations 
as you move through your datasets.  
 

B. How to Begin Coding 
We use a form of content analysis to analyze the text with our codebook. This is one of the most 
common techniques that allows a researcher to take qualitative data and transform it into quantitative 
data. This method can be used for many different kinds of data (transcripts, video, audio, etc.). 
 
Steps to begin coding for your content analysis 

1. Identify key concepts from the research framework to establish initial codes. 
2. Create a codebook with definitions for each code by on your research framework. 
3. Gather data to review your sample codebook within your framework. 
4. Code your transcripts. 
5. Evaluate data that you have gathered from your codes to validate or invalidate theories. 

Remember to maintain notes on your interpretations. 
6. Evaluate data that did not work with your initial code framework. 
7. Record the frequency of codes that appear from your codebook. How does the data validate 

or invalidate the research framework? Is there anything new that you have discovered that 
you can build upon for your research framework? 

8. Begin writing your analysis in the form of a narrative. 
 
Step 1: For the first round of coding you want to move quickly through the text. Do not worry about 
the codes or coding process, here you are wanting to begin the process of using your codes, getting a 
feeling of the information and text you will be working with to develop your analysis. You can choose 
to focus on single phrases within a sentence from the text.  
 
You will also need to decide on which set of codes you will be using. Here are some types of coding 
methods that you can choose from. 
 
In Vivo Coding: Interviewee Discourse 
When using in vivo coding, you will code excerpts taken directly from the interviewee to use their own 
language to interpret the meaning as close as possible to their intention and meaning. This approach 

Sample Codebook 
 
Writing process 

Process by which one prepares, documents, and the efforts involved in research analysis and 
the process of research writing (publication). 
 
Examples 
Explaining or describing techniques to begin writing or writing that takes place, patterns of 
writing behavior or process 
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is often used to help summarize passages into single words or phrases from interviews. This approach 
is also known as verbatim coding, literal coding or natural coding. It is appropriate to use in vivo coding 
(1) when you using an inductive coding process; (2) when you are capturing an emic perspective that 
reflects the perspective of the study site; (3) when you are using grounded theory; and (4) when you 
are conducting research that requires a level of sensitivity or consideration related to the participants 
and/or research framework. 

 
Process Coding: Capture Activities 
Process coding uses codes to extract the activities that are communicated in the data. To help identify 
the actions from the activities one can search for codes that end with “ing”. It is not meant to use 
process coding as a standalone method, but rather used together with multiple other forms of coding 
techniques. This method is helpful to better understand the actions observable (i.e. running, talking, 
dancing) or conceptual actions (i.e. thriving, adapting, worrying). This method is appropriate for (1) 
studying processes or systems related to people; (2) when researching people related to tasks or 
problem-solving; and (3) capturing the sequence of events or processes.  
 

Sample In Vivo Coding 
 

Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Speed This representation provides the quickest 

means to solve the problem. 
“It was the quickest and 
shortest solution ... Path, as 
far as I was concerned.” 

Familiarity This representation is more familiar to use 
and is often described as a comfortable 
choice. 

“Then since I was 
comfortable with Darcy and 
had already known about it, 
it seemed fitting, I guess” 

Confidence This representation provides a higher 
degree of confidence and trust to solve 
the problem. Often described as 
representations that are the least 
confusing. 

“But I think as I was going 
through, I just felt confident 
in my ability to just plug 
everything into my 
calculator and solve for 
each pipe  diameter.” 

Accuracy Representation used based on the level of 
accuracy that it provides based on some 
engineering judgement of the student. 

“And there would have 
been a chance of error with 
each pipe, and then on top 
of that, I would have to 
change the diameter of 
each pipe when solving 
using the equation, and 
there'd just be a greater 
chance for messing up...” 

Ease of Use Using this representation requires less 
work and effort to solve the problem and 
is typically described as easy or simple. 

“Yes, it seemed very simple 
using the charts for this 
problem.” 

Source: Geston et al., 2019 
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Sample Process Coding

 

Source: Saldana, 2013 
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Open-Axial –Selective Coding 
Consider using the open-axial-selective coding method when you want to follow a grounded theory 
(qualitative method that allows one to study a particular phenomenon or process to discover new 
theories based on data collected and analyzed), derive new theories or concepts from your data, you 
do not want preconceived theories to determine the outcomes of your research and when you are 
conducting exploratory research to generate new concepts and ideas. 
 
