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State of the Art:  Integrating Software with Qualitative Analysis. 

INTRODUCTION 

 Integrating software with qualitative analysis presents both opportunities and challenges. 

This chapter draws upon my experience as President of ResearchTalk Inc, which provides 

consultation on qualitative research to government, not-for-profit and academic researchers.  Our 

main goal is to maintain the integrity of their qualitative work, a challenge that is particularly 

acute when researchers use qualitative software.  Initially, we focus on choosing the package that 

best fits the needs of that particular researcher or research team.  Next, we work to ease the 

transition to software use.  This chapter focuses on integrating qualitative software into a 

qualitative analysis project. The two steps mentioned above are integral to the process�   

 There are two critical areas to consider when choosing a qualitative software 

package, if long term satisfaction with that package is your goal1  First, the package should take 

advantage of the most recent computer technology.  Second, the package should support a range 

of analytic approaches.  This goal can be achieved through flexible functionality.  Flexible 

functionality eases simple clerical tasks and supports the need to shift gears and redirect analysis 

when the discovery of serendipitous ideas opens new directions.  The remainder of this chapter 

will focus on ATLAS.ti and MAXqda to demonstrate how to integrate software into research and 

will illuminate the strengths of these packages.  Recent changes in ATLAS.ti and MAXqda 

clarify that the direction and decision making of a qualitative analysis project is, and always 

should be, in the hands and minds of the researcher rather than the software package.  Features 

unique to each package that allow the researcher to maintain control and review data are 

included below.  

 After reviewing software choice and defining “State of the Art” for qualitative software, I 

provide detail of new innovations in ATLAS.ti and MAXqda.  The remainder of the chapter 
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� �Our company offers two qualitative software packages, ATLAS.ti and MAXqda, and continues to support users of 

ATLAS.ti, ETHNOGRAPH, HyperResearch, MAXqda and NVIVO 2.0. As new versions of ETHNOGRAPH, 

HyperResearch, and NVIVO are released, we will consider expansion of our product offerings.  At the time of this 

writing (June of 2005), ATLAS.ti and MAXqda have distanced themselves from their competition in important 

ways for qualitative researchers.�
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features an analysis process I call “Sort and Sift: Think and Shift,” to illustrate how qualitative 

software is used throughout the life of a qualitative research project. 

 

CHOOSING SOFTWARE AND DEFINING “STATE OF THE ART” 

Choosing Software  

The five points discussed in this section will help you make informed decisions about 

qualitative software choice and introduction into your work. 

·  Popularity by marketing and word of mouth is NOT a reliable strategy – (Creswell-

Maietta, 2002).  Qualitative software developers do not advertise consistently, and all 

operate with different marketing budgets and expertise.   

 How your colleagues work with software may be very different than how you 

choose to work.  For example, some users buy software to analyze data that is part of a 

mixed methods project, while others use software to analyze in-depth interviews.  

Depending on the case, the features and functions required will vary greatly.  

Additionally, your colleagues may be more or less adept at the computer than you are and 

may be attracted to or distracted by issues in interface design differently from you.  While 

some ATLAS.ti users love the wide range of functions available via context menus (right 

mouse clicks), others who do not make use of context menus find them distracting.   

 Stylistic rather than substantive issues can result in harsh and perhaps unfair 

criticism of a software package.  Carefully measure feedback from colleagues to prevent 

premature rejection of a package.  Ask a colleague to introduce you to the package and 

appraise it for you.  A detailed discussion about the software will help you gauge if others 

prioritize software preferences in the same way as you. 

·  Most packages offer similar features – Do not expect major differences between 

qualitative software packages.  Most of the major commercially available packages that 

support theory building offer the same core functionality, a major advantage.  Each 

package mentioned in this chapter makes basic components of most major qualitative 

research methods easier via the use of software.  They allow you to code textual data into 

the categories you create either before or during your reading of text.  Each also offers 

easy tools for retrieval of text coded to any category within your entire project.  This 

retrieval might be for one code at a time or for times where more than one code is applied 
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to the same text (other Boolean and Proximity operators facilitate more complex patterns 

of code combinations within and across data documents).  Each program also includes a 

comprehensive system for writing and reviewing memos and incorporating demographic 

variables into your analysis. 

·  Don’t expect software to change your method –   Don’t look to the computer as a magic 

elixir.  Any form of artificial intelligence or computer aided programming depends on 

patterns in data and formulaic approaches applied by the computer that do not match the 

unpredictable nature of qualitative data.  If your computer program codes for you, you 

miss the fine discoveries that result from your frustrations with the coding process.  

Often, the frustrations that characterize qualitative work are the place where we find our 

stories.  Software should stay in the background as we direct what is done when and 

record what we see and think. 

·  Consider analysis approach before software choice – You direct the show and should 

impose your method on the package.  Come to software with an understanding of how 

you need to treat your data.  Think about your first steps as data become available to you.  

If you read text, highlight interesting passages and write notes before you code; this 

exercise can be done on screen.  If you create codes that result from your highlighted 

segments and written notes, replicate that process on-screen.  Alternatively, if you are 

testing a theory and have a set of codes that represent ideas in that theory, and then create 

those codes before you read text; as you find passages consistent with those ideas, code 

them to those categories. 

