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Thematic analysis in qualitative research

Thematic analysis is a widely used method in qualitative research to analyze
data recorded, in the form of written text by researchers. Particularly, it is
applied to analyze data resulting from the most common methods of data
collection in qualitative research which are interviews, focus groups and
observations. The purpose of thematic analysis is to create a detailed and
systematic record of the codifications and themes arising from the interviews
or observations of the participants. In thematic analysis, researchers discover
the themes in the written texts that emerge from the participants and then try
to confirm, verify and expand on these themes through the data and repeat
the process of finding other themes on the other. In recent years, some soft-
ware programs have been developed that help in data analysis in qualitative
research, the most important of which are NVivo, ATLAS.ti, Transana, AQUAD,
MAXQDA, etc. It should be noted that these software programs cannot analyze
and interpret data, as analysis and interpretation is the sole responsibility of
researchers, but they can help researchers in simpler and easier storage, coding,
and data management, especially in studies with numerous data. There are
two methods for checking validity in thematic analysis: (a) checking validity
by participants and (b) checking validity by other researchers.

1.INTRODUCTION
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Thematic analysis is used in qualitative research to ana-
lyze data recorded in the form of written text by researchers,
and more specifically to analyze the data resulting from
the most common data collection methods in qualitative
research, such as interviews, focus groups and observations.
Written data obtained from participants provide a descrip-
tion of the study, but they do not provide explanations and
interpretations. Researchers need to understand the data,
decode and interpret them in order to explain their research
question to the greatest extent possible. Data analysis in
qualitative research begins with the collection of the first
data and is adjusted according to the data that emerges
over time. For example, the schedule of an interview may
be slightly modified if findings arise that require greater
clarification and understanding.’=*

2. PURPOSE

The purpose of the thematic analysis is to create a
detailed and systematic record of the codings and themes
arising from the interviews or observations of the partici-
pants. This is where the first problem arises for researchers

who use thematic analysis to analyze data in qualitative
research. More specifically, a key challenge arises whether
it is logical and valid for the opinions, verbal expressions,
behaviors of a person to merge with those of other individu-
als, i.e. whether the “common themes” that emerge from
the thematic analysis are in fact“common” or whether they
unfortunately differ and were wrongly judged as“common”
by researchers. Essentially, the question arises as to whether
a person’s opinion or behavior regarding a particular theme
can be merged with the opinion or behavior of other indi-
viduals. In thematic analysis it is considered that this can
happen, but researchers must always be vigilant so that
error is avoided and valid conclusions can be drawn.*”

3. METHODOLOGY

In thematic analysis, researchers discover the themes
in the written texts that emerge from the participants and
then try to confirm, verify and expand on these themes
through the data and repeat the process of finding other
themes on the other.t’3

First, researchers read the written text resulting from
each participant’s interview or observation and take short
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notes, in the margin of the text, in the form of words,
theoretical concepts, or short phrases that summarize
what is written in the text. This process is known as open
coding and aims to create a very concise description for
each element recorded in the text. It is noted that if there
are parts of the text that escape the research question and
do not concern the researchers, then their codification is
not required, as they do not offer anything to the specific
analysis. Table 1 presents an example of an initial coding
of the written text that resulted from the interview of a
participant regarding his experiences from his visit to the
outpatient clinic of a hospital.

The researchers then collect all the words, theoretical
concepts, or short phrases they have recorded from the
written texts of the interviews and enter them on sepa-
rate white pages, removing the duplicates, resulting in a
significant reduction in the number of initial encodings.
Indicatively, with regard to the example in table 1, the
initial codifications that arise after this procedure may be
the following: Reason for the visit, diagnostic tests, ap-
pointment scheduling, materials and consumables, cost,
waiting time, operating hours, means of transport to the
hospital, taking a history from the doctor, interest from the
doctor, discussion with the doctor about the medication,
recommendations from the doctor for improvement of
living conditions (e.g. physical exercise, smoking, alcohol
consumption, sleep habits, etc.), explanations from the
doctor to questions and queries, polite doctor, examination
time, administrative staff, orientation inside the hospital,
waiting area, disabled access and cleanliness.5"?

Afterwards, the researchers group the original encod-
ings with similar content into broader categories that
constitute the themes they name them. The themes are
always considerably fewer than the original encodings, and
rarely exceed ten. With regard to the example in table 1, the
themes arising from the initial encodings are presented in
table 2. The short list that results in the thematic analysis
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(tab. 2) includes the themes and the codifications of each
topic according to the written texts resulting from the par-
ticipants. It is clear that for the creation of the codifications
and themes, researchers rely on the respective theoretical
framework surrounding their research question on the one
hand and on their personal judgment and experience on
the other. Therefore, different researchers may create dif-
ferent encodings and different themes to some extent, but

Table 2. The themes arising from the initial codifications of the example
in table 1.