Open Coding 
Open coding is a common first approach to analyzing your research that allows you to break down 
your data into discrete parts and create codes to label them. Open coding is meant for you to first 
engage with your qualitative data to allow you to compare and contrast data as part of your analysis. 
To use this method, you will begin by organizing the data, such as quotes, to label with a particular 
code which helps eliminates bias about your research and analysis.  
 
Axial Coding 
Axial coding is the second step in grounded theory that follows open coding. Axial coding is where you 
begin to draw connections between the codes. Axial coding provides you a second read over the codes 
and underlying data to find how you can group the codes into categories. A category may be created 
based on existing codes, or a new abstract category for a set of subcodes. After conducting this 
process, you will have a number of categories, known as the “axes” that support the codes. 
 
To help with developing the relationships between the codes Corbin and Strauss (1999 and 2015) 
developed a Coding Paradigm to define six subcategories. The subcategories are (1) phenomenon; (2) 
causal causation; (3) strategies; (4) consequences; (5) context; and (6) intervening condition. You 
should conceptually summarize how the six subcategories make up the category. Grounded theory 
and axial coding are iterative and should be continually revisited and reconsidered. 
 
Subcategory: Phenomenon 
The idea of “what” you will be exploring. It is best to try and identify common experiences.  
 
Subcategory: Causal Conditions 
Now you will begin looking for codes from your open coding that could be the causal condition of the 
phenomenon so that they can be grouped under a sub-category to describe the causal condition. 
 
Subcategory: Strategies 
Up until this point the research has a phenomenon experience where you have identified one or many 
related causes. Now you will begin to understand what the research participant did because of the 
phenomenon. These actions can be identified as the strategies taken by the participant in the 
interview. 
 
Subcategory: Consequences 
The outcome of the strategies imparted by the participant through the phenonmenon is considered 
the consequences of these outcomes. These consequences can be actual outcomes or the expected 
outcome of the strategy. 
 
Subcategory: Context 
As you identify your codes you will begin to provide context to the phenomenon. The context may be 
any number of details that can describe the phenomenon against the chosen strategies. This context 
can provide insight into how the phenomenon happens, the frequency and if applicable the intensity 
it may occur. 
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Subcategory: Intervening Condition 
The intervening condition provides the context that describes the attributes about the participant and 
how it may influence their strategy. This often provides the background information needed such as 
demographics or past experiences that contribute to the scenario.  

 
 
 

Sample Open and Axial Coding 
 

Data Open Coding Axial Coding 
First there was the message of 
we didn’t have to… “We could 
find another municipality to live 
in, if we wanted” and” there are 
other options”, and it was very 
clear, that this was not just a 
hint that there were other 
places to live, so, it was very 
uncomfortable.  
 
It was only when we got 
someone else in to help, a social 
worker from (an independent 
institution), who could write to 
the authorities…. At least then 
something happened, not until 
then, did something happen, 
right?  
 
In as far the message was that 
only…, ‘it was not acute until 
one of us were hurt or had a bad 
back or something like that’, 
and that really scared me, 
because what if that happened 
then what? And then who 
should (care for the child)? And 
it would take some time to 
move out as well and so on, so 
if… 

Lack of empathy 
 
Lack of help from the 
system Perception of 
‘thinking’ in social service 
system  
 
Stressful experiences  
 
Needing external 
expertise in negotiation  
 
Support provided, but 
stressful  
Clientization  
 
Physical consequences of 
lack of support. Conditions 
for help  
 
Increasing uncertainty  

Category 
Social services contributing to 
stress  
Property  
-Physical consequences of lack 
of support  
-conditions for support  
-stressful encounters -support 
provided but stressful  
 
Subcategory  
Negotiating social services  
 
Properties  
Needing external expertise  
 
Perception of ‘thinking’ of the 
social services  
Subcategory  
Expectations of social services  
Properties 
Lack of empathy  
Lack of help from the system  
 
Dimensions of the category and 
the subcategories  
 
Increasing uncertainty 
clientization  
helplessness 

Source: Graungaard, 2009 
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Selective Coding 
The last step in grounded theory is selective coding by connecting all the categories together around 
one central theory for a unified category. This process occurs after you are able to develop and 
connect categories around your qualitative data in previous coding cycles. You should be able to state 
your theory in simple and concise statements for your research analysis. 
 