·  Expect qualitative software to take advantage of functionality available in other 

software programs - The six features discussed here position qualitative software as a 

practical tool that facilitates comfortable interaction with your data.   

1. Interaction with other software programs – The ability to import and export 

ASCII text (generic computer language) marked the easiest way to transfer files 

between qualitative software programs and Microsoft products like WORD and Excel.  

The ability to export frequency tables directly to Excel has been a feature in 

ETHNOGRAPH for some time.  HyperResearch exports data matrices to CHIP (a 

simple statistical program).  N6 exports code lists to the modeling programs Inspiration 

and Decision Explorer.  ATLAS.ti 5.0 exports to SPSS directly.  NVIVO introduced the 
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ability to import rich text files that preserve document formats.  MAXqda and 

ATLAS.ti allow rich text files that contain graphics; the only size limits are those set by 

our computers.  This feature invites interaction with a range of documents including 

information from websites and reports from organizations.   Video, audio and graphic 

files can be analyzed directly in ATLAS.ti and HyperResearch.  ATLAS.ti and 

MAXqda are also taking advantage of XML and HTML programming language to 

enhance the types of reports and interactivity of reports we export from these programs.  

Unfortunately, MAC users find fewer options for qualitative analysis software.  While 

HyperResearch and HyperQual can be used, they do not offer the same dynamic options 

as the PC based ATLAS.ti and MAXqda.  MAC users must choose programs with less 

flexibility or use a PC emulator with a PC based program. 

2. Use of color and visual tools – the colored pencil has been a tool that qualitative 

analysts have used strategically for years.  Individual colors are used consistently to 

represent codes or themes.  This approach allows a researcher to quickly scan a coded 

document to see where specific codes occur in the document and where combinations of 

colors reveal more than one code of interest occurring at the same time.  MAXqda is the 

first package to effectively simulate this process on screen.   Users can designate any of 

eleven different colors to each code.  When a code is applied to text, the color stripe that 

appears in the margin alongside the code will be that designated color.  For example, if I 

use the color blue for the code ‘friend,’ I will know that whenever I see that color in the 

margin the code friend is applied to that text.   

     Another new feature in MAXqda is color coding.   If I apply the “magenta” code, the 

highlighted text is changed to that color font and the code magenta is applied.  Other 

programs allow users to change the color of fonts, but do not allow the user to gather 

everything labeled with a color code.  This function allows the use of these codes in a 

number of ways including as ‘temperature’ measures of different ideas. 

     In ATLAS.ti, the ‘import neighbors’ function brings all text segments coded to a 

chosen code category into a diagram. Each segment occupies its own tile.  An analyst 

can shift the tiles to contemplate a next level of coding or text treatment.  For example, 

in a study of life satisfaction, we had a generic code for ‘challenges.’  When we brought 

all segments coded into one diagram, we were able to separate financial, physical, and 
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emotional challenges into different places in the diagram to consider each set 

individually and in combination. 

3. Discrete control of text segments - A fair criticism of qualitative software is that it 

is built in a way that privileges coding as a central component of an analysis strategy.  

As a result, qualitative researchers become adept at diagnosing patterns across a dataset 

at the expense of understanding the holistic meaning of a document and recognizing the 

power of individual statements in text.  The ‘quotation’ in ATLAS.ti provides 

opportunities to use text segments to address this issue.  Essentially, any segment of text 

a researcher marks can become a computer object.   This feature allows interaction with 

data that does not require categorization.  You can begin an analysis by simply reading 

and marking text.  MAXqda 2.0 has introduced color codes that simulate the off-screen 

work researchers do with a highlight pen.  With these functions, both programs invite 

researchers to feature important text segments in their text review and reporting.  Taken 

together, highlighted text segments help portray the overall flow and essence of a data 

document.  They can also be reviewed as a transition to coding. More detail on 

interaction with these features will be discussed later. 

4. Reliability  - Can you trust the program to perform as expected? If you encounter a 

problem, can you track down the source and find resolution?  No qualitative software 

program has an on-demand technical support service.  However, all programs either 

have a listserve or email system built to address problems, and they score high in this 

regard.  Nonetheless, there is always a possibility for conflict with rapid advances and 

unpredictable releases of upgrades to Windows operating systems by Microsoft.  We 

have found that developers are very responsive and quickly release patches to fix the 

problems.   

5. Backup Facilities – It is critical to have the ability to back up an entire project in one 

file and save that file easily to a flash or jump drive and/or send it via email.  This 

facility is more of a priority in qualitative software and now exists in ATLAS.ti, 

MAXqda and NVIVO.  It should also be possible to setup a project with ease, 

understand where files need to be saved for work with your data, and know where the 

files you save are located on your hard drive or network.  MAXqda is straightforward in 

this regard.  Other programs are more challenging.   
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6. Convenience Features – When qualitative software developers take full advantage 

of functionality available in a Windows environment, our use of the program is 

facilitated.  When qualitative researchers work without a computer, they keep important 

resources at hand and in easy reach.  Highlight pens or colored pencils, in a carefully 

chosen array of colors, are in their right place, and each is assigned its own idea to 

mark.  Sticky notes, index cards, file folders, tape, space on walls, etc. are all available 

and ready to use.  Qualitative software programs should be designed in similar fashion.  

