An introduction to Content Analysis: Chapter 7          by: Kelly Cameron

Content analysis is a careful and systematic examination and interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to identify: patterns, themes, biases and meanings.

Content analysis can be performed on various forms of communication such as: written documents, photographs, videotapes and audiotapes (essentially any material and information that has been documented.)

Content analysis has been used by a wide variety of disciplines like: sociology, criminology, psychology, education, business, journalism and political science.

Key definition =CONTENT ANALYSIS IS CHIEFLY A CODING OPERATION AND DATA INTERPRETING PROCESS. 

Three major procedures to analyze data in qualitative research:
1)interpretative approaches
interpretative approaches allows researches to treat social action and human activity as a text *. Basically, human action can be seen as a collection of symbols expressing layers of meaning.
Interviews and observational data can be transcribed into written text for analysis.
A phenomenological research would want to capture ‘the essence’ of an account
(understanding the practical meanings and actions.
Whereas reaserachers with a more general interpretative orientation are likely to organize and reduce the data to uncover patterns of human activity, action and meaning.

2)social anthropological approaches
Researhers in this field study activities to obtain data. In order to get this data they have to spend considerable amounts of time in a given community or with a given group of people. The have surely participated, indirectly or directly with many individuals residing in a certain population to understand in-depth and special information about how these people understand the world. 
Data collection for this style might include researchers taking down field notes, then applying interpretations while treating this information as a text. Usually, this style of analytic process requires multiple sources of data such as: diaries, observation, interviews, photographs and artifacts.  The researcher must make important choices when choses what information to include and exclude and how to organize the information to present. 
These researchers are usually interested in behavioral regularities of everyday life of a population like : language, rituals and relationships.
They must then identify and explain the way the studied culture operate in a setting: how they come to understand things, how they account for things, take action for things and live day to day.
Many who use this approach start with a conceptual or theoretical frame, then move into the field to test or refine their conceptualization.

3) Collaborative social research approaches
Researchers in this mode work with subjects in a given setting in order to accomplish some sort of change or action. The data gathered in this method requires the participation of the subjects, who are seen by the researchers as ‘stakeholders’ in the situation in need of change or action. Data is collected then considered both as feedback to craft action and as information to understand the situation better, resolve the problem or to satisfy a field experiment. 
The analytical strategies used in this mode are similar to the interpretative and social anthropology approaches.

Hsieh and Shannon described 3 main different approaches to the conduct of qualitative content analysis:

1)Conventional content analysis: involves coding categories that are derived directly and inductively from the date gathered. Some call this grounded theoretical approach.

2)Direct content analysis: use of more analytic codes and categories derived from existing theories. In this case the researcher will go through the data with these themes and those, which also emerge, from the date.

3)Summative content analysis: counting the words and phrases that appear frequently within the data and then including latent meanings.


GENERAL ORDER FOR STANDARD ANALYTIC ACTIVITY:
a) Data is collected and mare into text
b) Codes are inductively identified in the data and you write sets of notes and mark the pages/sections
c) Codes are transformed in categories or themes
** Materials are sorted by these categories: identifying similar phrases, patterns, relationships and commonalities or disparities
d) Sorted materials are then examined to isolate the most meaningful patterns and processes
e) Identified patterns are compared to other research and theories and you try to establish some generalizations

Content Analysis as a technique
Content analysis is ‘any technique for objectively and systematically identifying special characteristics of messages’

Objective Analysis is accomplished by explicit rules called Criteria Selection.
Rules for Criteria Selection must be rigid and exhaustive as a measure of reliability, so if other researchers were to conduct the analysis they would obtain comparable results.

Content Analysis has been argued to be quantitative and qualitative, quantitative because you deal with counting of occurrences in that data but qualitative as well when dealing symbols, detailed explanations and photos ect. 

Content analysis is not a reductionistic or positivistic approach rather a “passport to listening to the words of a text and understanding better the perspectives of the producer of the words.

Manifest VS Latent Content
Manifest content = elements that are physically present and countable or the surface structure
Latent content = the interpretive reading of symbolism underlying the physical data or the deeper structural meaning conveyed by the message.
*Both forms of content analysis should be used together for best results of multi-dimension representation.

COMMUNICATIONS COMPONENTS
Three major components: message, sender , the audience. 

Message: should be analyzed in terms of explicit themes, relative emphasis on various topics, amount of space or time devoted to certain topics…

Also use:
In vivo codes = literal terms used by individuals under investigation. These in vivo codes represent the behavior processes of the actor to the researcher about what the actors’ basic problems are and how they are resolved.

And:
Analytic Construction= terms and categories like: professional attitude, family oriented, obsessive workaholic and educationally minded.