Descriptive Coding 
This coding process allows you to summarize the content of the text into a description by targeting 
code words that are descriptive often in the form of a noun. This involves the use of tagging or 
hashtags to identify topics for data insight. This allows for alternative coding method to in vivo coding 
or values coding. The resulting descripting coding creates a categorized inventory or index of data that 
is organized by topics or themes to assist with further data analysis and interpretation. Descriptive 
coding is useful for beginning qualitative research, those with multiple forms of data (i.e. interviews, 
field notes, archives, artifacts, and video), longitudinal data across multiple studies, or when you want 

Sample Open and Axial Coding 
 

 
Source: Carminati and Héliot, 2022 
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to organize large data sets. Descriptive coding involves five steps: (1) reading through your data and 
identify topics or themes; (2) create codes for each topic or theme; (3) code the excerpts according to 
the topics or themes; (4) assemble the excerpts together related to each descriptive code to create an 
index; and (5) use other coding methods to determine meaning from the data using the newly created 
index of topics. 
 

 
 
Structural Coding 
Structural coding is a form of coding that allows you to code your data according to your research 
question or topic. This method also allows for you to use a large dataset of semi-structured data to 
then restructure it into smaller parts for further analysis. Structural coding is applicable when you have 
a specific research question and topic you want to address, using semi-structured interviews for your 
dataset and when you have multiple participant interviews. To begin structural coding (1) make a list 
of research questions to organize your data by; (2) replace each research question as a code; (3) read 
the transcripts and apply codes to relevant sections related to your research questions; (4) analyze 
the themes or research  questions using further coding rounds that establish subcodes into various 
types of motivations; and (5) use other methods of coding for further analysis to help strengthen your 
final arguments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sample Descriptive Coding 
 

Descriptive Code Definition Example of Coded Response 
Trust in program Parent confidence in program’s 

ability to keep their children 
safe 

“we found it meaningful, 
understanding the environment 
and people he was entering it 
with, both counselors and the 
other patients”  
(divorced father-13-06) 

Physical and emotional 
safety 

Parents see program as 
nurturing and conducive to 
healing process 

“I was relieved cause I knew he 
was safe, I knew where he was 
at, and I knew he was getting 
help”  
(single mother of adopted son-
09-06) 

 Child removed from negative 
environments, harmful 
behaviors and substances; 
prevented from leaving 

“the only place that could 
possibly contain him long 
enough where some type of 
therapy could get through to 
him”  
(father-10-06) 

Source: Harper, 2007 
 



 

9 

 

 Structural Coding Example 

Coded Segments 

 

Coded Segment Categorization: Frequency Code Report 

 

Source: Saldana, 2013 
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Values Coding 
Values coding provides a method to process reflections of participant’s values, attitudes, beliefs and 
worldviews despite each being nuanced. Values coding provides valuable insight into qualitative 
studies that explore cultural values, identity, experiences and actions in case studies. These complex 
variables manifest through various thoughts, feelings, and actions. However, value coding does not 
necessarily require these each to be coded separately or differentiated to better understand 
ideologies, motivation, agency and causation. Values coding is a method that can be applied to various 
forms of qualitative data such as field notes, archives, interviews and audio. 

Values Coding Example 

 

Sample Categorization Analysis 

 

Source: Saldana, 2013 
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Simultaneous Coding 
Simultaneous coding is a coding method working with data excerpts and multiple codes to allow the 
data to be categorized in multiple ways. This method is also known as double coding. Simultaneous 
coding is applicable when you are (1) investigating interrelationships between codes; (2) data passages 
that have multiple layers and nuance that require more than one code for categorization; (3) the 
stories have multiple underlying meanings requiring more robust coding; and (4) excerpts are related 
to several different themes; (5) you want to use multiple codes ranging from broad to specific scales. 

 

Simultaneous Coding Example 

 

Sample Simultaneous Coding Analysis 

 

Source: Saldana, 2013 
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Step 2: Now that you have chosen your coding methodology and approach you now need to begin 
organizing your codes into categories and subcodes. You may want to try more than one coding 
method to find an appropriate structure for your analysis.  
 
You will want to begin the process of writing analytical memos to capture your insights as a researcher 
through a system of thinking which forms your writing practice. These memos function much like 
internal conversations with ourselves about the data. This functions as a reflectivity process on the 
data corpus. You simply write what is going through your mind, then classify the memo with a set of 
tags or keywords to help locate its location for your data corpus. These memos are data as well and 
can also be coded. Consider dating your memos as a way to track your reflections and writing process 
to help write your final reports. Analytical memos are separate and different from field notes as these 
are a process in which you reflect on the data to identify key insights and findings as opposed to 
summaries of data observations, notes or records of activities. 
 
