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              ABSTRACT
The best meaning for the term “research” is in the term itself. Research methods are under the impact of philosophy and 
ideology. As the type of view and understanding is various in different individuals, different research methods have been 
developed and used so far. Qualitative research methods are one type of research and emphasize facts and relative 
knowledge and the knowledge is formed in the framework of time. Thematic analysis is one of the types of qualitative 
research methods which has become applicable in different fields. This study explores different types of thematic analysis 
and phases of doing thematic analysis. Then the issues and advantages of thematic analysis are discussed.
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  1. INTRODUCTION
hematic analysis (TA) is one of the most common 
forms of analysis in qualitative research (1). The 
history of use of TA is unclear. But it was used 

interchangeably with content analysis (Christ 1970), 
phenomenology (Benner 1985), and ethnography (Aronson 
1994) (2). TA is an approach for extraction of meanings 
and concepts from data and includes pinpointing, 
examining, and recording patterns or themes (3-5). Data 
can be in any form including: transcription of an interview, 
notes in the field, political documents, pictures, and videos 
(6, 7). TA is a method for detection, analysis and reporting 
the themes in data (4, 5). It is the minimum organization 
and description of a set of data that is widely used in 
qualitative data analysis (4, 8). Rubin and Rubin suggest 
that this analysis is very exciting as you discover themes 
and concepts from the interviews you have had (9, 10). 
This state regarding themes has been referred to as theme 
emerging by Ely (1997) (11). One of the advantages of 
content analysis is its flexibility (5). A good TA can highly 
help in both reflecting and clarifying the reality. TA is 
considered as a basic method for qualitative analysis (4, 
10). This method is widely used in Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and even in other 
methods for qualitative research such as grounded theory 

(1). Of course, it is better to use discourse analysis and 
narrative analysis in grounded theory (12). Two major 
concepts regarding data should be clarified before 
discussing analysis method. These two concepts are data 
corpus and data set. Data corpus refers to all of the 
collected data for a special research subject and data set 
refers to all the data employed for a special analysis (5, 
12).

2. What is Theme?
In fact theme mentions some important points regarding 
the research data and shows a pattern or meaning related to 
data sets (4). Theme is a kind of agreement that, in 
comparison to the main text from which the theme is 
extracted, is more concise, accurate, simpler and shorter. 
Most themes are expressed in a more explicit and tacit way 
rather than a clear and an explicit way (4, 13). A theme 
must be differentiated from a code. Several authors 
recommend that researchers "code for themes" This can be 
illusory because the TA is not only coding. Theme is the 
outcome of coding. The code is the label referred to special 
parts of the data that contribute to a theme (14). There is no 
definite answer to the question “what ratio of data is 
necessary for emergence of theme?” for example, we 
cannot say that if 50 percent of the cases were repeated it 
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would be a theme and the lower percentage of cases are not 
theme (5). It is also the case with the question “is it more 
important if a code is repeated several times in the words 
of a participant or if the code is repeated in the words of 
several participants?” It cannot be said that themes are only 
things that contain many and significant items; sometimes 
several words and terms that become significant can be 
theme (4). A theme may be repeated a few times but 
involve a significant aspect in answering the research 
question. For example, the themes obtained from the study 
may not be necessarily the most common themes. Overall, 
it should be said that the prevalence is not important much 
and it is the researcher’s assessment on what to consider as 
theme is important. Here, a part of flexibility in TA is to 
allow the themes to reveal themselves to you (in terms of 
significance or number and assessment of them) (5, 15). 
DeSantis and Ugarriza (2000) have pointed out four 
criteria for theme: emergence from the data, having a 
essence nature, recurrence or iteration, levels for 
recognizing the theme (15). Morse (1995) have considered 
5 dimension for themes based on a content analysis they 
have done on theme:

1. Overall nature: experience
2. Structure: nature or basis of the experience
3. Performance: capturing and uniforming the nature or 

basis of the experience into a meaningful whole
4. Shape: stable or multitude of multiple experience 

instances
5. State: recurrent of the experience (16)

Based on a study by DeSantis and Ugarriza (2000) 
conducted on qualitative papers between 1979 and 1998, 
40% of the papers had used the word “theme” in their 
studies. According to them no specific definition of them 
was found in the aforementioned papers. However, several 
definitions of the word “theme” which exist in different 
sources are as follows:

 Brink, Wood (1997):The term “theme” is used for 
describing the fact that the data are grouped around a 
main issue (17)

 Speziale , Streubert (2011): theme is a structural 
meaningful unit of data which is necessary for 
providing qualitative findings (18).

