Chapter 20 Developing Theme Passages

From John W. Creswell (2016). 30 Essential Skills for the
Qualitative Researcher. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Skill

Write themes that capture the evidence for participants, codes, and quotations into your findings.

Why the Skill Is Important

Themes are the major findings in a qualitative study. Qualitative data tend to be dense data, and we
cannot use all the information we gather. Consequently, we take the data, such as transcripts of
interviews, and collapse them into codes during our qualitative data analysis. However, in a
qualitative database, especially a large one consisting of many pages of text, we will have many
codes, and these cannot all be reported in the findings of a study. We must collapse the codes into
themes. These themes represent the “findings” in a qualitative study, and as | have mentioned earlier,
we identify a small number of themes (say five to seven) and write passages about each one of them.
The most popular form of analyzing text data is a thematic analysis (Kuckartz, 2014), although others
may be found in the literature, such as analyzing data into a priori evaluative categories, or into
typologies. A thematic approach will be taken here, and the challenge now becomes how to actually
write a theme passage. Thus, it is important to learn about several aspects of this theme passage—how
it relates to the overall data analysis procedure, what components go into it, and an illustration of what
a final theme passage in a qualitative study looks like.

Four Levels of Evidence in Qualitative Data Analysis

A theme in a qualitative study presents evidence for the central phenomenon in the study. In
qualitative data analysis, the raw data provide information you have gathered to help explain your
central phenomenon. These data are then coded through the process of reading through the text (or
viewing the pictures) and assigning code labels to the text or images. This process I described in
Chapters 18 and 19. I further encouraged you to consider “lean coding” and to come up with a small
number of codes, such as 20, regardless of the size of your database. These codes are then collapsed
into themes, a label is affixed to each theme, and the theme then becomes a subheading in the
“findings” section of your qualitative study. Sometimes these themes are related to one another to
form a chronological storyline (Plano Clark et al., 2002). These themes might be further aggregated
into dimensions or combined into a figure that provides an explanation for the central phenomenon.
These dimensions or figures are often found in the discussion section of a qualitative study. In short,
the process flows inductively from the data to larger dimensions or figures, with the evidence being
collapsed into smaller and smaller units of information during the process of data analysis (see Figure
18.3 for a visual of this process). Thus, I see the evidence you gather collapsing into four levels, as
shown in Figure 20.1: the raw data, the codes, the themes, and larger dimensions or figures.

A good theme passage in a study contains a theme label, multiple codes, quotations, and multiple
sources of information.
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Elements to Write Into Themes

The basic idea of writing a theme passage is to present the complexity of a theme on the basis of
evidence collected during a study. I see this theme passage as having several components:

* A theme label that is clear and conceptually interesting

* Multiple codes that provide evidence for the theme

* Quotations that offer the voices of participants and add realism to the theme passage

* Views from multiple participants in the study (or from multiple sources of information)

Figure 20.1 Four Levels of Evidence Used in Qualitative Data Analysis
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It should be helpful to first see a complete theme passage with these parts. Recall that in Chapter 18, 1
provided an example of a theme passage with these parts that related to the theme of “safety” from my
study of a campus reaction to a gunman (Asmussen & Creswell, 1995). In Figure 20.2, I change the
illustration but convey similar parts that I mentioned earlier and then elaborate on each part. This
passage on tobacco use by adolescents was found in the “findings” of a journal article (Plano Clark et
al., 2002).

Theme Labels

A theme label is similar to a code label and perhaps more important because it needs to stand on its
own in the findings section of a study and be easily understood by readers. The themes become
subheadings in the findings section of a qualitative report. The best theme label would be an “in vivo”
label—a short phrase mentioned by one of the participants. A theme label would not be the same as
the central phenomenon being explored; indeed, the themes help explain or show evidence for the
central phenomenon. This theme label could be placed in a findings section surrounded by quotation
marks to signal to a reader that the theme represents the exact words used by participants in a study.
This label should be short and easily understood by readers. It could have two parts, with the first
consisting of words from a participant and the second based on the overall meaning of the words. It
should not be so broad that its meaning is lost, for example, “Personal Experiences.” Think about
conveying to readers conceptually interesting theme labels in your study. Here are a few examples of
what [ have found to be interesting labels that would encourage me to read on in a project. These
examples illustrate a two-part theme label, the use of questions, and a label that creates reader interest:

Example 1

Theme labels in a pilot study exploring the cultural construction of egg donation through women
donor narratives (K. Brockhage, personal communication, December 2014):



* “Why would you want someone else to have your child?”” The importance of genetics
» “Everything was natural except for a small, little scientific procedure” Discourses that reinforce
nontraditional conception and motherhood

Figure 20.2 Example of a Theme Passage in the Findings Section of a Journal Article

Thema " What Consequences Doss Tobaceo Use Have?
fabsl " Samdents talk aboul  constquencos, of lobace use. In lerms of
o~ parsonal health issues. students know the negative health risks of .--\K
:_-___,' smoiing and wsing chewing tobacco,
Codo An RHS student explaine, “Prefly much everybody knows. that Fartidipants
emoking s bad for you” and another langhs ard says, "Eal a
- salad or smoks a cigaretie, gee, | wondsr which one is bad for
Chsate q_’r‘::"'qfwu However, if wornied at all, they are more concemed with
wiiects that manifest themasives in the present momsent. Typical
comments ofion relats b parsonal hvgisng According b some
students, tobaces use lums peopla’s “teoth all yellow black ™ makes
pecple “smell like B.0." and gives smokers “funky” breath, like
“bad barbecus” In addition, many shudenis belleve that smoking
s datrimental affects on alhlolic porformancs, lending 1o slow
athlstes down and 1o reduce their athletio abiiiss. Participants
also name serous health aflicions that can develop as o result [
of using tobocco. Thase health problems includs ungs that wil ba
-, itk bdack: thirgs” emply sama, lung canced, and having eeth fall
= gait” from using chewing obasco.
Quate ARhough health and hyglena lssuss trouble many students,
s0me also GNpreSs concemm that smoking leads youth into giher -
7 tangetus ond tisky bahatiors, such as alcohol consumption ERICHRIE
and dreg use. UHS and RHS stedents in particular explain that
Coda “cigaretios lead %o other drugs”™ and that “smoking is a gateway
thing” Thase studants belleve that adolescents think thak if they
R, hen thiy might a0 well aleo bry other sub=siances. A numbar
of studonts also rots that srmeking and comsuming aleohed “ga hand
in hand™ and that when adolescent smokers drink alochod, they alsoe
Increase thelr smoking. ;_-j_)
In addition to e healih consequencas of smoking, stadents”
beliove that high school students use tobaoco as a peychological ,.:ehx
i#t and redio! from stress. Smoking is also described as & “routing” d O
and as o “habit™ One participant indicates the naed for “somathing
Cuots ~_ 1o do with the mouth! whirsas anofer indcales emoking as
"“'-{,"J'mm [my fhends hawe] done lor so long, 'S just nommal
for them”™ and concludes, s hard to break routings.” Akang with
smoking becoming a habit. participants describe smoking as a
shresn relver, They balleve amoking ke “relacing” and “cigamies
calm you dewn” In shor, semo shudants laam o roly on smoking
a5 & means for coping with stress.
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Source: Plano Clark et al. (2002).

Source: Plano Clark et al. (2002).

Example 2

Theme labels in a pilot study exploring the virtual climate among individuals who frequent a pro
—anorexia nervosa Web site called Ana (M. Butchko, personal communication, December 2014):

* “In it to win it”

* “Need for connection”

* “Feeling and thinking ‘fat’”

* “Love/hate relationship with Ana”
* “Drive for thinness”



Example 3

Theme labels in a project exploring the messages from advisers to doctoral students (J. Stephenson-
Abeetz, personal communication, December 2001):

* “You really have to plan it out”: Messages about the importance of timing
* “It’s what you learn from the silence”: The power of ambient messages
* “I don’t want my advisor to look down on me”’: Messages of negotiation

Different Codes

In a good theme passage, the reader should be able to easily identify the codes that constitute the
evidence for the themes. Multiple codes often provide this evidence, and the qualitative researcher can
emphasize the different codes by underlining them (as I have done in my illustration in Figure 20.1).
The codes thread through the theme passage, and each code provides a slightly different perspective
about each theme. In this way, the reader learns about the multiple ways people (or situations) provide
evidence for a theme. As we learned in Chapter 1, a core element of qualitative research consists of
providing multiple perspectives about a central phenomenon.