When a researcher has an idea about what he or she has just read, noting that idea 

should be a seamless process.  The design of a package can make this very easy.  As 

qualitative software evolves, pragmatism should be paramount.  It is important that 

software makes what we do easier so our insights are not lost to a search for a feature 

that is not well placed or easily accessible.  This area is one in which ATLAS.ti and 

MAXqda excel. 

�  Easy to find features and functions - useful menus, toolbars with easy to 

interpret icons and context menus make our work move along more smoothly.  

For example, “context menus” are found when we right click anywhere on our 

screen.  In qualitative software, context menus should effectively lead us to 

common functions.  A right click on a code in the margin area of ATLAS.ti 

reveals a range of potential places to explore while you work with your text.  

For example, if you code a section of text to ‘pivotal moments,’ you can right 

click on it in the right margin and easily write a note about your growing 

understanding of the code.  If you are curious about how you are using the 

code, you can move through all other segments coded to the category.  Other 

options are also available.  The right mouse directs researchers to the ‘tools’ 

they need for next steps in both ATLAS.ti and MAXqda.   

�  Drag and drop – In the spirit of “let me take it from here and also put it here,” 

drag and drop allows ready movement of key ideas into memos, code 

categories, and/or diagrams.  The availability of drag-and-drop functionality 

further “pushes the envelope” of the power of software as pragmatic tool.  

�  Windows Management – Imagine if another person sat at your desk or in the 

room where you work with your qualitative data. Would it be a problem for 
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you if things were moved around?  The physical placement of what we review 

and the tools we use during that review is critical.  Increasingly, the user can 

control the look of the computer screen and the placement of items on the 

screen.  The foundation of the MAXqda interface is a four window screen that 

is easy to adapt.  Only one of the four windows needs to open at any one time, 

and it is easy to make adjustments to the screen according to user preference.  

ATLAS.ti 5.0 contains specific windows management features to make setting 

the screen to your preference easy and powerful.  For example, ‘always on 

top’ will keep a memo (or other chosen window) open even if you move to 

and perform functions within other windows on the screen.  ‘Rollup mode’ 

will keep only the title of a window open until you move your mouse to the 

title bar.  Features like ‘always on top’ and ‘rollup mode’ enhance access to 

critical pieces of work that, when put aside temporarily, will still be at our 

fingertips at any point. 

Defining “State of the Art” 

 When defined by researchers and not by computer programmers, “State of the Art” for 

qualitative software has less to do with sophisticated computer features than the ability for a user 

to maintain control and direction of an analysis using software.  Built well, qualitative software 

facilitates sensible data organization, thorough memo writing and dynamic access to our work 

that encourages us to think out loud in ways we might not otherwise do.   

 Two main outcomes really matter when using software.  First, qualitative software should 

free you from administrative tasks in a manner that allows you to focus on your text and record 

your reactions to it.  This benefit should far outweigh the predictable frustrations of integrating a 

new software program into a project.  Second, the result of the fist point is that you should enjoy 

the process.  You do not have to find creative ways to name codes to show the relationship 

between code categories.  You do not need to group codes into a hierarchy.  When you write a 

memo or comment, you should be confident that you can easily retrieve it.  It should be 

straightforward to record your reasons for changing your mind. These points are facilitated by a 

program that is designed to accommodate flexibility to review and mark text while retrieving, 

reviewing and processing the work you do.   
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The following discussion shows how qualitative researchers work through their projects 

and how ATLAS.ti and MAXqda meet the goals discussed above and set the standard for ‘State 

of the Art.’  

 

AN APPROACH TO DATA ANALYSIS:  SORT AND SIFT: THINK AND SHIFT  

 Any qualitative software package can be used for almost any approach to qualitative data 

analysis.  Further, as in research without a computer, there is no right approach for qualitative 

research and no step-by-step plan to follow for data analysis.  A strong qualitative software 

program is flexible and facilitates fluid movement between reviewing the material and recording 

your reactions to that material in the form of highlights, categorization and written notes.  This 

foundation invites a wide range of qualitative options. 

 To demonstrate the flexibility and fluidity of ATLAS.ti and MAXqda, I use a qualitative 

analysis approach I call, “Sort and Sift: Think and Shift.”  This brief introduction to the method 

illustrates the benefits derived from the use of software.  The Sort and Sift technique encourages 

frequent movement between thorough review of data with recording of ideas that emerge during 

review and stepping back to review and reflect on content and process used during data analysis.  

The approach is a process that involves two recurrent phases of a cycle of data analysis.  The 

first phase is called “Diving In.”    Get into your data as quickly as possible.  Read, review, 

recognize and record.  The second phase is called “Stepping Back.”  This phase encourages you 

to stop to review where you are.  Reflect and re-strategize.  Then dive back into what you have 

done and recognize what is new. 
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 The method discourages a linear approach to qualitative data analysis.  Your work, your 

data and your self are all subjects of study.  John Seidel (1995), the creator of ETHNOGRAPH, 

describes a process of “Collecting, Noticing, and Thinking” that is at the core of the Sort and Sift 

method.  It also encourages constant movement between what we have in front of us, what we 

notice and how we process both.  Notice the flow of the arrows in the diagram he uses to 

demonstrate the qualitative analysis process in the appendix of the ETHNOGRAPH manual.  

