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WHAT IS 
THEMATIC 
ANALYSIS?

A systematic method of 
organizing, analyzing, and making 
meaning out of qualitative data

Useful for understanding 
participants’ experiences, 
thoughts and behaviours

Beyond a summative process –
involves active interpretation and 
analysis



DEFINITIONS

Codes: observations, basic units of 
analysis

Themes: actively constructed patterns, 
meanings

Deductive themes: derived from an 
external theoretical framework

Inductive themes: derived from the 
raw data

On reflexivity: critically reflect on your 
background and its impact on your work

“A theme is an abstract entity that brings 
meaning and identity to a recurrent 

experience and its variant manifestations. 
As such, a theme captures and unifies the 

nature or basis of the experience into a 
meaningful whole” (p. 362). (DeSantis and 

Ugarriza, 2000)



EPISTEMIC UNDERPINNINGS

Common paradigms

Positivism Constructivism Pragmatic approach

Key here: be upfront about your theoretical 
assumptions



THEMATIC ANALYSIS IN 6 STEPS

1. Familiarize 
yourself with 

the data

2. Generate 
initial codes

3. Generate 
initial themes

4. Review 
themes

5. Define and 
name themes

6. Produce 
report

(Braun and Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al,. 2017; Kiger and Varpio, 2020) 



THEMATIC ANALYSIS IN 6 STEPS

1. Familiarize 
yourself with 
the data

• Read and re-
read the data

• "Prolonged 
engagement”

2. Generate initial 
codes

• Sort data 
into relevant 
code 
"buckets”

• Create a 
codebook

3. Generate initial 
themes

• Group 
codes, 
combine to 
form 
"themes"

4. Review 
themes

• "Persistent 
observation"

• Can combine 
or separate

5. Define and 
name themes

• Identify the 
essence of 
each theme

6. Produce 
report

• What is the 
overall story 
these themes 
tell about the 
topic?

(Braun and Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al,. 2017; Kiger and Varpio, 2020) 



WHEN 
REVIEWING 

THEMES:

•  Is this a theme?

•  What is the quality of this theme?

• What are the boundaries of this theme?

• Is there enough meaningful data to support this theme?

• Is the data to diverse and wide ranging?

(Castleberry and Nolen, 2018) 



“‘It is this very knowledge that makes us doctors’: an applied thematic analysis of how medical students 
perceive the relevance of biomedical science knowledge to clinical medicine”

(Dickinson, B., et al. 2020)



“WHAT CAN BE DONE TO REDUCE BURNOUT AMONG 
PHYSICIANS?”  

(Adu, Philip. 2021)



“Improving Validity of Informed Consent for Biomedical Research in Zambia Using a Laboratory 
Exposure Intervention”

(Zulu, J., et al. 2014)



Track your steps (methods)

Keep a reflexivity log

Intentional move between 
descriptive and interpretive 

stages

Outline any paradigmatic 
orientations or assumptions

Significant quotes



TRUSTWORTHINESS CRITERIA

Credibility: 
“the ‘fit’ between 
respondents’ views and 
the researchers’ 
representations of 
them”

01
Dependability: 
is the process “logical 
traceable, and clearly 
documented”?

02
Confirmability: 
interpretation must 
be rooted in the data 
rather than your 
subjective viewpoints

03
Transferability: 
related to applicability 
of the findings to 
other contexts

04

(Nowell et al., 2017)
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