
Health Policy 747
Week 4: Coding

January 28, 2016
Meredith Vanstone

AsstProf., Deptof Clinical Epidemiology & 
Biostatistics

CHEPA
Meredith.Vanstone@mcmaster.ca



Plan for today

ÅIntroduction to general 
concepts of coding

ÅExamples of how this is 
messy, iterative, 
challenging

ÅRole of Memos

ÅNot too much on specific 
types of coding
ïSlides at end for your 

future reference re: axial, 
theoretical, constant 
comparative analysis



Coding

/ƻŘƛƴƎΥ άƴŀƳƛƴƎ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭŀōŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ 
simultaneously categorizes, summarizes, and 
ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀέ ό/ƘŀǊƳŀȊΣ ǇΦ 
43*). 

άŀ ǿƻǊŘ ƻǊ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴǎ ŀ 
summative, salient, essence-capturing, and 
evocative attribute for a portion of language or 
Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ Řŀǘŀέ ό{ŀƭŘŀƴŀΣ ǇΦоύ

*Page references from Charmaz (2006) and Saldana (2011)- may differ in newer editions



Coding is a basic tool in your analysis 
kit

ÅNot the beginning and 
end of analysis

ÅNot a substitute for a 
methodology

ÅCommon to many 
qualitative 
methodologies, with 
slight variation



Inductive Theory Generation

Theory

Data



What is a code?

ÅA code describes what you see in the data:

ïtŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ

ïLink to theory

ïLink to other data

ïQuestions assumptions

ïHighlights language

At first, stay open, simple & precise. 



The Rules of Coding

1. There are no rules of coding. 



The Rules Suggestions for Coding

1. One passage can represent many ideas. 
ï άǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ŎƻŘƛƴƎέ

2. A code can capture a word, or a line, or a 
whole paragraph- depends on the idea.

3. /ƻŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ 
important as those that do fit.
ï Found something of interest- time to dig deeper?

4. Goal is to describe, categorize, synthesize, 
the data.



Grounded Theory Coding

Initial Coding

Focused Coding



Grounded Theory Coding

[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōȅ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ 
text

5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ άǘŜǎǘƛƴƎέ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 
other cases.



Initial Coding

ÅGoal is to create theory from data, rather than 
imposeexisting theory on data.

ÅTherefore, must start small & simple. 

ÅHow else to categorize a large amount of data 
without imposing existing theory, 
assumptions, pre-conceptions?



Initial Coding

ÅOpen coding, open mind

ÅhŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜ άƛƴ ǾƛǾƻέ ŎƻŘŜǎ 

ÅάbŀƳƛƴƎέ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ όҐŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜύ

ÅInterpretation is present (as constructivists) 
but minimal at this stage



Gerunds (*ingwords)

ÅHelps stick close to the data

ÅEmphasizes process

ÅKeeps imagery vivid

ÅFocuses on action and sequence

ÅHighlights participant perspective



Unit of Analysis

ÅWord (for images, connotations, meanings)

ÅLine(arbitrary but forces thoroughness)

ÅIncident (especially for fieldnotes)

ÅDocument(characterize the text, origin, 
context)



Logic of Initial -> Focused Coding



How to categorize these buttons?



{ǘŀǊǘ ōȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ

Light blue, flower shaped, four holes, opaque, decorative, 
matte

Spring green, shiny, four holes, round, concave,  faint 
design pattern that looks like stone.

Round, cream and brown, more dramatic design pattern, 
four holes, saucer lip, shiny. 



Then look for patterns, categories. 

Light blue, flower shaped, four holes, opaque,feminine, 
matte

Spring green, shiny, four holes, round, concave,  faint 
design pattern that looks like stone.

Round, cream and brown, more dramatic design pattern, 
four holes, saucer lip, shiny.

colour
finish



Return to the data with these patterns 
in mind



Iterative Process

Open Code

Focused 
Code

Theoretical 
Code

Read



What you see

ά¢ƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ 
requires that you wear 
ȅƻǳǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ 
analytic lens, but what 
you perceive and 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ Χ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ 
what type of filter 
ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜƴǎέ 
(Saldana, p. 7)



What type of filter covers your lens?

ÅGoal/objectives of research
ÅPersonal interest in topic
ÅHistory of research project
ÅSocial location
ïWho are you and how do you interact with society?

ÅProfessional/Educational background
ÅAcademic discipline
Å²Ƙŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǊŜŀŘ όŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻǇƛŎκǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎκǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴύ
ÅPersonal experience (with topic/participants/phenomenon)
ÅPolitical climate (at university, beyond)
ÅEtc. etc. etc. 



Why is it important to understand and 
acknowledge your lens?

ÅUnderstanding your lens, 
and what shapes it

ïWhat you might emphasize

ïWhat you might be blind to

ÅAcknowledging the 
research decisions you 
make

ÅProviding transparency to 
readers of your research



Strategy 1: Reflexivity

ÅAttending systematically to the context of 
knowledge creation, especially the role of the 
researcher. 

ÅPerspective and position of researcher shapes 
all aspects of research (not just qual).

ÅParticularly important during coding and 
analysis.

(This topic could take a whole lecture- please let me know if you are interested in 
more resources: Meredith.Vanstone@mcmaster.ca)



Strategy 2: Sensitizing Concepts

ÅThe theory underlying the whole project & 
initial data collection

ïE.g. disability studies lens, interest in structural 
factors etc.

ÅMakes transparent your particular interest or 
lens

ÅBut- still important to remain open to all 
possibilities, stay close to the data. 



Moving from Initial -> Focused Coding



Focused Coding

ÅIdentify most significantor frequent earlier 
codes from initial code. 

ÅHow might you further organize these codes?

ÅGo back to data again and look for other 
instances

ï{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎŜŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ 
recognize

ÅIntent of focused code is to condense data



How to choose a direction for focused 
coding

ÅMovement from initial 
code to identifying 
codes to pursue in a 
more focused way is 
different each time.

ÅTrust intuition, what 
you find interesting, 
what seems unique or 
relevant.



Purpose of Coding

ÅStart with data, stay close to data, stay true to 
data.

ÅBuild logically, look for relationships within and 
between categories.

ÅDevelop a theory or broader understanding 
based on the relationships identified in the data. 
ïList of themes: not finished yet!



Moving from Codes -> Theory



Code v. Theme v. Category

ÅCode: Label (descriptive or interpretive, short)

ÅTheme: outcome of coding, categorization, or 
analytic reflection.  (Saldana p.14)

ÅάǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŀǎ ŀ word or phrase 
describing some segment of your data that is 
explicit, whereas a theme is a phrase or sentence 
describing more subtle and tacit ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎέ 
(Rossman& Rallis in Saldana)



Moving from Codes -> Theory



Moving from Codes -> Theory



Moving from Codes -> Theory



Moving from Codes -> Theory

Cat Cat Cat



Moving from Codes -> Theory

Cat Cat Cat

THEME THEME



Themes -> Theory

THEME THEME

THEME

Theory



An Example