 

The following sections of this chapter include discussions of “Diving Into Data” and “Stepping 

Back.”  Both phases are always necessarily intertwined.  A part of thorough investigation of data 

is to step back while in the depth of data exploration.  Remember that you are considering ideas 

that evolve.  Looking at them as you work with them facilitates how you monitor and develop 

ideas.  This process allows you to consider how you are thinking about and relating to these 

developing notions, as well. 

 

Diving Into Data:  Open Review, Memo Writing and Codebook Evolution 

 “How do I get started?” is a reasonable question for people new to qualitative software.   

“How would you approach your data if you did not have a software program” is a reasonable 

response.  If users are not driven by a specific method, like grounded theory, we encourage them 

to find an innocent point of entry into their data.  In the next section, two different approaches 

that can be taken upon initial review of data, highlighting text and coding, are demonstrated.   

During each discussion, options to write memos are described as well. 
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Highlighting Text 

 MAXqda 2.0 recently introduced a new function that adds a convenient twist to the 

simple process of using a highlight pen and writing notes in the margin area of a document.  Four 

different ‘color codes’ can be applied to selected text segments and serve as an electronic 

highlight pen.  When you highlight text and apply a color code, the font of the marked text is 

changed to the color of the code, and the code name then appears in the margin of the document.  

You can also write a memo about the segment.  A memo icon will be placed in the margin to 

indicate that a memo is there.  

 

 

Other qualitative software programs allow you change the color of text in your documents and/or 

highlight selected text.  MAXqda offers a further advantage beyond the ability to mark the text 

segment.  Every segment marked with the same color code is gathered to that particular code 

category.  You can then go back and review all text coded (highlighted) with the magenta code.  

As you ‘step back’ to process your initial review of text, you can easily move through each 
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segment you marked with a specific color to reconsider your findings and/or question why 

certain types of segments draw your attention.  While you review, you are returned to the 

original text to see your original memos and review those, as well. 

 The ‘quotation’ in ATLAS.ti also serves as an electronic highlight pen and offers other 

interesting options.  Before you code, you can highlight text and make it a quotation.  This 

process is equivalent to highlighting text off-screen.  A bracket is placed in the margin area of 

the document indicating the beginning and end points of the quotation.  Each quotation can be 

named, and you can write a comment about each one.  All quotations are placed in an easily 

accessible list.  As you examine the list, you start to see the story of the data document under 

review and may begin to think about codes suggested from this reading. 

 

 The quotation manager, which I prefer to place on the right side of my screen, shows a 

list of every quotation I created while reading a journal interview “George” typed as part of a 

study of life satisfaction.  I can read the list of quotes to consider a potential code list and to get a 

profile of what I learned about George through the interview.  As I review each quotation, I can 

call up the comments I wrote about them.  From this list of quotations, I see that relationships are 

central to George’s life as he makes statements that are both general about relationships and 

specific about friends, family and romantic partners.  He discusses future interests about wanting 
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to be a movie director.  Our final code list includes specific codes for different key actors and a 

general category for ‘interests.’ These codes emerged from our first read of George’s document. 

 ATLAS.ti offers other ‘stepping back’ tools in addition to reviewing code names for a 

document profile and potential codes.  This program also features network diagrams to explore 

and represent relationships between and among documents, quotes, codes, memos and other 

objects in ATLAS.ti.  The diagram below shows a network view for George’s interview.  As we 

read George’s document, we noted that his discussion was compartmentalized into two areas: 

relationships and a desire to be a movie director.  Each tile in the diagram is a quotation to which 

we gave a unique name.  Unlike the process for coding, here we wanted to create a short name to 

summarize the quote and capture the essence of the statement rather than note patterns and group 

quotes. 

 

 We design “Episode Profiles” about George by arranging the tiles in a network diagram 

in an order that portrays the ‘shape’ of his discussion.  We also write a comment about each 

diagram as part of this profile to represent what we learn about each person in our study.  

Episode profiles provide powerful points for discussion and serve as comparative tools as we 

think about differences across our population.  This level of analysis generates valuable 
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information.  What you learn and show about each case is as important as what you learn and 

show about your code categories.  Specific, detailed quote names help capture the dynamic 

nature of each statement featured in the diagram.  The flexibility of the network diagram allows 

us to play with what we are learning.  While George’s diagram is in columns, we represented the 

story told by a woman in our study by moving her tiles into a circle.  A third woman had one 

quote from which several other key quotes emerged.  Her diagram simulated a shooting star. 

 Color codes are unique to MAXqda. Discrete use of quotations as objects that can be 

named, commented on, and included in network diagrams as described here is unique to 

ATLAS.ti. 

