
Thematic Analysis 
of Qualitative Data 

Dr. Rania Albsoul 

1April 2021



Topic overview 

▪ What is Thematic Analysis (TA)?

▪ How to engage in Thematic Analysis?

▪ Six phases of Braun and Clarke Thematic analysis.  
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Introduction 
• Data analysis has been described as ‘the most complex and 

mysterious of all of the phases of a qualitative project. 

• Thematic analysis (TA) is a powerful yet flexible method for 
analysing qualitative data.

• Thematic analysis is an appropriate method of analysis for 
seeking to understand experiences, thoughts, or behaviours 
across a data set.
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What is Thematic Analysis?

• Thematic analysis is a method for analyzing qualitative data that entails searching 
across a data set to identify, analyze, and report repeated patterns (Braun and 
Clarke 2006). 

• It is a method for describing data, but it also involves interpretation in the processes 
of selecting codes and constructing themes.

• A theme is a ‘patterned response or meaning across data items’ (Braun and Clarke 
2006, p. 82).

• Themes are important to the understanding of a phenomenon and are relevant to 
the research question.
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How to engage in 
thematic analysis?

• The method outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006)  has become 
the most widely adopted method of thematic analysis within 
the qualitative literature (Clarke and Braun 2017).

• Their method of analysis consists of six steps. 

• It is important to note that Clarke and Braun’s thematic 
analysis is designed to be a recursive, rather than linear, 
process in which subsequent steps may prompt the 
researcher to circle back to earlier steps in light of new data 
or newly emerging themes that merit further investigation.

5April 2021



Example on Thematic Analysis 
Resource: Kiger, M. E., & Varpio, L. (2020). Thematic analysis of qualitative data: AMEE Guide No. 131. Medical 
teacher, 42(8), 846-854.

• A study examining the experience of patient ownership in continuity clinics 
within a paediatric residency program.

• Patient ownership is defined as ‘the commitment that a medical provider—both individually and 
as part of a team of healthcare professionals—feels and displays in relation to the provision and 
coordination of care for his or her patients’ (Kiger et al. 2019).

• Individual interviews were conducted with residents, attending physicians, and patient families to 
understand definitions, experiences, and expectations of patient ownership from these different 
perspectives.

6April 2021



Step 1: Familiarizing yourself with the 
data

• The first step in thematic analysis’s process is becoming familiar with the entire data set, 
which entails repeated and active reading through of the data (Braun and Clarke 2006).

• While it can be tempting to begin coding data and searching for themes immediately, 
familiarizing oneself with the entirety of the data set first will provide a valuable 
orientation to the raw data and is foundational for all subsequent steps. 

• For audio data that need to be transcribed, the process of transcription can be time-
consuming but also serves as an excellent way to become familiar with the data. 

• If researchers hire transcription services to facilitate this step, checking the transcripts 
against original audio recordings for accuracy may be similarly useful.
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Step 1: Familiarizing yourself with the data
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Step 2: Generating initial codes

• As the first truly analytic step in the process, coding helps to organize data at a granular, specific 
level. 

• After step 1’s familiarization work, researchers can begin to take notes on potential data items of 
interest, questions, connections between data items, and other preliminary ideas. 

• This is the beginning of step 2’s coding process. This phase of work generates codes, not themes. 

• Boyatzis (1998) defined a code as ‘[t]he most basic segment, or element, of the raw data or 
information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon’ (p. 63). 

• A code is simply a short, descriptive word or phrase that assigns meaning to the data related to the 
researcher’s analytic interests. 

• A code should be sufficiently well-defined and demarcated such that it does not overlap with other 
codes and should fit logically within a larger coding framework or coding template (sometimes also 
called coding manuals) that guides the coding process by outlining and defining the codes to be 
applied (Crabtree and Miller 1999; Attride-Stirling 2001; King 2004; Nowell et al. 2017).
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Step 2: Generating initial codes

• Once the coding framework or template is defined, researchers then apply the same codes 
to the entire dataset by labelling data extracts with relevant codes, making note of any 
potential patterns or connections between items that might inform subsequent theme 
development (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• Coded data extracts should include a large enough section of text to provide context for the 
extract. 

• Also, a single extract can be labelled with multiple codes if relevant (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• Once the researcher has coded the entire data set, he or she can collate the data by code in 
preparation for step 3: the search for themes
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Step 2: Generating initial codes
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Step 3: Searching for themes

• The third step involves examination of the coded and collated data extracts to look for potential 
themes of broader significance (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• Braun and Clarke (2012) offer an analogy that, if your entire analysis is seen as a house, the 
individual codes are the bricks, and themes are the walls.  

• The process of theme identification – how those walls are built – is fundamentally an active and 
interpretive process. 

• Themes are constructed by the researcher through analyzing, combining, comparing, and even 
graphically mapping how codes relate to one another. 