‘These constructs add breadth and depth to observations by reaching beyond local meaning and understandings to broader scientific ones’
 
What to Count: levels and Units of Analysis
When using content analysis on written documents there are many level at which to organize the data: words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, pages, chapters, books, writers, ideological stance, topic… (if examining tv show, researchers might sample periods in between commercials or the entire show in one sample)

Seven Major elements in written messages to be counted in content Analysis:
1)Words: its use usually results in a frequency distribution of specified words or terms

2)themes: This is a more useful unit to count: a theme is a simple sentence with a common subject and predicate, because themes can be located in a variety of places the researcher must specify in advanced what themes to look for and where.

3)Characters: Characters = persons/ participants in study. You would count the number of times a specific person is mentioned.

4)Paragraphs: this is infrequently used as a basic unit in content analysis because it is difficult to attempt to code and classify the various and numerous thoughts stated and implied in a single paragraph.

5)Items: represents a whole unit of a sender’s message- an item can be an entire book, speech, letter, diary, newspaper ect.

6) Concepts: concepts are words grouped together into ideas. Example if the concept researched was deviancies, words like crime, fraud, delinquency would all be apart of the same concept .

7)Semantics: Researchers are interested in the number and type of words used and how affective this words are when used. Example, how strong or weak a word is in relations to the overall sentiment of the message.

It is recommended to use a combination of these elements when counting items and trying to categorize them. Example: counting concepts, characters and paragraphs.

Building a Grounded theory:
Common criticisms of grounded theory= it is an entirely inductive process, that it doesn’t not verify findings and that it somehow molds the data to the theory rather than the revers . * These criticisms are argued to be misconceptions.

Coding inductively = immersing yourself in the material/ documents in order to find themes that seem to be meaningful to the producers of each message.

The development of inductive categories allows researchers to link or ground these categories to the data from which they derive. It is reasonable to suggest that insights and general questions posed by the researcher derive from previous experience with the study phenomena. Therefore, experience does underpin both inductive and deductive reasoning

Coding Deductively=researchers use some categorical scheme suggested by a theoretical perspective.  The documents then provide means for assessing the hypothesis.

UNITS AND CATEGORIES
Once you have specified the content characteristics (basic content elements) being examined and apply explicit rules for identifying and recorded these elements you must then categorize the content. Some categories you can create in advanced, but others will appear inductively as you are going about your research. But categories must always be grounded in the data from which they emerge.

3 Major procedures to identify and and develop categories:
1) Common Classes: main categories used in almost every society to distinguish between people, things and events (e.g: age, gender, mother, father, teacher) Using common classes is essential in assessing whether certain demographics characteristics are related to patterns that may arise in the data
2) Special classes: labels used by members in a certain area (community) to distinguish among people and things within their limited community. These special classes can be linked to jargonized terms used commonly in specific professions but not by you average person (out group vs in group)
3) Theoretical classes: those that emerge in the course of analyzing data. These theoretical classes provide an overarching pattern throughout the analysis. Theoretical classes are grounded in the data because they are not immediately known to observers until they spend considerable time going over the data.

Discourse Analysis = not merely what is said or which words are used but the social construction and apprehension of meanings thus created through this discourse.

Content analysis: examines the discourse by looking at patterns of the language used in this communications exchange, as well as social and cultural contexts in which the communication occurs.

The importance of context and any given communication exchange must be examined by where and when the discourse arose and how it was sent in its given social and cultural situation.

OPEN CODING= to open inquiry widely. When open coding don’t put too much importance on interpretations, questions and even possible answers that may emerge, because these interpretations may be contradicted in the very next document. The most thorough analysis of concepts and categories will be best accomplished after all the material has been coded.
When open coding a researcher must “ believe everything and believe nothing” .

FOUR BASIC GUIDELINES FOR OPEN CODING
1)ask the data a specific and consistent set of questions. Example : what study are these data pertinent to? Sometime the original purpose of the study may not be accomplished but an alternative goal may be identified in the data. A researcher must always keep the original study in mind but be open to unanticipated results.

2)Analyze the Data minutely. You must keep in mind you are conducting an initial coding procedure, in the beginning more is better, like a funnel you will want to start with a broader statement and then get more specific as the coding process goes on. Start with the inclusion of many categories, incidents and interactions. This effort ensures that thorough theoretical coverage was done. At a later time more systematic coding will be needed building off of the numerous elements that emerged in the open coding process.

3)Frequently interrupt your coding to write down theoretical notes: if any comment spurs an idea in your head you should take the time to write down your idea and reference what data triggered the idea,  but do not get to distracted by this idea as you continue to code openly.

4)Never assume the analytic relevance of any traditional variable such as age, gender or social class unless the data shows it to be relevant. These variables are not necessarily contributing to some condition. 

Remember * the more organized and systematic the coding schemes, the easier it is to allow the data to talk to you and inform you about various research-related questions you have.

Coding Frames= coding frames are used to organize data and identify findings after open coding has been completed. Coding frames or Axial coding occurs after open coding is completed and consists of intensive coding around one category.

