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How do you analyse qualitative data? You code it, right? Not always. And even if you do, chances
are coding has only taken you a few steps in the long journey to your most important analytical
insights.
I’m not dismissing coding altogether. I’ve done it many times and blogged about it, and expect I will
code again. But there are times when coding doesn’t work, or when it doesn’t make sense to code
at all. Problems with coding are increasingly being recognised (see this paper by St Pierre and
Jackson 2014).
I am often asked: if not coding, then what? This blog post offers a concrete answer to that in terms
of a logic and principles, illustrated from three studies.
Whatever you do in qualitative analysis is fine, as long as you’re finding it helpful. I’m far more
worried about reaching new insights, seeing new possible meanings, making new connections,
exploring new juxtapositions, hearing silences I’d missed in the noise of busy-work etc than I am
about following rules or procedures, or methodological dogma.
I’m not the only one saying this. Pat Thomson wrote beautifully about how we can feel compelled
into ‘technique-led’ analysis, avoiding anything that might feel ‘dodgy’. Her advocacy for ‘data play’
brings us into the deliciously messy and murky realms where standard techniques might go out of
the window: she suggests random associations, redactions, scatter gun, and side by side
approaches.

An approach where you are a strength not a hazard
The best qualitative analyses are the ones where the unique qualities, interests, insights, hunches,
understandings, and creativity of the analyst come to the fore. Yes, that’s right: it’s all about what
humans can do and what a robot or algorithm can’t. And yes, it’s about what you can do that
perhaps no-one else can.
Sound extreme? I’m not throwing all ideas of rigour out of the window. In fact, the first example
below shows how the approach I’m advocating can work really well in a team scenario where we
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seek confirmation among analysts (akin to inter-rater reliability). I’m not saying ‘anything goes’. I
am saying: let’s seek the analysis where the best of us shines through, and where the output isn’t
just what is in the data, but reflects an interaction between us and the data – where that ‘us’ is a
very human, subjective, insightful one. Otherwise we are not analysing, we are just reporting. My
video on ‘the, any or an analysis’ says more about this.
You can also check out an #openaccess paper I wrote with Prachi Srivastava that highlights
reflexivity in analysis by asking: (1) What are the data telling me? (2) What do I want to know? And
(3) What is the changing relationship between 1 and 2? [There is a video about this paper too]
The process I am about to describe is one in which the analysts is not cast out in the search for
objectivity. We work with ‘things’ that increasingly reflect interaction between data and the analyst,
not the data itself.

An alternative to coding
The approach I’ve ended up using many times is outlined below. I don’t call it a technique because it
can’t be mechanically applied from one study to another. It is more a logic that follows a series of
principles and implies a progressive flow in analysis.
The essence is this:
1. Get into the data – systematically and playfully (in the way that Pat Thomson means).
2. Systematically construct synoptic units – extractive summaries of how certain bits of data
relate to something you’re interested in. These are not selections of bits of data, but written
in your own words. (You can keep track of juicy quotations or vignettes you might want to
use later, but the point is this is your writing here).
3. Work with the synoptic units. Now instead of being faced with all the raw data, you’ve got
these lovely new blocks to work and play seriously with. You could:
a. Look for patterns – commonalities, contrasts, connections
b. Juxtapose what seems to be odd, different, uncomfortable
c. Look again for silences
d. Look for a prior concepts or theoretical ideas
e. Use a priori concepts or theoretical ideas to see similarity where on the surface
things look different, to see difference where on the surface things look the same, or
to see significance where on the surface things seem unimportant
f. Ask ‘What do these units tell me? What do I want to know?’
g. Make a mess and defamiliarize yourself by looking again in a different order, with a
different question in mind etc.
4. Do more data play and keep producing artefacts as you go. This might be
a. Freewriting after a session with the synoptic units
b. Concept mapping key points and their relationships
c. An outline view of an argument (eg. using PowerPoint)
d. Anything that you find helpful!
In some cases you might create another layer of synoptic units to work at a greater analytical
distance from the data. One of the examples below illustrates this.
The key is that we enable ourselves to reach new insights not by letting go of the data completely,
but by creating things to work with that reflect both the data and our insights, determinations of
relevance etc. We can be systematic as we go through all the data in producing the synoptic units.
