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What is coding?

Coding is one of a range of complementary qualitative data handling techniques that may include writing field notes and memos, journaling, annotating, linking, reflecting on and modelling data.  The theoretical framework of the particular piece of research may prescribe more precisely the specifics of a coding method or approach, though coding generally involves breaking the text into smaller, manageable text- or meaning-units while remaining focused on aspects of the research topic and questions.  

Purpose of coding?

Coding is part of the sense-making process in data analysis as we query, seek or confirm themes or patterns – as well as exceptions - in the text.  With coded text we can test our hunches and gather evidence that will enable us to rigorously illustrate, explain and/or justify our research outcomes or claims. Morse and Richards (2002) describe it as a way of getting from the often messy, complexity of unstructured data to ideas about what is going on in that data.  As we link the data to our ideas about it, coding acts like the zoom lens of a digital camera enabling us to get close to the data as we scrutinise its component parts.  Then we can also zoom out to reflect on and synthesise the generated ideas.
Practical guide
[This guide assumes that data is in the form of transcripts of interviews, focus groups or similar text-based narrative material. It does not assume any specific theoretical framework. If you are using NVIVO software the coding, query and modelling tools facilitate management of the analysis activities].
Tip: Code your research proposal so that the research aims and questions are part of your start-up codes. 
Tip: Code key readings from your literature review.
Select an interview/focus group transcript.  Skim read it, noting or memo-ing (See ‘Avoid the coding trap) anything that struck you when you did the interview or now as you read it.  
Then go back and read it in more detail– line by line.  As you do this the following are useful questions to ask:

· What is this piece of text about?

· What is happening here?  
· What is this telling me about the interviewee's experience of the topic I am investigating?
· About their life experiences in that context? 
· What is interesting/important  about that?
· What does it add to my understanding of the topic I am researching?
These questions will help you to name the category.  In NVIVO you create a node to store that category with that name and select the text that belongs to it.  If your interview is about a student’s study habits perhaps you have coded information about a specific ‘use of online technology’. As you proceed line by line through the interview data you will be coding for a variety of topics that you find there.  Proceed similarly with each interview document.  This preliminary ‘broad brush’ stage of coding  is focused on allocating passages in the data to the predominantly descriptive topics where they belong. (in NVIVO Free Nodes).  This is a useful springboard for the next more detailed and increasingly analytic stage of ‘coding on’.

Coding on

‘Coding on’ refers to focusing in more detail to refine your coding but to do this topic by topic (node by node in NVIVO) instead of  document by document.  A node will have stored all the instances that you identified across all the documents as belonging to that topic of category e.g. ‘use of online technology’.
Scrutinise more closely for more subtle aspects of the topic.  Compare a topic across interviews.  Look for commonalities, or differences, or unexpected issues or expressions in relation to the findings of existing research in the field.  This process is likely to suggest some retracing to ask new  sub-questions.  Paradoxes or contradictions might become evident that require reflection and unpacking. Particularly at this stage of coding stop at regular intervals and write a memo or create a model (see next section).
As you refine your coding into more nuanced categories you may find that some of the earlier categories are no longer useful.  You may find that others start to link up under broader overarching themes.  For example, the descriptive texts about ‘use of online activities; you coded at the broad brush phase might link up with other activities that indicate ‘agents of change’ in the study methods presented in the interviews.  At a later stage of reflection you find that these have contributed to the more abstract notion of ‘transformative learning’  

Coding is a cyclical process that you start with the interviews then move down to the micro level of increasingly detailed and refined coding and then up to the synthesised broader, more abstract themes and concepts.  From here you can build up a model of explanation of what is happening in relation to the topic you are researching as presented by the interviewees in your study.  Remember to link it back to existing research. Your work presents a snapshot of results from  a particular location within the larger context of your field of study.

Tip: From the extracted text in NVIVO nodes you create you can jump to the full context where they are located in the original document. You might also find it useful to create a specific node of illustrative quotes that provide evidence to support research claims or recommendations in your report.

Avoid the coding trap

Coding is a reflective and analytic process.  Stop at regular intervals to write a memo about your ideas and where the coding activity has taken you in relation to the data, the broader topic under discussion and the overarching research question(s). Richards (2005) suggests the following cues to guide the more interpretive, analytical stages of coding.  They are also recommended as the basis of (dated) memos that you write to reflect your responses to your data and coding:
· Aha! That’s interesting!

· WHY is that interesting?

· Why am I interested in THAT?
· What’s this category a SORT of? (The start of a tree node structure).
· WHAT are the implications of that for my data/topic/research?
Start writing memos alongside your coding and these memos become the framework of your research writing.  
Tip: Stop and memo wherever you find yourself coding on and on  and on……

Make use of models.  Models can help to clarify the connections between ideas as well as help to see gaps and where new ideas might lead.  Models also help you zoom out to the bigger picture.  

Tip: Begin with a start-up model of what you think your research outcome will be like. 

 Model at regular intervals to help you see new directions in your ideas about the data as well as to illustrate your outcomes at different stages of the coding. Even though the models will change over time, save and archive them.  They provide useful audit trails of evidence of the development of your coding.

Well coded data with a useful (tree) node structure enables you to progress to querying your data in order to test of confirm hunches and theories. The results of queries might lead to more coding. You will know when you are done if you can answer in the affirmative to the following:

Have you :

· Met the project goals? 

· Answered the research question? 

· Provided analysis NOT just description of what your participants reported? 

· Offered a new (local) theory/explanation/understanding.

· Provided a usable account that extends existing theories or compares or contrasts with them and can be put to use in policies or interventions?

Tip: ‘Tell’ your project, and ‘tell’ your models at regular intervals to colleagues, your journal and whoever will listen. Write memos about the new perspectives you develop at each telling and the feedback you receive.
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