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Learning outcomes of the lectures

❑ Understand the purpose of the use for qualitative content analysis

❑ Be familiar with the different approaches for qualitative content 
analysis

❑ Possess knowledge and skills in conducting an inductive 
qualitative content analysis 



Development of qualitative content analysis 

▪ Initially used as a quantitative description of the manifest content of 
communication - newspaper and magazine articles, speeches, hymns
▪ ”truth” in the text can be revealed with little interpretation – measuring, weighing, 

counting frequencies and proportions of similar statements

▪ Over time a qualitative approach undergone comprehensive development to 
include interpretation of latent content

▪ Used in nursing, psychology, sociology, communication, journalism, business 

(Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Lindgren et al 2020)



Qualitative content analysis

▪ To describe human experiences and perspectives 

▪ To analyze qualitative data from various kinds of interviews, observations 
and any kind of written material

▪ Requirement: the data are unstructured or half-structured

▪ The chosen informants or data source have the best possible knowledge of 
the research subject

“The data and interpretation is a co-creation of the interviewee and the 
interviewer” (Graneheim et al 2017)

(Kyngäs et al 2020)



Several phases of a qualitative content analysis
1. Planning/preparation        

▪ Before starting data collection→What do you want to find out? From whom? 
How?

Consider
▪ The aim – determines the structure of the study, sets its boundaries – not too

broad! 
▪ Choose sample - representative to the context
▪ Unit of analysis – most suitable whole interviews or observational protocols

▪ large enough to be considered as a whole, small enough to be kept in mind 
▪ too large; makes the analysis process difficult - too small may result in fragmentation

(Bengtsson 2016; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; 

Graneheim et al 2017; Lindgren et al 2020)



1. Planning/preparation

Consider...
▪ Methods of data collection - what to analyze

▪ Interviews, focus group interviews, narratives, open-ended questions, observations, films

▪ The choice of data collection method affects the depth of the analysis

▪ Methods of data analysis
▪ In what detail, how deep will you reflect the respondents’ statements about a subject? – will

affect the number of informants needed, and how data are going to be collected

▪ Inductive, deductive, or abductive approach?

▪ Manifest or latent data analysis?

▪ Ethical considerations must be discussed – ethical approaval

(Bengtsson 2016; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; 

Kyngäs et al 2020; Lindgren et al 2020)



2. Analyzing the data material 

▪ Written data material - conducting and transcribing interviews verbatrim

▪ No systematic rules for the analysis - a discussion between the researcher and the data material 

▪ Several phases to follow

▪ Familiarizing with the text 
▪ Read through the transcribed text/data material several times keeping the aim in focus

▪ Make sense of the data - obtain a sense of the whole – learn ”what is going on”
▪ Who is telling?
▪ Where is it happening?
▪ When did it happen?
▪ What is happening?
▪ Why? (Bengtsson 2016; Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Elo et al 2014; Graneheim

& Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs et al 2020)



Analyzing the data material – different approaches

Choose data

analysis method

Inductive
Deductive

Abductive

OR

(Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; 

Graneheim et al 2017)



2. Analysing the data material
Manifest or latent analysis?

How rich is the collected data material?

(Bengtsson 2016; Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Lindgren et al 2020)

→ Latent analysis

• What the text talks about

• More distant from the text, relationships 

• Involves an interpretation of underlying

meaning of the text 

• More abstract descriptions and 

interpretations

• Also to notice silence, sights, laughter, 

postures etc. during interviews

→ Manifest analysis

• What the text says

• Close to the text, uses the words

themselves

• Describes the visiable, obvious

components, the content

• More concrete desriptions and 

interpretations 

OR



2. Analysing the data material
Manifest or latent analysis?

▪ Both manifest and latent analysis deals with interpretation -
varying in depth and level of abstraction depending on the data 
material 

▪ No description is free from interpretation

▪ Analyzing manifest and descriptive content → categories

▪ Analyzing latent and interpretative content → themes

(Bengtsson 2016; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017)



Abstraction levels
and interpretation 
degree

(Graneheim et al, 2017)
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Example of manifest analysis

Andersson et al. (2016) To be involved — A qualitative

study of nurses' experiences of caring for dying patients

The aim of this study was to describe 

nurses' experiences (> two years) of 

caring for dying patients in surgical 

wards.