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We remain rigourous in our ‘intellectual hygiene’ (confronting what doesn’t fit, what is less clear,
our analytical doubts etc) . We do not close off on opportunities for serious data play – rather we
expand them.
Now, some examples to show how it works in practice. Warning: this is not a short cut. There are no
effective short-cuts in qualitative analysis.

Example 1 – Studying relationships in context
I was part of a team in a big study of doctoral students’ learning and experiences. We had done 33
interviews with PhD students, and had a bunch of weekly diaries from them as well. I was tasked to
do an analysis of the relationships they had with other people and what impact these relationships
had. At the time the literature was just starting to recognise the importance of others beyond
supervisors.
I tried coding. It took AGES! And it didn’t work. I had all sorts of codes for positive and negative
impacts, but it didn’t sit right. The coded bits of data were taking comments out of the relationship
context in which they made sense. The relationships students described were multifaceted and had
histories, changing over time. After several weeks, I finally accepted that the problem wasn’t me or
the codes, it was the analytical approach. Coding wasn’t going to work for the kind of insights I
wanted to reach and story I felt needed to be told.
Get into the data
With my project lead (Lynn McAlpine) I decided to ‘get into’ the data in a different way: thinking
about each student’s data as narrative in which characters make appearances. I was asking: who are
these characters? What kind of role do they play? What significance do they have to the plot?
Build synoptic units
Then, I took all the data for a particular student, read it, and made a list of all the characters
mentioned. For every character, I made hand-written notes as I read, and then compiled these into
a summary of the relationship. After looking at 12 students I settled into a structure for how these
synoptic units should be (of course, I had to go back to the beginning and redo the ones I’d done
earlier):
- Who is the character?
- When and how did their relationship with the student begin?
- What has changed about it over time?
- How do they interact (frequency, location, format, reason etc)
- What bearing does the relationship have on the student’s academic work and more general
wellbeing?
- What prospects does the student anticipate for this relationship in future?
Each student typically mentioned between five and ten characters in sufficient detail to produce a
synoptic unit. There were 33 students. So, after more weeks (yes, this also took AGES and AGES), I
ended up with about 200 synoptic units. These were about half a page of typed text. One for every
relationship.
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Here is an example of one I wrote based on a student called ‘Acme’ and her relationship with her
father:

Now I could move forward
What was neat was these synoptic units kept together what had been torn apart in the coding. Both
the student and the other character were there, as was the context, history, and impact. It was
patterns in these that were meaningful, not patterns in bits of data.
I was now working with units that brought together lots of relevant information – not individuals or
impacts, but relationships: the thing I was interested in analytically!
The next phase, several more weeks, involved looking many times through these 200 synoptic units.
I printed them all out and kept physically rearranging them on the floor. I had some where each
student was in the centre, and all their relationships around them. I also grouped the units by:
1. the kind of other person involved (eg. supervisors, friends, family)
2. in order from the longest-standing relationships to the newest ones
3. the frequency of interactions
4. the geographic distance between the student and the others.
This used a ‘side-by-side’ mechanic similar to that described by Pat Thomson. All of these groupings
were generative of insights – for example, grouping by type of person made me realise how many
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relationships were not with real people, or were with people students never actually met (we had
cartoon characters, dead historical figures, key theoretical writers etc.).
I then went back to putting each student at the centre, and looking at what effort and work the
student was having to do to keep all these relationships going, and to look at how students drew on
different relationships for different purposes.
Done? Not yet! The final step involved theorising all of this, which for me meant drawing on theory
in the legacy of Vygotsky.
Publication
This analysis is published in a 2010 paper. One interesting thing is that the paper has no quotations
at all from the interviews. The reviewers thought this odd, but I argued that no one quote could
prove what I was saying. What I was saying did not rest on grouping statements into categories or
themes, so I couldn’t pluck a coded bit of text to illustrate it. The key sections in the
findings/discussion were: relationships in time and space; embodied, material or imaginary
mediators of experience; the impact of relationships; agency in the context of authentic needs;
relationships as the focus of attention; relationships as a tool to work on oneself; and management,
resistance and struggle. I had got nowhere near close to this in the weeks of coding.