Basically, you go through your categories created through open coding and refine them into various subdivisions that are more detailed and accurate. 

Interrogative Hypothesis Testing= the process of negative case testing involves the investigator intentionally seeking negative or unique cases until the data are saturated and built into an emerging pattern.  This testing involves these steps:
1) make a rough hypothesis based on an observation from the data
2) conduct a thorough search of al cases to locate negative cases ( cases that don’t fit the hypothesized relationship)
3) if a negative case is located, either discard or reformulate the hypothesis to account for the negative case or to exclude the negative case
4) examine all relevant cases from the sample before determining whether’ practical certainty’ in this recommended analysis style is attained.

Researchers must use several safeguards against potential flaws that may emerge using interrogative hypothesis testing:
1) whenever numbers of cases allow, examples that illustrate a point should be lifted at random from among the relevant grouped cases.
2) Every assentation made in the analysis should be documented with no fewer than 3 examples
3) Analytic examinations should be examined carefully by an independent reader
4) Whenever inconsistencies in patterns emerge these too should be discussed in order to explain whether they have invalidated overall patterns.
The use of these safeguards avoids ‘exampling’ which is finding examples for speculative, dreamed-up or logically deducted theory after the idea occurred, rather than allowing the patterns to emerge from the data. 

STAGES IN CONTENT ANALYSIS
1) Identify a research question. (what are you interested in finding an explanation for?)
2) Determine Analytic Categories (develop a number of sociological constructs and categories by sorting the themes or category labels of various chunks of data)
3) Read through Data and establish grounded categories (open/ axial coding) and jot down what seems to be relevant themes and labels for sorting data
4) Determine systematic criteria of selection for sorting data chunks into the Analytic and grounded categories.
5) Begin sorting the data into the various categories (revise categories or selection criteria, if necessary, after several cases have been completed)
6) -Count the number of entries in each category for descriptive statistics and to allow for the demonstration of magnitude
-Review textual materials as sorted into various categories seeking patterns
-remember no apparent pattern is a pattern
7) –consider the patterns in light of relevant literature and theory (show possible links to theory or other research)
-offer an explanation for your findings
-relate your analysis to the extant literature of the subject

Strengths and Weaknesses of the content analysis process
Strengths:
· content analysis can be virtually unobtrusive
· it can be used non-reactively (no-one needs to be interviewed, fill out questionnaires or participate in an experiment) instead you can analyze newspapers, libraries, archives, tv shows, movies ect.
· Content analysis is cost effective, the materials to conduct content analysis are easily and inexpensively accessible 
· It provides a means by which to study a process that occurs in a society
Weaknesses:
· Content analysis is limited to examining already recorded messages. (however when you undertake content analysis as an analysis toll rather than as a complete research strategy this weakness is minimal)
· Content analysis is ineffective for testing casual relationships between variables. Researchers MUST resist the temptation to infer such 

Computers and Qualitative analysis
· General inquirer was the first software program designed to assist in the analysis of textual data (40 years ago)
· The program largely operated on the basis of counting and numerous calculations, yet worked exclusively with textual data
· Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDA) has evolved during the past 2 decades
· In 1991 a survey of qualitative researchers revealed ¾ of respondents used computer software for data entry, coding, searching and retrieval, display and concept building. Although the reviews were mixed about the satisfaction of software use.
· Today must researches use various software’s to help with content analysis
· You can create fields to contain shorthand versions of themes, classes or categories and corresponding fields to indicate tallies of these categorical containers
· However, there is no computer program that will ‘analyze’ your data for you. Computers don’t analyze, people do.
· Multiple functions are available in any given program, including:
 1)word processing: allow you to find, move, reproduce and retrieve sections of the text in each file. This provides a means for transcribing interviews or audio portions of video , writing up and editing field notes, coding text for indexing and retrieval purposes.

 2)text retrievers: are dedicated text search programs, they specialize in locating every instance of a specified word, phrase or character string. They can locate combinations of these items.

3)textbase managers: provide a greater capacity for organizing, sorting, and making subsets of the textual data.

4)code-and-retrieve program: are often developed by qualitative researchers themselves not commercial software developers. These programs are intended to assist the researcher in dividing test into smaller segments and find and display these coded sections. 

5)code-based theory builders: these programs include the capacity to code and retrieve and offer special features that assist you in developing theoretical connections between coded concepts .

6)conceptual network builders: intended to assist the researcher in building and testing theory. They provide the capacity to create graphic networks, (variables are displayed in nodes [usually rectangles ]and linked to other nodes by lines to represent relationships.)
these networks represent various types of semantic networks that evolve from the data set and the concepts used by the researcher.
· Be careful when choosing programs to assist you in content analysis, although technology has greatly speed-up content analysis, the researcher must still rely on their analytical skills.
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