 Polit, Hungler (1999): a recurrent and systematic 
occurrence which appears in qualitative data analysis 
(19).

Data Analysis Methods Can Roughly be divided into Two 
Groups:
In the first group are those methods which exist or 
epistemologically placed like Conventional Analysis (CA) 
and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and 
some variables limited the way the method is applied in a 
framework. In these methods, the analysis is done based on 
a specific guidance and may be limited in the framework 
of a theory. The second group of methods includes the 
methods that are independent of a specific theory or 
epistemology and they are theoretically free and can be 

applied in a range of theoretical and epistemological 
attitudes, they are implicitly categorized under the method 
realism/experimental (4, 18, 20). TA belongs to the second 
group and is consistent with essentialist and constructionist 
paradigms in psychology. Through this theoretical 
freedom, TA is a flexible research tool which is also useful 
and can do data calculations in a potentially rich way with 
details and even with complexities. Therefore, flexibility is 
one of the advantages of TA and of course result in some 
criticisms of this type of analysis (4, 12).
 
3. How are Themes Analyzed and Reported?
3.1. Rich or detailed description?
Decision-making on whether to make the reported themes 
in the form of rich description of the data set or detailed 
account of one particular aspect is upon the researcher. 
Depth and complexity are impacted if the researcher wants 
to create a paper with a limited number of words or around 
specific topics on which few number of papers have been 
published, or if the research question is broad or if the 
codes and themes have to be an accurate reflection of the 
whole content of data set. In contrast, sometimes the 
researcher may decide to provide a report of a special 
theme or several themes with good details, for example, 
provide a part of the results of a thesis (5, 21).

3.2. Inductive or Theoretical Thematic Analysis?
3.2.1. Inductive thematic analysis
An inductive analysis means that the recognized themes 
are strongly made related to the data (4, 22). In this method 
in which the data are collected for a specific research 
subject, for example with focus group method, the 
recognized themes may have little relationship with the 
questions asked from the participants (4, 5, 12).

3.2.2. Theoretical TA 
Theoretical TA is mostly done based on the theory or the 
analysis liked by the researcher (22). Thus, it is explicitly 
extracted by the researcher in the form of that specific 
theory. This method of analysis presents a description of 
the data with less richness and the details are presented 
based on the initial theory (4, 5). An issue here would be 
whether the researcher studies the findings of similar 
studies or not? There is no definite answer to this question 
yet as other qualitative studies are also disputed, if the 
results of similar studies are considered before the analysis 
there is a risk of the researcher’s scope being limited and 
the researcher may ignore some the critical aspects of the 
data or pay too much attention to some specific parts of the 
data (18, 22). On the other hand, a review of some similar 
studies can result in the researcher being sensitised to some 
intangible aspects. A review of texts before the analysis is 
recommended in theoretical method (15, 16, 18, 22).

3.3. Semantic or Latent?
3.3.1. Semantic themes (explicit)
In sematic approach the themes are detected at “the surface 
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or semantic appearance” and the researcher is not after 
something beyond what the participant has said or what is 
written in the text. This is simplest and the most evident 
type of theme. In this method the data are explained and it 
is simply for showing patterns that exist in the data and are 
organized in the forms of content, summarized or 
interpreted meanings. Here efforts are made to theorize the 
importance of patterns and their wider meanings (4, 16, 
18).

3.3.2. Latent themes (interpretative)
In this level of analysis we go beyond what is obtained in 
the semantic method. This level is the beginning of efforts 
for detecting and testing beliefs, presumptions and 
conceptualization for forming semantic content of the data 
and with a level of the researcher’s interpretation (4, 16, 
18). In fact, it can be said that the semantic approach is 
after the literal meaning while the latent or analytical 
approach requires going from description in which the data 
are just organized to reveal some patterns in semantic 
content and made concise, to interpretation in which efforts 
are made to create a theory based on the importance of the 
patterns and a wider framework of meanings and 
connotations (5).

4. Sample Size
There is no unique guidance on what sample size is needed 
for a TA (23, 24). It's depending on the type of data 
collection, size of the project, and how are themes 
analyzed and reported (25). Sampling is continued until no 
further codes are found (data saturation) (25, 26). 