Hopwood N (2010) A sociocultural view of doctoral students’ relationships and agency. Studies in
Continuing Education 33(2), 103-117. doi: 10.1080/0158037X.2010.487482

Example 2 – Analysing an ethnographic dataset
This example relates to an ethnographic study I did of a service for parents with young children (I
wrote a 2016 book of the whole study, and Teena Clerke and I wrote about doing ethnography
together in this practical guide). I had masses of data. Most was from observations – usually 8-10
hours, covering a whole shift as I followed staff around. There were 82 observation episodes in
total. The notes from each observation were typically about 15-20 pages. I had photos and
documents too.
At least this time I didn’t waste time coding. I ‘got into’ the data by reading it all, in chronological
order and then in random sequence. I put all the photos on my wall and kept moving them round to
look for interesting things. I kept going back to the observation notes. The problem was that 15-20
pages was way too much for me to work with. I was drowning.
Synoptic units
Thinking of the Srivastava & Hopwood framework, I asked ‘What do I want to know?’. I knew I was
interested in some key concepts: the body, materiality, time-space, and partnership. I knew I
wanted to track what and how staff learned about the families they were working with, and what
and how families learned in relation to the problems they were facing.
I created a spreadsheet using Excel. The first column was just a list showing the field notes
document (FN01 to FN82). I had a different logistics sheet that told me basic information about
each of these (eg. FN26 was on a Wednesday afternoon shift). The next four columns were devoted
to the big concepts I was interested in. The next two focused respectively on staff and parents’
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learning. The final one was headed ‘Reflexivity’, and was used for me to note considerations about
reactivity, and what the ‘I’ in the fieldwork and analysis might mean.
Here’s how it looked:

Then, I read each observation notes document with one of the 6 main columns in mind. Once I’d
read it, I wrote a short summary, in my own words, and put it in the relevant cell. I then read it
again with the next column in mind and did the same.
So, by reading each chunk of data (15-20 pages) 6 times, I produced 6 synoptic units for each
observation. Six readings of 82 observation notes. I did say there were no short cuts!
Here is an example of what I wrote summarising one observation in relation to the concept of
materiality:
Materiality at NS - picture grabs child's interest, and child safety measures on corners at child
height; Use phones rather than bodily knocking to see if Ms want to get up or sleep - material
creates possibilities for distant interaction. Music from PR only audible when door opens as
people come and go. S writes messages on notes, delivers by hand to others, later on writes
request from a M down so she doesn't forget; V asks J for details re when B was put down - J
tells V, V writes on chart - embodied knowledge is shared then materialised on chart. PCK
puts larger toys out for younger babies in PR – attunement. More signatures on charts, d/c,
blue books etc. S explains lights off - visual for parents, and cue to visitors to be quiet
[becomes an actant!]. D/C checklist - material structures action, as does a post-it saying who
needs to have d/c done, and breaks on WB - these notes both reflect and prefigure future
actions. Materiality for ease - stuff stuck behind NS, numbers on end of charts. Materiality
for confidentiality of clients - laminate on charts
I doubt this makes much sense – but that’s the point! It is synoptic. It reflects the data and my
reading of it. There’s words from theory [actant], and ideas that I noted that someone with a
different background and purpose might not [embodied knowledge].
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As I went through the whole dataset six times in this fashion, I also had a sheet that I used to keep
track of big emerging ideas – flashes of insight that weren’t right to put in the synoptic units,
because they were about the broader dataset.
Then I could make progress
Once I had all 498 synoptic units created, I could go on to the next step. In fact, I’d already started it
with by ‘big ideas’ list. Before going back to that, I copied the firsts column and one of the 6 main
columns into a new sheet. Now I had all 83 synoptic units that related to, say, bodies, or families’
learning. Finally I had something manageable to work with. Not just manageable, but full of insights
and hunches and links to other concepts. From these emerged key ideas and patterns, and from
these came chapters in the 2016 book. There are four concept-based chapters: time, space, bodies,
and things. What started as a unified time-space concept ended up getting disaggregated for
analytical purposes. Yes, that meant going back through all 83 observation notes again and creating
166 new synoptic units. There are then chapters on staff learning and families’ learning, and one on
partnership. So each column mapped onto a chapter. And each chapter was informed by patterns,
silences, comparisons and contrasts between 83 synoptic units.
The book in which you can read all this in detail is:
Hopwood N (2016) Professional practice and learning: times, spaces, bodies, things. Dordrecht:
Springer.
Here are some screenshots from the Table of Contents – the sub-sections give a flavour of the key
structuring ideas and devices that I settled on. These are two of the concept-focused chapters:
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And this is one of the learning-focused chapters.