Different Quotations

Also included in a theme passage would be short quotations from participants. These quotations will
add realism to the theme passage and provide the reader with specifics about how the participants
talked about the theme. Hopefully these quotations will provide different perspectives and add to the
complexity of the theme. The quotations need to be short, and typically I include short phrases instead
of complete sentences or paragraphs. These quotations are set in quotation marks to highlight that
they are the words of participants. I try to draw in quotations from different individuals to add variety.
Sometimes the quotations can be arrayed one after another to illustrate different perspectives, as
shown in this example where team members commented on how face-to-face meetings affected the
workings of a team (K. James, personal communication, December 2011):

“Group meetings were good and needed to be more. When you’re alone in your office it is
easy to get distracted so face-to-face is much more effective.”

“Continue funding for future projects so that face-to-face opportunities are a possibility and
a necessity.”

“Face-to-face is always the best. It allows for ideas to be bounced around better.”

During the process of reviewing transcripts, I try to identify quotations that will illustrate the codes
and then the themes. In observing, I like to capture what people are saying and keep in mind the use
of the quotations to provide detailed evidence for my themes.

Different Individuals



In Figure 20.1, I also included perspectives from different individuals or different sources of data. If a
qualitative project unfolds with the collection of multiple data sources, I try to include evidence from
each data source in the theme passage. Information from interviews, from observations, from
documents, and from visual materials will be included in my theme passage. These multiple sources
of information will also provide multiple perspectives for my theme passage.

A Table That Organizes Themes, Codes, and Quotations

Because there are many codes in a qualitative project and they are aggregated into themes and
illustrated with quotations, qualitative researchers often present in their “findings” sections tables that
show an overview of the interrelationship among these three aspects of research. In Table 20.1, |
provide an illustration of a sample table that a student developed in a pilot project on the motivation
of college-age students to drink alcohol (C. Temmen, personal communication, December 2014).

In this table you can identify multiple codes for each theme and several examples of quotations that
accurately reflect the codes and themes.

TABLE 20.1 An IMustrative Table for Presenting the Themes, Codes, and Quotations in
a Qualitative Findingz Section

N N T

Drinking to soclalize Social “1 drink about half the time I'm in a big soclal environment. Liks a
anvircnment house party I'll usually drink, beskdes that it doesnt matter”
Drinking to relave Week activities “it was such a stressful week because we had been planning and
stress there was more alcohol than | thought there would be.”
Drinking to relax Bafore sleap “I'l have a gin and tonic or something before | go to bad
sometimes. It really helps. i's relaxing.”
Crinking because of Finding out for “ am gonna find out for mysalf. So 1 did®
camriosity myself
Drinking to feel a Connections “you kind of have Bk this welrd connection with everyone elss
sanse of community that you're with."
Summary

Qualitative themes are the results or findings in a study that present evidence for the central
phenomenon. The process of deriving themes comes from analyzing the raw data (e.g., interview
transcriptions, observational field notes), collapsing the raw data into a reasonable set of codes (say
20), aggregating the codes into a small number of themes (say five to seven), using the themes in a
findings section as subtopics (or subheadings), and then possibly further grouping the themes into
dimensions or figures. The elements that go into a good theme passage are a theme label that is
conceptually interesting, multiple codes to provide evidence for the theme, specific quotations to
further add information about the theme, and the views of different sources of information
(participants, observations, and so forth).

Activity

Look at a theme passage in a published qualitative journal article. Underline the following elements: the codes, the
participants, and the quotations. Reflect on whether the theme label is interesting and would encourage you to read
about the theme.
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