5. Phases of Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 
2006)
TA phases have many similarities with other phases of 
qualitative studies and they are not specific to thematic 
analysis (5, 22). The analysis is done in a recursive process 
and not a linear way. The codes are extracted and these 
codes are transformed into themes. The researcher 
frequently refers to the extracted codes and the entire data 
set and validates them (2, 5). Also, the researcher does the 
same between the analysis phases which are mentioned 
below. Writing is an indispensable part of the analysis and 
thus the researcher should not do it the last phases. The 
researcher should continuously take notes from his/her 
analysis and write the ideas that come to his/her mind 
regarding the codes in the first step (18, 22). Flexibility as 
a principle should be considered in the analysis and what 
are recommended as analysis do not that are rules (5).

5.1. Familiarizing Yourself with Your Data
First, each word in the content of the interviews and 
speeches should be transcribed with correct spelling and 
this phase is one of the most significant phases in 
interpretative qualitative studies (9). It should be noted that 
even the way a comma is placed can changed the meaning 

perceived from a content. This is very difficult and time 
consuming but highly valuable and familiarization with the 
data occurs during it (4, 27). If your text is transcribed for 
you by someone else, you should read the text completely. 
In order to find out the content depth, the immersion of the 
researcher in the data is necessary. Researchers 
recommend active repeated reading so that you become 
familiar with all aspects of your data. It is necessary to 
read the whole set of data, before coding, in order to 
obtaining an overall understanding. The preliminary 
patterns will be formed by reading the ideas and possible 
similarities (9, 14). You should remember that all parts of 
the data are important and if you study some parts 
selectively, you may ignore other parts. In fact, it is 
through examining the data that specific patterns and 
meanings in the writings gradually emerge. Then the 
verbal data should be turned into a manuscript that has 
minimum ambiguity grammatically and you know what 
you mean whenever you refer to it (5).

5.2. Generating Initial Codes
Create a preliminary list of ideas related to the data. 
Organize your data into significance groups and give the 
initial codes to the data (28). The codes can be explicit or 
implicit meanings (semantic or latent) that are related to 
the most basic part of the data or raw information and can 
be evaluated in a meaningful way with regard to a 
phenomenon. The codes can be formed depending on the 
analysis type i.e. inductive or theoretical, or depending on 
the specific type of the question that is formed in your 
mind (4, 14, 28).
Begin the process systematically from the overall set of 
data. Pay complete and equal attention to all data and 
identify the important aspects in the data that may or may 
not be repeated in the data. One thing that should be 
considered in this phase is that the code will be as a high 
number of potential themes or patterns (4, 14). Give a 
related code to the data itself and pay less attention to its 
surroundings. Remember that you can give highly different 
codes to an extracted content and it is possible that you do 
not give code to a content at all, give one code or many 
codes. You can use different methods for writing codes. 
For example, some softwares have been designed for this 
purpose. Use margin notes and with different colors or 
cards. It is better to have access to raw data whenever you 
refer to the text for coding later. For example, with 
copying the previous content before note taking in paper 
method or hiding cases in the software. This helps you to 
consider equal importance for all parts of the text (5).

5.3. Searching for Themes
The themes are sought from the codes whenever the initial 
codes are formed. For this purpose, you should know the 
codes. You have a long list of different codes. You can 
gradually bring similar codes under a set. You can give a 
name to each set and write a concise explanation for that 
name separately (5, 14, 28). Then try to organize the code 
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sets meaningfully. Some codes form theme, some others 
are subthemes and some are codes that do not belong to a 
theme yet and they are necessary to be written temporarily 
to later determining the themes they belong to; or it may be 
necessary to extract a theme from them. Consider how 
different codes can be combined to form an overarching 
theme. At the same time, you should think about the 

relationship between different codes, themes and theme 
levels. Using the designs in the form of concept map on 
paper, software and schematic diagrams is highly helpful 
(5, 28). Now your preliminary thematic map is emerging! 
But it is not definite and final and is developed in the 
analysis process. Look at the thematic map of the study by 
Ghiyasvandian (2014)  (29) (Figure 1, Figure 2). 