Example of latent analysis

Johansson & Wiklund-Gustin (2016) The multifaceted vigilance – nurses’ 

experiences of caring encounters with patients suffering from substance use disorder

“This study aimed to describe how 
nurses’ working in inpatient 
psychiatric care experience caring 
encounters with patients suffering 
from substance use disorder”



Example of analyzing
from manifest to 

latent content

described by Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017



The process of 
manifest or latent 
content analysis

(described by Bengtsson, 2017)



2. Analyzing the data material 

▪ Creating meaning units
▪ A constellation of words, sentences or paragraphs containing aspects

related to each other through their content, context and same central 
meaning

▪ Can consist of more than one sentence and contain several of meanings
▪ The smallest unit that contains some of the insights the researcher needs 

to answer the research question
▪ Check the meaning units – have all the aspects of the content been

covered in the relation to the aim?
▪ Re-read the original text alongside with the meaning units

▪ Is each meaning unit related to the research question? 

(Bengtsson 2016; Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Graneheim & 

Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs et al 2020)



2. Analyzing the data material 

▪ Condensation of the meaning units
▪ Shortening the text keeping the core and central meaning intact
▪ Still conveying the essential message of the meaning unit

▪ Condensed into a description close to the text – manifest content
▪ Or condensed into an interpretation of underlying meaning - latent 

content

▪ Abstraction on a higher logical level into codes, categories and 
themes on varying levels

(Bengtsson 2016; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017; Graneheim

& Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs 2020)



Example of condensation of meaning units

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017)



2. Analyzing the data material 

▪ Coding process
▪ Each meaning unit is labelled with a short code – 1-3 words
▪ Close to the data with very limited interpretation of content
▪ The codes should be understood in relation to the context – clear connection between each

code and the raw data
▪ The codes allow the data to be thought about in new ways
▪ A coding list should be used – explanations of the codes
▪ Add identification notes to each code, where to find them in the text – every code has to be 

checked before grouping them into sub-categories
▪ Comparing similarities and differences between the codes

(Bengtsson 2016; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017; Graneheim & 

Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs 2020)



Example of coding

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017)



2. Analyzing the data material 

Categorisation
▪ Creating categories is the core feature in qualitative content analysis – to provide ways of describing the 

phenomena
▪ Created through abstraction
▪ Codes which seems to belong together are sorted into categories
▪ Answer to ”What?”, ”Who?”, ”When?” or ”Where?”
▪ A heading of a category refers mainly to the descriptive level of the content – expresses the manifest 

content
▪ Named using content-characteristic words; short, factual names

▪ A thread throughout the codes - a group of content that shares a communality
▪ Categories are internally homogeneous and externally heterogeneous
▪ Exhaustive and mutually exclusive

▪ Often includes sub-categories or sub-subcategories – helpful when coding

(Bengtsson 2016; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017; Graneheim & Lundman, 2004)
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”The SuperMarket”

Main categories

Sub-categories CodesCategories

Based on Graneheim et al 2017



2. Analyzing the data material 

Theme
▪ Themes are created when the data material has rich latent meaning
▪ Formed by grouping two or more categories together

▪ Answers the question ”How?”
▪ ”Why?”, ”In what way?”, ”By what means?”
▪ ”What is this about?” ”What are these participants trying to tell me?”

▪ Can not be an object or a thing – quite abstract level
▪ Expresses the underlying meaning on an interpretative latent level - searching for the latent 

content
▪ A ”red thread” throughout the whole text analyzed
▪ Not necessary mutually exclusive – condensed, meaning units, codes and categories can fit 

into more than one theme
(Bengtsson 2016; Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017; 

Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017)



Example of themes

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017)



Analyzing is a continous and reflective process

No linear progression in 

qualitative content analysis! Coding

Returning to 

raw data
Categorising

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017)



Use of terminology

▪ Sub-categories – sub-themes –sub-concepts

▪ Categories - themes – concepts

▪ Main categories – main themes – main concepts

→ apply chosen terminology troughout the whole research



Inductive approach 

▪ Also called conventional, data-driven or text-driven approach

▪ Most used

▪ Open starting point - Seek for patterns with an open mind

▪ When not enough knowledge about a phenomenom or when knowledge is 
fragmented

▪ Moves from the specific and concrete to the general and abstract 

▪ Search for similarities and dissimilaities
(Bengtsson 2016; Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Graneheim & 

Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs et al 2020)



Inductive approach 

1. Planning/preparation phase
▪ Choose: participants, unit of analysis, data collection method, manifest or latent approach
▪ Collect the data material 

2. Organisation phase
▪ Transcribed datamaterial (verbatim) → Naive reading →meaning units→ condensation → open coding – creating

a coding scheme→ creating categories → themes

▪ A flexible reflective process - Repeatedly return to the original text to consider the stages of the analysis and, when
needed, to revise identified connections and relationships

▪ Challenge 
◦ Avoid surface descriptions and general summaries
◦ Does the analysis really present an inductive approach or is it a result of the researcher’s pre-understanding?

(Bengtsson 2016; Elo et al 2014; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017)



Example - Inductive approach 

Holmberg et al (2019) End-of-life care in a 

nursing home: Assistant nurses’ perspectives 

“To describe assistant nurses’ 

perspectives of providing care to 

older persons at the end of life in a 

nursing home”



Example - Inductive approach 

Wallin & Fjellman-Wiklund (2019) Act with respect: Views of supportive actions for 

older workers after completion of comprehensive vocational rehabilitation services

“to examine support actions given in 

OH services to older workers after 

completion of a comprehensive, 

multidisciplinary, vocational 

rehabilitation program. An additional 

purpose was to explore occupational 

healthcare professionals' (OHP) views 

of how to realize and improve adequate 

support activities”



Deductive approach
▪ Also called concept-driven or directed

▪ Rarely used in nursing research 

▪ To test implications of existing knowledge, theories or explanatory models about the study phenomenom
against collected data

▪ Compare existing data/concepts or study a specific theoretical structure in a new context

▪ Moves from theory/abstract level/general level to data/specific level/concrete level

(Assaroudi et al 2018; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs et al 2020)



Deductive approach
▪ Planning/preparation phase: Uses the sama data collection methods and sources of data as in 

inductive approach

▪ Organization phase: The process quite similar to qualitative inductive analysis, but more structured
▪ Development of categorisation matrix, coding according to the matrix, categorisation

▪ Using a categorisation matrix built from a theoretical structure - key concepts, existing
theories/models/mind maps or literature review
▪ Structured: only aspects that fit into the matrix are chosen from the data
▪ Unstructed matrix: different categories are created within its bounds, following priciples of inductive approach 

→ guiding the data analysis process

(Assaroudi et al 2018; Elo et al 2014; Graneheim & 

Lundman 2004; Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs et al 2020)



Process – Deductive content analysis

(Kyngäs et al 2020)



Example of an unstructured data analysis matrix -
Deductive approach

(Kyngäs et al 2020)



Example of a structured data analysis matrix -
Deductive approach

Kyngäs et al 2020)



Abductive approach

▪ Also called complementary, combined, retroductive or fuzzy logic approach

▪ Rarely used

▪ Aim to give a more complete understanding

▪ Move back and forth between inductive and deductive approaches

▪ Examples: 
▪ Subthemes from an inductive analysis is suggestive of a known theory – the analysis continues with

a deductive analysis in relation to the known theory
▪ An analysis started with a deductive approach using a matrix based on results from an earlier study, 

and moves to inductive analysis to analyse codes that not will fit into this theory

(Graneheim et al 2017; Kyngäs et al 2020)



Example - Abductive approach 

(Pettersen et al 2018)

“An abductive qualitative approach 
was undertaken in order to obtain a 
more complete understanding of the 
challenges patients faced in adhering 
to their medication after first-time 
percutaneous coronary intervention.” 
Pettersen et al 2018

Step 1: Started from a deductive approach – the interview guide was structured according to a known theoretical framework



Example - Abductive approach 

Step 2: Data analysis - Inductive manifest and latent qualitative content analysis

(Pettersen et al 2018)



The phases of 
qualitative content

analysis

described by Elo & Kyngäs 2008



Conclusion/Key messages

▪ A suitable method for analyzing qualitative data in nursing

▪ Suitable qualitative method to describe human experiences and perspectives 

▪ Allows different levels of abstraction and interpretation – manifest or latent

▪ Different approaches – inductive, deductive, abductive



Questions?
Comments?



Thank you!
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