Data Analysis & Synthesis
Data analysis is the core stage of research efforts in
phenomenological psychology. . . . The researcher must
glean from the examples an accurate essential description
of their contents and the particular structural relationship
that coheres the elements into a unified experience.
(Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 51)
Practitioners of both phenomenology and heuristics have offered numerous
suggestions for interpreting and synthesizing collections of languaged texts that
depict features of an experience (including but not limited to Creswell, 1998;
Douglass & Moustakas, 1985; Giorgi, 1985; Moustakas, 1990, 1994; Patton, 2002;
Polkinghorne, 1989; and van Kaam, 1966). Emphasized throughout is the iterative
nature of the processes involved. The researcher is called upon to return
repeatedly to the source materials to fully apprehend, distill, transform, and
finally evolve meaningful structures that describe essential themes.

Why?
The purpose of analysis and synthesis of the data
corpus is to first, coax patterns, themes, and
throughlines to the surface – learning what the
work is about – and then to link those to specific
textual data.

Some themes precede data collection
• Based on what drew you to the story in the
first place
• Based on discoveries made during the data
collection and management phases
• Based on deep reading, immersion, the
literature and theory, etc.

Others emerge from the data itself
• Unexpected observations, new insights
• Phrases and images from the corpus
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Qualitative data require form
and content analyses of
narratives, documents, and
artifacts.
•

Form: What the texts are like.
Types of words. Stress
patterns. Rhythms. Aesthetic
perceptions and affect.
Prosody and poetic
techniques. Layouts. Shapes,
colors, textures.

•

Content: What the texts
mean. Definitions.
Inferences. Implications.
Interpretations. Explanations.

Breaking stuff down

Putting it back together
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Michael Q. Patton: Strategies
(Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, 3rd ed., 2002, pp. 40-41)

• Unique Case Orientation
o Analysis begins with the true story of a unique case.
o Unique cases can then be nested, layered, and mapped.

• Inductive Analysis and Creative Synthesis
o Iterative immersion and imaginative reflection lead to
understanding of emergent patterns and themes.
o Select and synthesize themes into a story of the case – a
narrative of the lived experience.

• Holistic Perspective
o The phenomenon, person, topic, perspective, story, etc. being studied cannot be
reduced to discrete parts: It is an interdependent, complex system. One goal is to
understand the whole.

• Context Sensitivity
o Findings are useful and meaningful in context: Social, historical, temporal.
o "Naturalistic inquiry preserves natural context" (p. 62).

• Voice, Perspective, Reflexivity
o The reflective artist–scholar is responsible for and critical of his or her own "voice."
o The reflective researcher interrogates, evaluates, and challenges personal biases,
perspectives, assumptions, politics, etc.

A well-conceived strategy, by providing overall
direction, provides a framework for decision making
and action. It permits seemingly isolated tasks and
activities to fit together, integrating separate efforts
toward a common purpose. (Patton, 2002, p. 39)
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• Everyone takes a paragraph, a thought group, a page, a chapter.
Read through the data corpus.
o Obtain a general sense of the data by doing a preliminary
exploration – reading through the text as many times as you need to
familiarize yourself with the data.

• Memo thoughts/ideas. Think about how the data might be
organized and/or presented. Share around. Have a data party.

Putting it back together

Get started
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• Organize the data corpus
• Explore and code the data
o Identify text segments – ask "what is this/are these person/people saying?"
o Bracket/circle/underline/highlight/whatever segments
o Assign code word(s), phrase(s) to the segments

• Cluster to reduce redundancy
o Collapse codes into clusters
• Sort and organize clusters, develop descriptions and derive/define themes
o Collapse clusters into themes

What's a "code"?

Codes should stick closely to the data

Codes are tags or labels for
assigning units of meaning to
the descriptive or inferential
information compiled during a
study. Codes are usually
attached to 'chunks' of varying
size – words, phrases,
sentences or whole paragraphs.

• Preserve words/phrases of 3-5 words
o "really got emotional" not "feelingfull and resonant experience"

(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56)

• Preserve events
o A "show" not a "theatrical event"
• Portray viewpoints
o "primary interest"
• Suggest contexts
o "close-knit community"
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What's a "cluster"?

Breaking stuff down

• After open coding an
entire text, make a list of
all code words and phrases
• Cluster together and
collapse related codes and
look for redundancy in
words and/or content

What's a "theme"?
• Themes represent organized groups of
codes and clusters – types, motifs,
categories, unifying ideas, throughlines, arcs, etc.
• You can't classify something as a theme
unless it cuts across the
preponderance of the data!

o Objective: Reduce the
list of codes to a more
manageable number

Thematizing
• Gather your remaining codes and clusters
• Assemble and organize them into groups that reflect
similar ideas, structures, needs, meanings, interests, etc.
o Collapse and reduce, collapse and reduce, collapse
and reduce . . .
• Create theme names that encompass the groups you're
organizing

Sources for names

Types of themes
• Ordinary and expected
• Surprising and unexpected
• Hard-to-classify. Not fitting readily
into clusters; don't really match
emerging categories
• Major themes represent "big ideas"
o Minor themes/sub-themes
represent secondary, but still
related ideas

• The data corpus: Participants'
actual words, text from documents
and artifacts, etc.
• The researcher: Terms, concepts,
categories, etc., that reflect what
s/he sees in the data and/or artistic
intentions
• The literature: Constructs,
phenomenon, models, concepts,
theories, etc.
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• Artist interview
o Quick notes, first thoughts, reactions – what is immediate,
stands out, maybe reflects other data or research?
o Starting to code and segment
o Testing, playing, trying, exploring ideas
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Worked Example: Handwork
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Worked Example: Collage
• ARTICLES OF WAR snippets and fragments
o Scissors and glue pot
o Select, organize, associate, combine
Learn about collage & assemblage
• Arturo Herrera
o http://bombmagazine.org/article/2755/arturo-herrera
o http://www.art21.org/artists/arturo-herrera

• Mark Bradford
o http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/06/22/w
hat-else-can-art-do
o http://www.art21.org/artists/mark-bradford

• Elliott Hundley
o https://hammer.ucla.edu/exhibitions/2006/hammerprojects-elliott-hundley/
o http://www.art21.org/artists/elliott-hundley
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Worked Example: Coding with WORD comments
• Artist interview
o Transcribed and compiled into narrative
o Lines numbered for reference and retrieval
o Passages highlighted
o Tagged fragments as themes and sub-themes

Breaking stuff down
Putting it back together
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Data Analysis & Synthesis
Worked Example: Coding
with WORD & EXCEL
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• ARTICLES OF WAR
Congressional Record
o Snippets and
fragments selected
out, highlighted
o Coded with known
and emerging themes
o Codes loaded into
EXCEL for scrubbing,
sorting, filtering,
thematizing
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