Figure 1. Thematic map of the study by Ghiyasvandian (2014)

And the developed themes from the same study:

Figure 2. Final themes in the aforementioned study 

5.4. Reviewing Themes
Two basic principles regarding the characteristics of theme 
should be pointed out here: internal homogeneity and 
external heterogeneity. This means that the data inside the 
themes should be meaningfully related to each other and 
the themes should be explicitly and expelled differentiable. 
When you refer to your initial themes you will see that 
some of them are not really theme or do not have enough 

supportive data. Some themes may be merged with other 
themes due to overlap. Or they may create new themes in 
combination with other themes due to having homogeneity 
or common roots. Even subthemes may be separated from 
each other and placed under a new theme. It is not 
unexpected for new themes that did not exist before to 
emerge. This shows a part of flexibility (5). This phase is 
done in two levels: in the first level, you should go back to 
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the extracted codes of each theme and see whether these 
codes form a consistent pattern. If they did, you go to the 
second phase in which a process similar to the one in the 
previous phase is done but we consider the validity of 
themes regarding the whole data in the entire data set. In 
this state our thematic map should be an accurate 
document for our data set as a whole. At the end of this 
phase you should have a good idea on what differentiates 
the themes, how they are matched and the whole story they 
tell about the data. Otherwise you need more refining and 
reviewing (5). As pointed out before, analysis is done in a 
cyclic process and there may be a need to refer to previous 
phases at each phase (4, 9, 14); of course, to the extent that 
you are not lost in the never-ending cycle of analysis! Stop 
the refinements whenever you reached the conclusion that 
refinements do not add an important thing. You are 
transferred to the next phase when you reached a 
convincing thematic map.

5.5. Defining and Naming Theme 
You define theme in this phase and review and refine them 
while as you are analyzing. You reach the theme essence 
by defining and refining. You reach what the theme says 
and what it is about and what aspects of the data are 
covered by the theme. Here, in addition to interpretation of 
the data content, you should determine the things that are 
interesting regarding the data and the way they become 
important. In addition, during refinement you should 
determine whether each theme has subtheme (s) or not. 
Subthemes are in fact themes inside themes and a set of 
subthemes make a complex and big theme and show the 
meaning hierarchy in the data. You should be able to 
define what themes are and what they are not at the end of 
each phase. This means that you should summarize the 
scope and contents of each them in about two sentences. 
Naming theme is done after defining. The names should be 
clear, accurate and evident and transfer to the reader the 
thing the theme is about quickly (2, 5).

5.6. Producing the Report 
The sixth phase begins when you have a good set of 
themes and you do the final analysis by writing and 
reporting them. It is important to note that the story of 
themes is expressed accurately, consistently, logically, 
without repetition and with attraction through or from 
within the themes. The provided essence should be 
identifiable easily (5). Morse (1995) provide 5 steps for 
thematic analysis:

a) Recognizing and listing cognitive data (parts of 
patterns) or nursing observations and experiences

b) Combination of related data and patterns into 
meaningful units based on having relationship with 
bigger units that are known as theme.

c) Recognizing subthemes and subpatterns and 
determining the way they become related to patterns 
and themes

d) Synthesis of several small themes for obtaining a 

general, comprehensive and broad view
e) Formulation of phrases of themes or patterns for more 

retesting or reconfirmation of nursing phenomena (16).

6. Thematic Analysis Issues
TA is a clear, uncomplicated and straightforward 
qualitative study which does not need some theoretical 
details and technical knowledge such as discourse analysis 
or conversational analysis. Therefore, it can be said that 
doing a good TA in data is a simple, enjoying and flexible 
work. However, like other qualitative methods, some 
potential pitfalls may result in weak analysis and they 
should be dealt with. 

a) One should be unbiased in doing TA as a research 
work. Unprofessional and simplistic view sometimes 
destroys the value and validity of TA in a way that the 
result becomes desired and positive and thus leads to 
serious damage (5).

b) TA is not just collection of a series of similar or 
organized data together with a little a low level of 
analytical narrative that simply paraphrases the data 
content and turns them into their initial phrases. The 
essences in TA indicates the analytical points that are 
processed by the researcher about the data and should 
be used for making sense and supporting the analysis 
which is beyond a specific content and to tell the reader 
what the data content means or may mean and not for 
providing a summary of data in the form of a series of 
extracted words (5, 12).