Theme Initial coding

Access to health Scheduling an appointment
services Standby
Cost
Means of transport
Reason for visit
Opening hours
Diagnostic tests

Materials and consumables

Medical staff Interest from the doctor
Politeness

Exam time

Healthcare Taking a history from the doctor

Explanations by the doctor to the questions and queries

Discussion with the doctor about medication

Recommendations from the doctor to improve
living conditions

Facilities Waiting area

Disabled access

Administrative staff

Orientation within the hospital

Cleanliness

Table 1. Example of initial coding of the written text that emerged from the interview of a participant regarding his experiences from his visit to

the outpatient clinic of a hospital.

Written text

Initial coding

Question: “Can you describe your experience of visiting the outpatient clinic in general?”

Answer:“l have hypothyroidism and | went to the endocrinologist for the check-up that | do every year.
| thought he should do an ultrasound and some blood tests. But | suffered a lot”

Question:"Why did you suffer?”

Answer:“First of all, | had a very difficult time making an appointment. There was a long waiting time.
I made an appointment for three months after | wanted to. In addition, the ultrasound of the

Reason for visit

Diagnostic tests

Scheduling an appointment

Materials and consumables

hospital was damaged and | had to go to a private doctor for the ultrasound and pay extra money”

Cost
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it is unlikely that they will disagree completely and there
will be complete disagreement.®'3

In the next step, the researchers assign a specific pen
color to each topic and re-read the written text that cor-
responds to each participant, highlighting the data with
the appropriate color. With regard to the example in table
2, the researchers correspond the red color to the topic
“access to health services’, so the data in the written texts
corresponding to this topic are underlined with a red pen,
while the green color corresponds to the topic “medical
personnel”, in which case the data in the written texts cor-
responding to this topic are underlined with a green pen,
etc. Finally, all the pieces of written text that correspond
to the different colors and by extension to the different
themes are recorded in separate sections on A4-sized white
pages, so each topic includes the encodings and pieces of
written text that emerged from the interviews or observa-
tions of the participants. In this way, an organized data file
is created on which the researchers will rely to write the
findings of their study.®"*

The thematic analysis of data in qualitative research
presented in this article does not include the use of spe-
cialized software programs. It should be noted, however,
that in recent years some software programs have been
developed that help in the analysis of data in qualitative
research, the most important of which are NVivo, ATLAS.
ti, Transana, AQUAD, MAXQDA, etc. It should be noted that
these software programs cannot analyze and interpret
the data, as the analysis and interpretation is the sole
responsibility of researchers. But they can help research-
ers in storing, coding, and managing data more simply
and easily, especially in studies with numerous data. In
addition, software programs used in qualitative research
process not only data in the form of written text, but also
data in the form of images, audio files, videos, and movies
in digital form. Thus, software programs are a flexible and
easy-to-use tool in the hands of researchers for more ef-
fective data analysis in qualitative research, but it cannot
replace researchers, but only facilitate them.5-’*

In summary, software programs used in qualitative
research help researchers (a) enter and store their data, (b)
annotate, and recall texts, (c) search for and find definitive
words, phrases, or sentences, (d) encode their data, (e)
interconnect their data, and (f) present their findings in
the form of graphs.

Each software program has advantages and disadvan-
tages, and the choice depends on the research question
and the purposes of the researchers. NVivo is the most
frequently used software program and perhaps the best. In
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summary, NVivo makes it possible to import and store the
data of a project, so that a large amount of data is initially
classified. It then enables the transcription of audio and
video data and the storage of this data in text form. Ad-
ditionally, NVivo makes it easier to encode the stored data
in text format, as well as retrieve data using keyword-based
searches. Finally, it enables the interconnection of data ac-
cording to the researchers’ queries and the presentation
of these interconnections with graph:s.

4.VALIDITY CHECK

The thematic analysis of data in qualitative research is
clearly more subjective than the analysis in quantitative
research, in the sense that different researchers may end up
for example on different themes and different codifications
to a certain extent, of course, as complete disagreement is
impossible. For this reason, checking validity in thematic
analysis is crucial, as it reduces error and makes the analysis
more robust.®"3

There are two methods for checking validity in thematic
analysis: (a) respondent validation and (b) researchers vali-
dation.®'3

In the validity check by the participants, each participant
is given the written text of their interview and the results of
the researchers’analysis, and then the participant confirms
or rejects the interpretation of the data by the researchers.
In this way, the codifications and themes are clarified and
defined more effectively, but this is an extremely time-
consuming process and moreover if it is not carried out
relatively soon after the data has been collected and ana-
lyzed, then there is an increased possibility that the views
and perceptions of the participants will change. In addition,
it is possible that in this validity check some participants
will be influenced by the results of the analysis and modify
their initial views so that they are in line with the views of
the other participants. There is also the problem that the
participants are not researchers and will probably find it
difficult to understand the results of the analysis.