• In inductive analysis, researchers derive themes expressly from the coded data, so the themes 
identified will be more closely linked to the original data and reflective of the entire data set (Braun 
and Clarke 2006).
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Step 3: Searching for themes

• Important themes will provide significant links between data items and answer key 
aspects of research questions, but until reviewing the themes in step 4, the 
researcher cannot be certain of which themes will be kept, discarded, or otherwise 
modified in the final analysis.
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Step 3: Searching for themes

14April 2021



Step 4: Reviewing themes
• Braun and Clarke (2006) described step 4 as a two-level analytical process. 

• In the first level of analysis, the researcher looks at coded data placed within each theme to ensure proper fit. 

• He or she reviews all relevant codes and data extracts under each theme and asks: Does each theme have adequate 
supporting data? Are the data included coherent in supporting that theme? Are some themes too large or diverse? 
Data within each theme should have adequate commonality and coherence, and data between themes should be 
distinct enough to merit separation (Attride-Stirling 2001; Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• At this point, data extracts can be re-sorted and themes modified to better reflect and capture coded data. 

• Themes can be added, combined, divided, or even discarded. 

• Throughout this process, researchers should keep detailed notes, or memos, regarding their thought processes and 
decisions made regarding how themes were developed, modified, and/or removed. 

• Such memos can help researchers make connections between themes and also create an audit trail that bolsters 
the trustworthiness of their findings (Nowell et al. 2017).
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Step 4: Reviewing themes

• Level two applies a similar set of questions to the themes in relation to the entire data 
set. 

• The researcher here decides if individual themes fit meaningfully within the data set 
(Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• To accomplish this task, the researcher re-reads the entire data set to reexamine
themes and to re-code for additional data that falls under the themes that have been 
newly created or modified in this phase (Braun and Clarke 2006).

• While this iterative process could theoretically continue indefinitely, King (2004) and 
Braun and Clarke (2006) recommended that the revisions could cease once all data 
items that appear relevant to the study question have been incorporated into the 
coding scheme, themes are coherent, and additional refinements are not yielding 
substantial changes.
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Step 4: Reviewing themes
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Step 5: Defining and naming themes
• Step 5 finds the researcher creating a definition and narrative description of each theme, including why 

it is important to the broader study question (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• The names of themes to be included in the final report are reviewed to ensure they are brief and 
adequately descriptive (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• The researcher then hones in on the most important aspect of each theme and which aspects of the 
data set it covers, creating a coherent narrative of how and why the coded data within each theme 
provide unique insights, contribute to the overall understanding of larger questions, and interact with 
other themes (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• While addressing these questions, the researcher looks for areas of overlap between themes, identifies 
emergent sub-themes (which can be used both to provide more detailed accounts of themes and to 
describe hierarchies within the data), and clearly delimits the scope of what each theme entails or 
includes (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

• This is a good time to select data extracts to be presented in the final report that illustrate key features 
of themes and to create narratives surrounding them that provide context to explain their importance to 
the broader story each theme tells (Braun and Clarke 2012).
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Step 5: Defining and naming themes
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Step 6: Producing the report/manuscript

• This final step involves writing up the final analysis and description of findings (Braun and Clarke 
2006). 

• Elements of the writing process have already begun through the processes of note taking, 
describing of themes, and selection of representative data extracts in prior steps. In fact,

• King (2004) described the final step of presenting findings as a ‘continuation’ of the analysis and 
interpretation that has already happened as opposed to a ‘separate stage’ (p. 267). 

• The report should weave a narrative that provides a clear, concise, and logical account not only 
how a researcher interprets the data, but also why his or her selection of themes and 
interpretation of the data are important and accurate (Braun and Clarke 2006, 2012). 

• Using both narrative descriptions and representative data extracts (e.g. direct quotations from 
participants), the analysis should describe the data and provide an argument for why the 
researcher’s explanation richly and fully answers the research question (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
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Step 6: Producing the report/manuscript

• Any direct data extracts should contain adequate context to understand their 
meaning and be supported by interwoven textual description that explains their 
importance (Braun and Clarke 2012).

• The discussion section can broaden the analysis by relating themes to larger 
questions, discussing implications of Findings (Braun and Clarke 2006).

• Referencing related literature can also add to the strength of the analysis by 
building support for why particular themes were selected (Aronson 1995) and 
situating findings within the extant body of literature (Tuckett 2005).
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Conclusion 

• Thematic analysis is clearly a powerful analytical method for 
qualitative research.

• It is not a simple or unsophisticated data analysis; instead, it is a 
flexible and robust analysis method that can usefully help develop 
insights about complex phenomena.

23April 2021



Reference

• Kiger, M. E., & Varpio, L. (2020). Thematic analysis of qualitative data: AMEE Guide No. 131. Medical 
teacher, 42(8), 846-854.

April 2021 24



25April 2021