Example 3 – Analysing trajectories of change from audio recordings
In the same ethnographic study, I observed masses of handovers: interactions between nurses
when one shift came to an end and another started. I few months into fieldwork I realised these
were really interesting, and so asked if I could audio-record all the handovers for two weeks. I
wanted data that captured every word.
I started by reading all the transcripts, getting to know the 20 families involved (10 visited the
service each week, staying for 5 days). Then I tried coding, labelling bits of text, for example as to
whether it referred to aspects of parenting (settling children for sleep, breastfeeding, managing
toddlers), information about the family (children’s ages, domestic violence), or something else. I
then tried again, coding for discussion that was retrospective (what had happened) versus
prospective (thinking about what could happen or what needed to be done).
I wasn’t happy. I found that the same codes were being applied early and late in each week, but
that lots had changed. In other words the codes weren’t reflecting the changes that were important
and interesting. Maybe codes aren’t well suited to analysis that is focused on trajectories.
Build synoptic units – round 1
In example 1, the synoptic unit focused on a relationship between a student and someone else. In
example 2, the unit reflected the intersection between data and particular concepts or questions.
Neither of those would work here. An organic unit presented itself: the family. I needed chunks to
work with that were family-specific but which captured the trajectory.
So, I did something very basic, and compiled all the data relating to each family in chronological
order – handover by handover. But this was still raw data (just re-organised).
To build synoptic units, I needed to put things in my words. So I typed up a document for each
family that went handover by handover, summarising the key points.
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These were compressed enough to work with, but kept what was most important: changes over
time were readily available.
Build synoptic units – round 2
Unlike in the other examples, I needed another sweep through to build another layer of synoptic
units. In round 1 everything was still stretched across the many handovers over the five days, and
the synoptic units didn’t explicitly intersect with things I was analytically interested in.
So I ended up with something that borrowed from example 1 and example 2.
I made a table with 3 columns: one about dealing with uncertainty, one about emerging common
knowledge (understanding what matters to each other), and one about how nurses focused on their
relationship with families. This was like the columns in the spreadsheet in example 2.
But the synoptic units in each ‘cell’ were different. Rows were not particular chunks of data, eg a
handover transcript. Each row was a synopsis of everything I knew about that family from start to
finish in relation to that particular column focus. This was more like example 1 – bringing everything
together.
So, the second set of synoptic units were short texts that incorporated the whole of the five-day
trajectory for each family, and captured how this intersected with key analytical questions I was
grappling with.
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Publication
Hopwood, N. (2017). Expertise, learning, and agency in partnership practices
in services for families with young children. In A. Edwards (Ed.) Working
relationally in and across practices: cultural-historical approaches to
collaboration (pp. 25-42). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
The chapter focused on just one of the 20 families – giving a summary of the
handovers that was based on the first round synoptic unit (giving some more
concrete detail for the reader’s benefit). The discussion picked up on the key
themes relating to each of the columns from the second round synoptic unit,
and theorised these in terms of patterns that were found by looking across the
broader dataset, but which were illustrated with reference to this one family.

Final thoughts
The logic and progression were the same in all three examples:
1. Read/serious play
2. Create synoptic units
3. Use synoptic units as basis for further analysis and serious play
4. Produce more artefacts, theorise and write.
In all cases the synoptic units were written in my words, intersections between certain selections of
data and certain points of interest. However they were very different, adapted to the needs and
demands of particular analyses, and also to the organic features of the data or empirical context.
This process keeps a clear accountability and audit trail – we can always trace things back to the
data. But – and this is the key – it explicitly builds the analyst’s insights and determinations of
relevance into the process. The advantage of doing analysis that works with synoptic units rather
than always with raw data is that you can cumulatively build on prior insights. Incidentally, exactly
the same distancing from data can happen with coding: the codes stay close to the data, but then
we look across the codes for patterns etc, so we are working with something that reflects the data
and the analyst’s insights.
I’ve been asked so many times to explain how alternatives to coding can look. I hope this is helpful!