 

Memo Writing 

 Memo writing is probably the most common qualitative task we avoid when we feel time 

pressure.  It is also the best way to develop a deep relationship to your work.  Memos facilitate 

out loud thinking.  Memos should be treated as living, breathing documents where ideas evolve.  

We should write something about every aspect of our projects.  This writing does not have to be 

elegant or brilliant, but should capture your thoughts. Memos should be reviewed and revised 

frequently to monitor emerging ideas. 

 When we work off-screen, we develop methods for putting memos about different items 

in their proper places.  We may attach a piece of paper to each file folder that contains an 

interview, focus group or fieldnote to keep reflections, summaries, and questions regarding each 

document.  If we use file folders for code categories, we may write notes on the folder or on 

attached pages.   We use the margins to write comments on text.  Separate tablets may be 

assigned to major project memos like methods notes, ToDo lists, and/or emerging questions. 

 Qualitative software is built to simulate this notation process.  ATLAS.ti comments and 

MAXqda memos can be written for each quotation and/or code we use to simulate notes in the 

margin of a document.  These items are like industrial strength sticky notes that stay with that 

text wherever you reference it.  If you code a segment to the codes for ‘health’ and ‘pivotal 

moments,’ you will see an icon to access your note while you review the segments coded to 

either code category.  As is the case in most of the major packages on the market, you can also 

write comments or memos (the terms vary in the different packages) that attach to a document, 

code category or other major item in your project.  You can also simulate having a tablet for 
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major project memos by writing memos for the project that are available via memo system 

managers in ATLAS.ti and MAXqda.  Since the memos and comments you write are accessible 

and editable, return to review and change them, and consider the meaning of each change in a 

methods journal. 

 Throughout the sections on highlighting text and codework you see references to how to 

access memos and comments.  They should be readily available.  You access them the same way 

you construct them, to review, add to and adjust.   

 

ATLAS.ti and MAXqda also contain special access tools for you to step back and review 

memos.  This window shows the MAXqda memo manager and a MAXqda memo.  The memo 

manager lists every memo in the project and is sortable.  When you write a memo, you can 

classify it by type.  For example, you can use an icon with a “T” on it to indicate a memo that 

contains a theoretical notion.  You can then sort your memo list to move to those memos.  

ATLAS.ti also has a memo manager.  In ATLAS.ti, notes about specific objects in the project 

like codes, documents and quotes are called comments.  While comments are not accessible via 

the memo manager, you can use filtering to see the objects that contain comments. Each item 

with a comment is also indicated with a marker (a tilde [~] in a list or a colored triangle on a 

quotation marker in the document margin area). 

 

Codework 
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One debate in the field of qualitative analysis is whether coding is analysis.  When done 

right, it absolutely is.  Analysis proceeds during the coding phase.  Qualitative analysis requires 

multiple passes through each data piece.  During each phase we should keep our ‘memo mind’ 

active.  Let thoughts develop.  Record and refine them. Think of writing as a comfortable 

companion to coding.  Carefully learn the layout of a software program to understand where 

necessary tools are located.  When you code to a category and realize that the coded segment is a 

cornerstone example of that idea, copy it directly to a memo.  Similarly, when you code to a 

category and think that a section of text may or may not fit a code category, write a note and 

explore other places that have been coded to that category to understand how segments may or 

may not fit together. 

This section details two key aspects of the design of ATLAS.ti and MAXqda that 

facilitate active codework: 

1. A screen view that encourages flexible, fluid movement between text (and/or 

videos, graphics, audio), codes, memos, etc. 

2. An active codebook that offers flexible ways to view and question category 

status. 

Codework Screen View 

Both ATLAS.ti and MAXqda offer flexible options for how to set up your screen while 

you work.  Much as individual qualitative researchers make decisions about how to set up their 

desk and office space, the options available for screen setup accommodate different work 

processes.  Each program shares important design elements.  The following illustration from 

ATLAS.ti demonstrates how tools are utilized to work through a data piece conveniently. 
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The margin area directly next to the body of the data piece under review displays codes and 

markers where applications begin and end.  The margin area in both ATLAS.ti and MAXqda is 

active.  Right clicking on any item exposes a context menu that lists a choice of functions for 

coding and document review.   

 In the ATLAS.ti screenshot pictured here, the option, ‘list quotations’ is highlighted 

within the margin area context menu.  In this case, the highlighted text is coded to the category 

‘challenges.’  When we analyzed the category, we battled with what it meant and how to use it.  

The list quotations function gave us access to every instance we coded as ‘challenges.’ By 

scanning these instances to assess the idea ‘challenges,’ we considered what we learned from it.  

As we reviewed instances, we could also access a comment function to write notes about what 

we learned, and a rename function to refine the name of the code. 

 Reading and reviewing data inspires unanticipated reactions and reflections.  Some 

reactions are related to the immediate data while others concern items we have wrestled with 

previously.  Qualitative software programs offer a comprehensive toolkit of resources needed to 

review a data piece.  Only ATLAS.ti and MAXqda include the complete set of items listed here: 

�  Easy to read code names in the margin area; 
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�  Clear markers indicating the beginning and ending of each code application.  MAXqda 

only – these markers are color coded in colors determined by the user.  Each time a code 

or group of codes appears in the document margin, the stripe for that code becomes the 

color you set in the code system window.  MAXqda is the only program that controls 

colors of code markers by code category and lets the user determine the color for each 

code. 