c) Do the researchers reach what the data really tell in 
their explored subject? (30). As in any scientific study 
the conclusions and judgments should be based on the 
data from the study, the TA is not an exception and 
should refrain from personal inferences and specific 
prejudgments by the researcher on the research content 
and should pay attention to explicit or latent content of 
the text or message as it is. What has been mentioned in 
the text or message should be analyzed and 
investigation of the content based on the existing 
information related to the aim of the author should be 
avoided. For this reason, sometimes a lack of 
proportionality between the data and analytical claims 
created for it is seen. In such cases there is no 
coherence and consistency between the claims and the 
data; and in the worst scenario, the data extract requires 
another analysis or is even in contrast with the claims 
mentioned (5). The researcher should find out whether 
his/her interpretations and analytical points are 
compatible with the data extract or not.

d) Sometimes a part of the questions for data collection or 
interview guidance is introduced as theme. It is obvious 
that in such cases the researcher has not done any 
analytical work for identifying themes in the data sets 
and the themes are made of the researcher’s 
assumptions and not data analysis. Also, the interview 
questions may be impacted by the researcher’s 
presumptions and thus, the researcher presents his/her 
presumptions instead of the data tell what they mean. 
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The involvement of direct view of the researchers that 
may be originated in the mental background should be 
avoided in every phase of the analysis (5).

e) The analysis is weak or unconvincing. This is revealed 
when the themes have high levels of overlap or the 
themes internally lack coherence and consistency; in a 
good TA all aspects of a theme should be focused 
around a main idea or concept. This issue happens 
when all the aspects of the data are not analyzed or 
there is a defect in providing a rich description or 
interpretation of an aspect or several aspects of the data. 
Sometimes it is seen that the researcher’s attention is 
diverted from the path that results in a lot of emphasis 
on a part or viewpoint and an overall understanding of 
the text is ignored. Unconvincing or weak analysis can 
be due to failure to provide enough examples of the 
data, for example one or two extract for each theme. 
Material analysis (analysis of a subject) is an assessed, 
self-conscious and artistic creation that is made 
coherent by the researcher for convincing the reader in 
presenting a discussion as justifiable. Of course the 
researcher should avoid anecdotalism which means that 
one or several limited samples of the phenomenon-
when they are idiosyncratic- are manifested in a theme. 
This does not mean that a few examples cannot be 
interesting or revealing but it is important not to depict 
them as overarching theme (5).

f) Mismatch between theory and analytical speech or 
between research and TA form that is used. It is 
necessary that the data interpretations match theoretical 
framework in a performing a good thematic analysis. 
Even if an analysis is good and interesting but does not 
explain what its theoretical presumption or purpose is, 
it will lack crucial information and thus it is defective 
in one aspect.

g) Gibson (2006) points out three issues for thematic 
analysis, the main part of which is theoretical issue: it is 
the interpretativism which is in fact the interpretation of 
others’ actions through our understanding. The second 
issue is language which is one of the ways from which 
we make sense of our experiences from the world. 
Wittgenstein has a famous expression: the limitation of 
my language is the imitation of my world. This points 
out the shortcomings of language and that each 
individual has its own world and attention should be 
paid to context for entering it. Some questions can be 
asked in this section which indicate the issues in this 
type of analysis: do the researcher’s activities make 
sense of others’ actions? The second issue that is 
pointed out by him is quantification in TA for creation 
of a set of patterns and the researcher should not just 
pay attention to repetition of specific terms (31).

It is important to note this disadvantages occur due to 
inappropriate research questions or poor analyses and not 
TA itself (Hollardson, 2009; Hayes, 2000).

7. Advantages of Thematic Analysis 
Though there are some criticisms of thematic analysis, this 
method is simple and simpler than other qualitative 
research methods. High level of flexibility and simplicity 
and tangibility of analysis phase have made less-

experienced researchers in qualitative studies not hopeless 
and have attracted them towards this method. On the other 
hand, the results of this method are understandable for the 
public who have a low education level. Overall, 
considering the advantages and limitations of this method, 
the researcher decides whether to employ this method or 
not.

8. CONCLUSION 
Thematic analysis is the most common and the simplest 
form of analysis in qualitative research. TA is an approach 
for extraction of meanings and concepts from data and 
includes pinpointing, examining, and recording patterns or 
themes. TA not only provides a flexible method of data 
analysis in qualitative research, it establishes the more 
systematic and explicit form of it without threatening depth 
of analysis. Overall, considering the advantages and 
limitations of this method, the researcher decides whether 
to employ this method or not.
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