Here are two reflections to assist in designing your analytical memos: 
 

 Reflect and write about you personally relate to the participants and/or phenomenon. 
 Reflect and write about your study’s research question, theme and problem. 
 Reflect and write about your code choices and their operational definitions. 
 Reflect and write about emergent patterns, categories, themes, concepts and assertions. 
 Reflect and write about the possible networks (links, connections, overlaps, flows) amongst 

the codes, patterns, categories, themes, concepts and assertions. 
 Reflect and write about an emergent or related existing theory 
 Reflect and write about any problems with the study. 
 Reflect and write about any personal or ethical dilemmas with the study. 
 Reflect and write about future directions for the study. 
 Reflect and write about the analytical memos generated thus far. 
 Reflect and write about the final report for the study 

 
Step 3: Apply further rounds of coding qualitative data to compare your codes and how they are 
related. This will also help you structure your themes for analysis. This process is also known as a first 
cycle, second cycle and a hybrid cycle method. The first cycle method entails the initial coding of the 
data (normally a quick and fast coding process) whereas the second cycle helps you reorganize and 
reconfigure the codes into a more select list of codes that become the major components of your 
research study and reports. This typically involves using other coding methods such as focused coding, 
axial coding, pattern coding, theoretical coding or longitudinal coding versus the first stage coding 
methods such as in vivo coding or process coding. The first and second cycle do not mean that you will 
only code once in each cycle but rather numerous times with different objectives. The first cycle 
focuses on developing the list of codes, much like a table of contents to identify themes and broad 
aspects of the datasets for analysis. The second cycle is about refining the data for active analysis to 
help you develop your final narrative. 
 
Thematic Analysis  
Thematic analysis is method that allows you to read through the data set and identify patterns of 
meaning across the data to derive further meaning. This process involves a practice of reflexivity in 
order to gain a complete understanding of the research theme and ensure accuracy of the research. 
You begin first by familiarizing yourself with the data, so that you can create your initial codes, now 
decide what to code and add new codes if needed, next you will collate the codes with supporting 
data to gain better understandings, then you group the codes into themes, next evaluate and revise 
your themes to articulate the boundaries of each theme for your analysis, remove themes not 
applicable and lastly you will write out your narrative of your analysis that tells a coherent story to 
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articulate your arguments supported by quotes. This method is appropriate for wanting to identifying 
patterns in your datasets, for those starting out with qualitative analysis or if you want involve 
research participants also in the analysis process. Because this approach is very flexible it can also be 
that there are multiple ways to interpret meaning from the data, making it difficult to focus on what 
is important. Additionally, when using this method, it is assumed that you are not using any existing 
theoretical frameworks for you research, which may limit your analysis. 
 
Pattern Coding 
Pattern coding groups your previous coded data into sets and themes to construct the qualitative data 
analysis. This functions as a filter process to help you find commonalities, similarities or patterns in 
the texts. Typically, the first cycle coding is done in a quick manner and now the second cycle focuses 
on reanalyzing the data to find patters and develop your final theories and concepts a refinement 
process. Pattern coding aims to reduce the total number of codes from your initial round of coding 
and how to best categorize your codes. Pattern coding is useful for helping identify patterns between 
the codes to help construct your final narrative for your writing process and reports. 
 
Focused Coding or Selective Coding 
Focused coding seeks to find the most significant or frequent codes to develop the most important 
categories from your data corpus and requires the most analytical attention. Focused coding as a 
second cycle is an adaptation of axial coding in grounded theory. It is recommended that a simple 
organizational or hierarchical outlining of the categories and subcategories which then can be plotted 
as a tree diagram for visual representation of the phenomena or process. The benefit of using this 
method allows you to compare new codes across the data for comparability and reliability.   
 
Axial Coding 
Axial coding extends the work from the initial coding to a more focused coding that allows to address 
the data that is fractured or unorganized during the initial coding process. The main objective is to 
identify which codes are the most important versus the least important in order to reorganize the data 
set to identify critical aspects such as, if, when, how and why something happens. Axial coding helps 
reduce the number of codes you develop initially in order to create conceptual categories. 
 