�  An active margin area providing ready access to a range of functions to perform during 

document review. 

�  The ability to open important windows to accompany document review (code lists, 

document lists, lists of key text segments) via a right mouse click or click of an icon. 

�  Convenient drag-and-drop functionality to link key items within your project. 

�  Straightforward functionality to do and undo tasks. 

�  Document editing  

�  Memo access via clear icons and mouse clicks. 

�  On-screen review that occurs in the same screen view as original work with a data 

document. 

�  Ready access to all segments coded to a category while coding a particular data 

document. 

 While this list is not exhaustive, it represents a spectrum of activity that may occur while 

coding.  The availability of this flexible set of tools increases the likelihood that your ideas are 

not lost. 

 

Active Code Book 
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 Codebooks evolve.  Therefore, it is necessary to have an easy to access codebook and the 

ability both to change codes in or out of the codebook (change codes from the document margin 

area as described in the previous section) and to see your code list in different ways.  The picture 

here shows two different views of a code list in MAXqda.   

 The list on the left shows codes that we have organized into categories and subcategories.  

To the right of each code is a number indicating a count of text segments coded to each category.  

This feature is available in both ATLAS.ti and MAXqda, but not in all programs discussed here.  

In addition, each code name is preceded by an icon that displays the color you choose to 

associate with that code in the document margin area.  Categories and subcategories can be 

arranged and rearranged via drag-and-drop.  When the code list is open alongside a data 

document, coding by drag-and-drop is easy. 

 Both ATLAS.ti and MAXqda allow you to view and code from a code list view that is 

organized by category and subcategory.  In ATLAS.ti you can opt to code by list, as well.  In 

MAXqda and ATLAS.ti, codes can also be listed in a view that can be sorted by code name 

and/or by a range of other code characteristics.  This flexibility inspires different ways to think 

about your code list and how it is used.  You can sort code lists by authors assigned to each code 

or by frequency of application.  The code view on the right side of the screenshot here is sorted 

by frequency for documents of New Yorkers.  Flexible sorting and filtering, available in most 
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qualitative software packages, allows you to critically compare:  “Are my coding patterns for 

documents from New Yorkers different than my coding patterns for documents for people from 

Indiana?” 

 The ability to think out loud about code categories helps your growing understanding of 

your project.  Changing how we view and ask questions about our codelist assists this process.  

For example, looking at your code list in a sortable list or organized into categories and 

subcategories inspires important questions about the content and direction of your analysis.  

When you decide to make changes to code names, code definitions, how codes are grouped, new 

codes or codes to delete, these changes can be made easily from within the code managers. 

(Please see the context menu in the MAXqda screenshot in this section.) 

�  Working with demographics – all qualitative software packages offer the ability to 

categorize data documents at the demographic level.  For example, you can indicate 

which documents belong to sub-categories of gender, job tenure, income and state of 

residence and examine those documents by one or more of these categories to assess the 

effect of demographic variables on various situations in your data. 

�  Special feature - Weighting codes as a heuristic device in MAXqda – You can modify the 

weight of each coded instance in MAXqda.  Weight scores vary from 1-100. You set the 

default weight for segments that are not explicitly weighted.  In the following example, 

we apply a weight score to a text segment coded to the category ‘interests.’  Our default 

weight is set at one.  In this case we used code weighting to signify indications of 

preference in a series of text segments.  We wanted to isolate those from other instances 

coded to this category.   
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For each of the stronger instances, we changed the weight to a number from 75 – 100.  

This change allowed us to organize our report of all items coded to interests by weight 

score.  While our goal was not to declare the meaning and implications of different 

weighted discussions of interests, we were able to look at the higher weights to see what 

we learned from text where the participant made explicit efforts to declare the importance 

of an area of interest.  For example, in reviewing the statement, “My life would be 

incomplete without music,” the weighted segments revealed that concrete indications of 

importance happened more often during discussions of recreation and activities shared 

with key actors in the participant’s life.  The nature of these discussions was also 

consistent with a general theme in our study of life satisfaction that while people don’t 

discuss life satisfaction per se, they describe their strategies for getting through the day.  

 

Stepping Back:  Review and Representation 

 Throughout the section on “Diving In” to data, references to stepping back to enhance the 

process of data review were made.  This ‘talk back’ between what we review for the first time 

and our developing ideas of what has gone before is critical.  In addition, there are times when 

we need to stop to consider preliminary thoughts about the project overall.  I strongly advise that 

you use the tools outlined here after reviewing three to five documents rather than waiting until 

you have reviewed every document in your dataset.  Review them again after significant chunks 

of work are done.  In this way, you allow your thoughts to move back and forth between the 

discrete and the whole. 

