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Agenda for 
today

The background and rationale to Structured 
Tabular Thematic Analysis (ST-TA) – 20 mins

The process of conducting ST-TA, and a 
demonstration of analysing an example dataset – 
20 mins 

An interactive practical exercise –  a change for 
you to analyse a dataset and discuss your work 
with other webinar participants in small groups  – 
30 mins

Questions and answers – 15 mins

Break



Background and 
rationale



The background and rationale: Making the case 
for brief texts

• Qualitive research in psychology and the social sciences has been bound up from the outset 

with the importance of collecting in-depth data from each participant

• A focus on long texts has been a central element of grounded theory, the comparative method, 

conversation analysis, interpretative phenomenological analysis and reflexive thematic analysis

• However brief texts are vital components of human narrative, and are not intrinsically less 

informative or worthy of qualitative analysis by dint of being short

• Probably the most famous examples of brief texts that convey substantive wisdom or 

knowledge despite being very brief are well-known quotes

• A personal favourite of mine….





Making the case for brief texts, contd.

• The rise of brief narratives in social media

• The emerging literature in psychology on small stories (Georgakopoulou, 2014)

• The pluralist epistemology  argument: The more varied the forms of qualitative data that can be meaningfully 

analysed, the more effectively we can grasp the complexities of human behaviour, inner life, and interpersonal 

interaction that are conveyed through words and text

• Online open-ended questionnaire or vignettes have a range of benefits…

• Access hard to reach participants

• Total anonymity

• What is written is less spontaneous, and can be edited before submission > means more likely to be aligned to the views of the teller

• Larger sample possible





Relationship to other forms of thematic analysis

Structured 
tabular 

thematic 
analysis

Boyatzis 
ecumenical 

approach to TA

Braun and 
Clarke’s 
reflexive 

approach to  TA



Why do we need a dedicated form of thematic 
analysis for brief texts? 

• The predominant approach to thematic analysis is Braun and Clarke’s reflexive 

thematic analysis

• The ethos of ST-TA differs in important regards from Braun and Clarke’s version of 

thematic analysis:

1. ST-TA is more explicitly based on the importance of inter-analyst conversation, 

comparison and agreement checking – this dialogical, inter-subjective process is powerful 

in ensuring a clear / comprehensive and relatively bias-free thematic analysis

2. Braun and Clark don’t like frequencies as part of TA – this is understandable (to a degree) 

with smaller interview samples, but still tends towards relative opacity of information



Why do we need a dedicated form of thematic 
analysis for brief texts? Contd…

• The process of analysing brief texts is different in fundamental ways to analysing long texts, and 

requires specific practical injunctions, for example:

• Spreadsheets are well suited to analysing brief texts, as we will see in the practical exercises, and 

provide the platform for ST-TA, but not well suited to interview or focus group data

• Brief texts tend to come in larger samples (but not always) – larger samples lend themselves to 

more meaningful frequency data, which spreadsheets can auto-calculate

• Inter-analyst agreement checks can be done easily in spreadsheets



Numbers matter in qualitative research: Why 
theme frequencies are part of ST-TA
• In very small interview samples, theme frequencies mean little, but the larger the sample, the more 

informative the theme frequency becomes

• Giving the frequency of a theme conveys the extent to which it is represented in the dataset – there a 

whole range of reasons why this could be important to the findings or to the person reading the findings 

• This is often done in qual results sections with “fuzzy quantifiers”: e.g. “some participants…”, “many 

participants…”

• Frequencies are more precise and more transparent than fuzzy quantifiers – precision and clarity are the 

marks of good social science, whether qualitative or quantitative 

• From my perspective, it is no more acceptable to not mention frequencies of a theme than it is to not 

mention sample numbers in the sample – we would not accept in the method “Some individuals 

participated in this study”



Why theme 
frequencies 
matter: 
Examples

In an anger-management intervention evaluation study where data 

relates to the participants’ experience of the benefits or 

drawbacks of the intervention. If there are themes that pertain to 

positive and negative comments about the intervention, it is vital 

to convey how much these have been mentioned

In a study looking at the phenomenology of experiences on 

psychedelic drugs. If there is a theme that describes being anxious 

or panicky during the experience, it is vital to know how many 

participants mention this, relative to other themes

In a study that explores political attitudes in young adults. If 

‘political apathy’ emerges as a theme, it is important to 

researchers and readers to know if political apathy is prevalent in 

the sample, or only mentioned by a small number of participants. 



The process of 
conducting 
Structured Tabular 
Thematic Analysis



The 
process of 
conducting 
ST-TA

DATA

THEMES

DATA

THEMES

DATA

THEMES

NB. No analysis can ever 

be purely inductive

Hybrid is variable matter 

of emphasis of inductive 

and deductive

Inductive Deductive
Hybrid



The phases of conducting ST-TA

Phase B: Deep Immersion in the Data

Phase D: Tabulating Themes Against Data Segments

Phase E: Checking Inter-analyst Agreement

Phase F: Exploring Theme Frequencies

Phase G: Developing Thematic Maps and Diagrams

Phase H: Producing the Report

Aim is to reach an 80% agreement if 

an agreement check calculation 

check process is used (it doesn’t 

have to be)



Practical 
activity: Your 
chance to Have 
a go at phases 
B-D

The dataset is:  Answers from a group of young adults, age 18-
25, to the question “What does it mean to be an adult?”

You will be doing an inductive analysis, i.e. developing themes 
yourself based on recurrences in data

First task: Go through Phase B – immersion, and Phase C – 
code and theme development

Second task:  Break-out rooms and discussion – an 
opportunity for dialogical theme development

Third task: Then have a go and doing Phase D - the tabular 
phase of attaching participants to themes

Then we will discuss as a group

Dataset can be found at 

https://www.oliverrobinson.info/reps



Thematic maps and diagrams

• Maps and diagrams are ideal for representing 

how themes relate to each other

• Themes never exist in isolation, but establishing 

how they relate to each other is a skill unto itself

• For ST-TA, I point the author to an article I have 

written specifically on this topic:





Any 
questions?
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