In the validity check by other researchers, at least one
researcher experienced in thematic analysis who was not
involved in the analysis of the study data independently
performs the analysis, creating his own encodings and
themes. In this way, on the one hand, the error that may
arise from the subjective judgment of the researchers of
the study is addressed, and on the other hand, it is possible
for the independent researcher to highlight new themes
and further develop the theoretical background. Some,
however, question the value of validity testing by other
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researchers, believing that each researcher can interpret
a study’s data differently. In addition, it is impossible to
compare the validity of different interpretations of the data
by different researchers.®-"3

Unfortunately, there is no clear answer to how the
validity of data analysis can be checked in qualitative
research. However, it is certain that the analysis must be
based on clear methodological principles, relate to all the
data collected and be thorough and systematic. Therefore,
researchers must be vigilant and look for data that devi-
ate from the usual findings, as these data are not only not
incorrect, but they are the ones that will enrich the results
of the analysis to the greatest extent possible. In addition,
researchers need to make a continuous comparison when
analyzing the data of a study, which involves repeatedly
reading the data to highlight even the most occult encod-
ings and themes. In this way, researchers can understand
and interpret their study data in depth. The publication of

A. KATSIROUMPA and P. GALANIS

a study in qualitative research should include a detailed
explanation of both the methods of collecting the data
and the methods of analyzing them, so that readers can
approach the study and its results critically.5-"2

5. WRITING RESULTS

In qualitative research, there are two different approach-
es to writing the results of a study. In the first approach,
the researchers begin by outlining the most important
findings included in each topic, using the corresponding
written texts resulting from the interviews or observations
of the participants. The discussion is then presented as a
separate section in which the findings of the study are
discussed with the pre-existing literature on the specific
research topic. The second approach differs from the first
in that the discussion is not listed as a separate section,
but is included in the findings section.?’
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H Bgpatikr avdAuon XpnOoLUOTIOLEITAL OTNV TIOLOTIKNA €PELVA YIA TNV AVAAUON TWV S€S0UEVWV TTOU KATAXWPEOUVTAL UE
TN HOP®N YPATTTOU KEIMEVOU ATTO TOUG EPEVVNTEG KA, TTIIO CUYKEKPIMEVA, YA TNV avAluon Twv dedopévwy ta omoia
TIPOKUTITOLV aTTO TIG OLVNOEOTEPEG HEBOSOUG CUANOYNG SESOUEVWY OTNV TTIOLOTIKN €PEVVA TTOU €ival Ol CUVEVTEVEELC,
Ol OUASEG EMKEVTPWONG Kal ol Tapatnprioels. O okomog TG BePATIKAG avaluong ivat n Snuioupyia pag avaiuTi-
KNG KAl CUOTNUATIKAG KATAYPAPAG TWV KWOIKOTTOINOEWVY KAl TWV BEPATWY TTOL TIPOKUTITOUV ATTO TIG CUVEVTEVEEIG N
TIC TTAPATNPNOELG TWV CUMUMETEXOVTWV. 3TN BEUATIKA avAAUON, Ol EPELVNTEG AVAKAAUTITOUV Ta BéuaTta ota ypantd
KE(MEVA TTOU TIPOKUTITOLV OTTO TOUG CUMUETEXOVTEG Kal ETTEITA AP’ EVOG TPooTiaBouv va emBeRaiwoouy, va emaAnBev-
OOULV KAl VA ETTEKTEIVOLV Ta €V AOyw Bépata péoa amd ta dedopéva Kat ag’ etépou emavalappdavouv tn diadikaoia
yla TNV eUpeon Kal AANAwV Bepdtwy. Ta TEAeVTaia Xpovia €xouv avanTuxBei oplopéva AOYICUIKA TTPOYPAUMATA TTOU
ouvSpdpouy otnVv avaluon SeSouévwy OTNV TTOLIOTIKN €PELVAa, PE onuavTikotepa To NVivo, to ATLAS.ti, To Transana,
1o AQUAD, To MAXQDA K.d. Emionuaivetal 0Tt Ta CUYKEKPIUEVA AOYIOUIKA TIPOYPAMUATA SEV UTTOPOUV VA AVAAUGOUV
Kal va eppnvevoouy ta dedouéva, KaBWE N avAaluon Kal n EpUNVEia ATOTEAEI ATTOKAEICTIKN €LOVVN TWV EPELVNTWV,
AAAA pITOPOUV va CUVSPAUOULV TOUG EPELVNTEG OTNV ATTAOUCTEPN KAl EVKOAOTEPN AmoOrKeuon, KWOIKOTIOINON Kal
Slaxeipion twv dedopévwy, 18laitepa o PENETEG e TTOAVAPIOpA Sedopéva. Yridpyxouv SUo péBodol yla Tov EAeyxo
NG EYKLPOTNTAG 0TN BgpaTikr avAAuon: (a) ENeEYXOG TNG EYKLUPOTNTAG ATTO TOUG CUPUETEXOVTEG Kal (B) EAeyx0G TNG
EYKUPOTNTAG ATTO AANNOUC EPEVVNTEC.

Né€eig evpeTnpiou: Opatikr avaluon, Opadeg emkévipwong, MNapatnproslg, MNMoloTtikr épguva, ZuvevteLEelg
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