 Four “Stepping Back” exercises are discussed here: 

�  Code review, both in output reports and on-screen 

�  Filtering by demographics 

�  Exploring combinations of codes 

�  Diagramming ideas 

Code review 

�  Organization of reports – don’t expect reports generated from a qualitative software 

program to be conclusive.  In ATLAS.ti, they are aptly called ‘outputs.’  You can output 

the text of a document, or as pictured here, every quotation (text segment) coded to a 

code category.  The report below is for the code ‘education.’  Note that the first instance 
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of the output is shown in the window and begins with the text P1:George.rtf.  This text 

indicates that this coded instance comes from George’s interview.  Below this main 

information line is a code line. This line indicates all code categories where this segment 

is coded.  Take advantage of all information in an output report.  In this case, think about 

the co-occurrence of categories.  Perhaps you will find something new and unexpected or 

information that confirms an idea you are exploring.  The text segment is followed by the 

comment we wrote about this quotation.  The output report provides a thorough account 

of what we did while we coded this text to ‘education.’  Use this information to inform 

ideas and direction of new questions. 

 

�  On-screen reports.  Most information in a qualitative software program can be seen on 

paper or on-screen.  MAXqda is particularly flexible with on-screen reports.   Notice that 

the context menu in the window in this section provides different options for the order of 

items in the retrieved segments window. You can choose to review the text segments of 

more than one code at a time and order them by document (order by text tree), by code 

category (order by code) or by weight.  This simple feature is a powerful and frequently 
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more effective tool for accessing information than some more sophisticated tools featured 

in qualitative software programs. 

 

  

Filtering by demographics 

 Another simple and powerful tool in qualitative software is called filtering.  If we can 

isolate information by major categories, draw conclusions, and then do comparisons, we can 

move toward understanding how different characteristics contribute to different information.  For 

example, if gender is an important variable in our analysis, we can first indicate within our 

software program the appropriate gender for text from each case in our study.  Then we can filter 

to select only text for women.  Every code we read and code combination we pursue will be for 

women only.  We can then do the same for men.  The similarities and differences of these 

explorations will yield the content of our gender comparison. 

 

Combinations of codes 

It is easy to assume themes exist in places where more than one code is applied to the same 

section of text.  This assumption is more likely with qualitative software because of code 
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combination tools built from Boolean and Proximity operators.  For example, we thought that 

people who completed our life satisfaction interviews were “becoming their parents.”  To 

explore this notion, we used a code combination tool to find instances when we coded to both the 

parents code and the self growth code.  However, the only instance of this code combination was 

from a woman who related going to yoga classes with her mom. We then decided to step back to 

ask the question in a simpler way.  Dropping the assumption that we could learn about people 

becoming their parents only where we coded these two main categories to the same text, we 

retrieved both the self growth and parents codes and ordered the retrieved segments window by 

text tree.  This selection allowed us to read, by data document, each segment coded to parents or 

self growth in the order they appeared in the data document.   

 The first document we read perfectly characterized our expectation.  A young woman 

related that when she lived at home, she couldn’t wait to go to college to escape her father who 

she described as a military drill sergeant.  Everything had to be done on time and kept in an 

orderly manner.  This segment was coded to parents.  In a later section of the document we 

coded to self growth, she wrote how proud she was to listen to a speech announcing that she won 

an award for being a dorm leader.  She described how the speech characterized her as good at 

keeping order and making sure things happen on time.  When we then read segments coded to 

our categories of interest in sequence, we could see how the nature of the text about the two 

categories was similar.  The participant didn’t acknowledge the similarity as would be required if 

the same text was about both ideas.  Instead, she gave us information about each component part 

of this theme, and we put the pieces together by organizing the information we were reading in a 

new way. 

 In Computer Programs for Qualitative Data Analysis (1995) Weitzman and Miles 

discuss search tools available in packages they classify as ‘theory building packages.’  Searching 

for combinations of codes is described as a powerful feature of these programs.   Tools like the 

Query Tool of ATLAS.ti, the Search Procedures in ETHNOGRAPH, the Logic Machine in 

MAXqda and the Search Tool in NVIVO 2.0 quickly locate all instances where more than one 

code was applied to the same text or in the same document in a pattern designated by the user.  

You can find every time Code A comes before Code B or Code A is inside Code B, when they 

are coded to the same text or coded in overlapping ways and more.  These powerful tools are a 
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strong argument for qualitative software.  Tasks like these searches would be difficult, and in 

some cases impossible, to replicate off-screen. 

 While powerful, these tools nonetheless assume that the researcher knows what code 

combinations to put into a search before he or she performs it.  While we may know many 

combinations for any project, surprise combinations are equally common. 

 Tools in MAXqda, ATLAS.ti and NVIVO 2.0 let researchers see a matrix of code 

combinations that provide access to the associated text.  The code relations browser from 

MAXqda is pictured here.  Codes in the project (an entire code list or selection of codes 

designated by the user) are displayed in both columns and rows of a table.  Boxes of different 

color and size indicate the popularity of different combinations of codes.  Large red boxes 

indicate the most popular combinations and small blue boxes indicate less popular combinations.  

Double clicking on a particular box brings all instances that fit that combination to the retrieved 

segments window of MAXqda.  The combination of education and work is highlighted in the 

lower right of the window below. 