Theoretical Coding 
Theoretical coding functions like an umbrella that covers all the codes and accounts for all other 
potential codes and categories formulated through the grounded theory analysis. This method 
integrates and synthesizes the categories derived from the coding and analysis to form new theory. 
This is done by specifying the possible relationships between categories and moves the analytical 
narrative forward in a theoretical direction. In order to further develop the potential new theory, it is 
important to address the “how” and “why” to explain the phenomena as to how it works, how it is 
developed, how it compares with others, or why it happens under certain conditions. 
 
Elaborative Coding 
Elaborative coding is the process of analyzing textual data in order to develop theory further using a 
top-down coding method. This method allows for the use of additional studies or data to build upon 
the research investigation to strengthen, support, modify or disconfirm the findings from previous 
research.  
 
Longitudinal Coding 
Longitudinal coding categorizes researcher observations into a series of matrices over time for 
comparative analysis and interpretation to generate inferences of change if applicable. Seven 
descriptive categories are suggested to be used and organize the data into matrix cells using 
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descriptors such as verbs, adjectives and adverbs that most accurately describe phenomena and 
change that is interpretative and focuses on the essential qualities of the phenomena: 
 

(1) Increase and Emerge 
Quantitative and qualitative summary observations that answers “What increases or emerges 
through time?” This code documents the changes that occur. 

(2) Cumulative 
Summary observations that answer “What is cumulative through time?” These codes answer 
what successive results occurred over time. 

(3) Surges, Epiphanies and Turning Points 
Summary observations that answer “What kinds of surges, epiphanies and turning points 
occur through time?” These codes identify the changes that result from experiences that 
significantly alter or impact the participant. 

(4) Decrease and Cease 
Summary observations that answer “What decreases or ceases over time?” 

(5) Constant and Consistent 
Summary observations that answer “What remains constant or consistent through time?” 

(6) Idiosyncratic 
Summary observations that answer “What is idiosyncratic through time?” These codes 
document events that are inconsistent, ever-shifting, multidirectional and unpredictable. 

(7) Missing 
Summary observations that answer “What is missing through time?”. These codes seek to 
document what is not present but also what is missing that would influence participants. 

 
 
Step 4: Apply codes into categories for your final analysis narrative 
Now that you have completed all of your coding and analytical memos you can now begin constructing 
your final narrative. The final narrative may take different forms such as a new theory, detailing your 
findings or presenting a research narrative grounded in your qualitative data. 
 
To help the writing process, consider by starting to write the conclusions of your research. This should 
include a highlight or recap of the study’s goals and research design, a review of the major outcomes 
or findings from fieldwork, recommendations for future research and a reflection by researcher on 
the project and experience. The summary from the conclusion serves as an outline for the larger 
results, analysis and discussion needed for the final research report. 
 

C. Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Research 
When conducting qualitative research, it is important to consider validity and reliability. There are 
practices that can be applied to increase your research reliability: 
 
Peer Debriefing 
 
Practicing Reflexivity 
 
Intercoder Reliability 
 
Negative Case Analysis 
 

D. Coding Tools 
There are a few options you can use to begin your coding and analysis process. The following are a 
few coding tools to choose from: 
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(1) Coding by Hand 

You will need to have all of the data collected as physical documents to complete the first coding 
round. This requires you to use highlighters to highlight relevant excerpts and a pen to write down the 
names of codes in the columns next to the text. For the second round of coding you will now cut out 
the individual excerpts to rearrange them into categories and themes. You will also establish your 
codebook and analytical memos using a notebook or in digital form if applicable. 
 

(2) Coding in Word 
To code your data in Word you will need to convert all the data into digital form. Similar to coding by 
hand, you will highlight excerpts that are relevant and use the comments to name the code. You will 
want to keep separate document for your codebook, analytical memos and separate documents for 
each additional round of coding and categories identified. 
 

(3) Coding in Excel 
Similar to coding in Word, you will need all of your data converted into digital form in spreadsheets. 
You will place each excerpt into a row and a code column. This process will apply for each round of 
coding, the design of your codebook and analytical memos.  
 
http://derwinchan.iwopop.com/ThematiCoder 
 

(4) Coding in Software 
There are also alternative software options that are available for coding such as MAXQDA, NVivo, 
Atlas.ti, and Qaltrics. However, most software options require a license and are not open-source. 
Alternative open-source options include Aquad, CAT, qcoder, RQDA, and Weft QDA. Most of these 
options will require additional programming knowledge, such as R. 
 
https://carstenknoch.com/2018/02/qualitative-data-analysis-using-microsoft-word-comments/ 
 
Guide adapted from Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. The coding 
manual for qualitative researchers, Sage, London. 