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Suggested readings
Post-qualitative approaches
Barad, K. (2013). Ma(r)king time: material entanglements and re-memberings: cutting togetherapart. In P. Carlile, D. Nicolini, A. Langley, & H. Tsoukas (Eds.), How matter matters: objects, artifacts
and materiality in organization studies (pp. 16-31). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
MacLure, M. (2013). The wonder of data. Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies, 13(4), 228-232.
doi:10.1177/1532708613487863
St Pierre, E. A. (2016). Rethinking the empirical and the posthuman. In C. A. Taylor & C. Hughes
(Eds.), Posthuman research practices in education (pp. 25-36). London: Palgrave Macmillan.
St Pierre, E. A. (2017). Writing post qualitative inquiry. Qualitative Inquiry.
doi:10.1177/1077800417734567
St Pierre, E. A. (2018). Post qualitative inquiry in an ontology of immanence. Qualitative Inquiry.
doi:10.1177/1077800418772634
St. Pierre, E. A., & Jackson, A. Y. (2014). Qualitative data analysis after coding. Qualitative Inquiry,
20(6), 715-719. doi:10.1177/1077800414532435
About ‘me’ in qualitative data analysis (reflexivity, subjectivity, objectivity)
Frost, N., Nolas, S. M., Brooks-Gordon, B., Esin, C., Holt, A., Mehdizadeh, L., & Shinebourne, P.
(2010). Pluralism in qualitative research: the impact of different researchers and qualitative
approaches on the analysis of qualitative data. Qualitative Research, 10(4), 441-460.
doi:10.1177/1468794110366802
Reid, J.-A., Kamler, B., Simpson, A., & Maclean, R. (1996). 'Do you see what I see?' Reading a
different classroom scene. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 9(1), 87-108.
About working with concepts and theories
Bazerman, C. (2012). Writing with concepts: Communal, internalized, and externalized. Mind,
Culture, and Activity, 19(3), 259-272.
Hjørland, B. (2009). Concept theory. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and
Technology, 60(8), 1519-1536.
Jackson, A. Y., & Mazzei, L. A. (2011). Thinking with theory in qualitative research: viewing data
across multiple perspectives. London: Routledge.
Jackson, A. Y., & Mazzei, L. A. (2013). Plugging one text into another: thinking with theory in
qualitative research. Qualitative Inquiry, 19(4), 261-271. doi:10.1177/1077800412471510
Nicolini, D. (2009). Zooming in and out: studying practices by switching lenses and trailing
connections. Organization Studies, 30(12), 1391-1418. doi:10.1177/0170840609349875
Sutton, R. I., & Staw, B. M. (1995). What theory is not. Administrative Science Quarterly, 40(3), 371384.
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About coding and constant comparison
Boeije, H. (2002). A purposeful approach to the constant comparative method in the analysis of
qualitative interviews. Quality & Quantity, 36, 391-409. doi:10.1023/A:1020909529486
Kolb, S. M. (2012). Grounded theory and constant comparative method: valid research strategies for
educators. Journal of Emerging Trends in Educational Research and Policy Studies, 3(1), 83-86.
MacQueen, K. M., McLellan, E., Kay, K., & Milstein, B. (1998). Codebook development for teambased qualitative analysis. Field Methods, 10(2), 31-36. doi:10.1177/1525822x980100020301 [even
though this is about team research, their approach to code book development is really useful for
solo researchers]
Burnard, P., Gill, P., Stewart, K., Treasure, E., & Chadwick, B. (2008). Analysing and presenting
qualitative data. British Dental Journal, 204(8), 429-432. doi:10.1038/sj.bdj.2008.292
Saldana, J. (2009). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. London: Sage.
DeCuir-Gunby, J. T., Marshall, P. L., & McCulloch, A. W. (2010). Developing and Using a Codebook
for the Analysis of Interview Data: An Example from a Professional Development Research Project.
Field Methods, 23(2), 136-155. doi:10.1177/1525822x10388468
About validity in qualitative research / analysis
Shenton, A. (2005). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research projects.
Education for Information, 22, 63-75. – see also Nick’s video about this paper
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jIb0i07SDjE
Maxwell, J. A. (1992). Understanding validity in qualitative research. Harvard Educational Review,
62(3), 279-300.
Maxwell, J. A. (201). Qualitative research design: an interactive approach (Chapter 6 - Validity: How
might you be wrong?). London: Sage.
About analysing focus group data
Onwuegbuzie, A. J., Dickinson, W. B., Leech, N. L., & Zoran, A. G. (2009). A qualitative framework for
collecting and analyzing data in focus group research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods,
8(3), 1-21.
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