 

 

 The motivation behind tools like the code relations browser is to provide direct access to 

anticipated and unanticipated code combinations in your project.  It is also possible to see a list, 
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or in some programs, like MAXqda, a matrix diagram, of all codes applied within the body of 

data documents.  These lists facilitate the building of episode profiles described earlier in this 

chapter. 

 

Diagramming Ideas 

 As ideas and connections between elements of our projects become more complex, 

keeping track of these connections becomes increasingly challenging.  Qualitative researchers 

describe how they lay sections of fieldnotes, interviews, and focus groups on an empty floor, 

wall or table.  They move index cards and cut-up sections of documents to bring complementary 

ideas together, and they arrange contrasting statements next to each other to vividly see contrasts.  

Several qualitative software programs contain facilities that qualitative researchers use to model 

connections between codes and documents and memos.  ATLAS.ti is the only program that 

invites the physical movement of text segments to imitate processes described here.   

 The diagram in this section shows how we portray a connection between three codes, 

emotions, friends, and self growth, in our life satisfaction study.  While there was little explicit 

discussion of our main topic, these three codes comprised what we called the “life satisfaction 

triangle.”  Each code served as a barometer for how satisfied people were with their lives.  If 

friendships were in disrepair, their life satisfaction seemed low.  The same was true for their 

emotional states and how they felt about themselves.  Additionally, if they focused on any of 

these categories, for example, engaged in self growth activities, their life satisfaction seemed to 

increase.   

 The following diagram we constructed displays the internal associations and 

contributions we identified between these codes.  Because ATLAS.ti treats designated text 

segments as computer objects, we can bring discrete text segments (quotations), to which we can 

apply specific names for illustrative purposes, into diagrams with codes.  Including quote names 

helps maintain the language of our participants and adds a powerful dimension to our diagram. 
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Not only is this diagramming tool a representation tool, it is also an exploration tool or 

playground, if you will.  You can bring any combination of your project’s codes, quotes, memos, 

or documents into any diagram.  Try these two powerful exercises: 

1. Code exploration – after you code at least ten quotations to a code category, bring that 

code into a network diagram.  Use the import neighbors function to see the quotes you 

have coded to that category.  Each quotation is on its own tile.  Slide the tiles around to 

explore what you are learning about the code.  When we have trouble defining and 

applying codes in our project, we move quotes into three columns.  Column one contains 

quotations that exactly fit the codes to this category.  Column two contains approximate 

“hits,” and column three has quotations that do not fit.  Each column teaches us about our 

coding patterns and helps us refine our ideas.  In similar fashion, we can move the quotes 

coded to a broad category to sections that represent subcategories of the major code.  For 

example, we can take quotes coded to emotions and move them to sections of the 

diagram we designate for each subcategory, such as happiness, guilt and pride.  After we 

define groupings we can code to the subcategories as well. 

Shaping Episode Profiles – This same logic can be used with documents.  You can import 

quotations that you create within a data document and can name those quotations.  They can be 

moved to show the flow and shape of the discussion that carries through the document.   
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CONCLUSION 

 Be modest when you start using qualitative software.  The goal of this chapter has been to 

allow you to picture yourself using software and guide you to choose and implement this tool in 

your work.  Qualitative researchers who are not yet using software should think seriously about 

doing so.  Since ATLAS.ti and MAXqda give us discrete control of the smallest units of text via 

the quotation, color codes, and on the spot memoing, we can invoke a range of methodological 

strategies in our approach to working with data in a program.  Work from the core of different 

levels of categorization and memo writing, and value individual text segments to the same 

degree as any category or memo.  Access stories that live inside individual data collection 

episodes and ride across key elements of a dataset and in the process push and question your 

analysis approach. 

 Qualitative software was built to support existing approaches to data analysis. It is a 

pragmatic tool.  While qualitative software is commonly referred to as CAQDAS (computer 

assisted qualitative data analysis software), I prefer the term, ‘qualitative software’ because I 

object to the term, ‘computer assisted,’ leading the expression.  Qualitative analysis is the most 

important aspect of what we do, and we do not need the computer to assist that part of it. 

 Ideally, the researcher should be freed by qualitative software to focus on the substance 

of her or his work and reactions to it.  This scenario becomes more likely if we use software as 

an electronic organizer and dynamic access tool.  The software does not give us new or different 

information, and the program does not do the analysis or interpretation.  We remain the analysts.  

This bias does not preclude software enhancing methodology.  When I have a reliable, dynamic 

organization and access tool providing visual playgrounds that encourage me to think out loud, I 

can think more creatively and responsibly.  We are now freed from tasks that distance us from 

the immediacy of intimate and intellectual reaction to our work. 

 We don’t need software to inspire dramatic findings; our participants, our data, our minds 

and our audience will always be responsible for that.  It can be argued that qualitative analysis 

can proceed from here with no further innovation to software.  However, I am curious to see 

where we can go from here and know that there will be innovations beyond what we can 

currently conceptualize.  We need to proceed with caution and keep pragmatic goals paramount.  

Create ways for the computer to reliably deal with patterned tasks that don’t affect the substance 
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of what we do.  In so doing, open our options for serendipitous discovery.    If software helps us 

be true to this task, then it is truly “state of the art.” 
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