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Foreword

	We encounter texts every day, whether in a professional context or in our free time – we are constantly faced with the task of understanding and processing the content of a text. These are often rather short texts, such as emails or news reports that we read on our smartphones. However, when we read a newspaper or a book, the amount of text we need to understand and process is already greater. When we have to familiarize ourselves with complicated non-fiction texts, possibly even in a subject area in which we are not experts, we feel the challenges that the content of a text can present us with.

	We encounter these texts more frequently in a school or university context. Unlike books or daily newspapers, where we can choose whether or not to read them, at school or university we are faced with compulsory reading that we cannot simply close if we cannot relate to it. For example, a math teacher might try to read Jürgen Habermas's "Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit" (Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere) in his spare time. However, if after 20 pages he realizes that he doesn't understand any of the complicated language and seemingly endless sentences, he might as well close the book and put it back on the shelf. After all, he doesn't necessarily need it. A student writing her thesis in sociology on Habermas, however, cannot afford this "luxury."

	In the latter case, qualitative content analysis can be beneficial. In the course of this book, we will take an in-depth look at this scientific method, which we can use to analyze and evaluate different types of texts in a structured way. But don't worry, this is not a dry academic standard work. Numerous practical examples and concrete instructions make this book much easier to read, without deviating from scientific standards.

	 

	So let's dive into the world of qualitative content analysis together. Enjoy reading! 

	 


The quality of a text

	In the humanities and social sciences, texts often form the basis of academic work, for example in sociology, literary studies, communication studies, and philosophy. The analysis and interpretation of text in these disciplines is equivalent to the interpretation of macroeconomic data in economics or the examination of graphs using curve discussion in mathematics. Interpreting texts? For some, this may bring back memories of German lessons in which poems and ballads were interpreted. "What is the author trying to tell us?" was the common question that had to be answered in an interpretation. This question will still occupy us in the following book, but in a much more concrete form than in an interpretation in German class. So if you didn't care much for "far-fetched" interpretations of text material, content analysis is the right tool for you.

	The analysis of text material is carried out in a very structured manner and based on clear criteria. I will first explain these criteria as well as the basic structure and techniques of the scientific method of qualitative content analysis. This will be followed by a discussion of the specific objectives and tasks of qualitative content analysis in the research process. The difference between qualitative and quantitative methods will also be explained. Furthermore, we will examine various disciplines, some of which I have already listed, and specify qualitative content analysis in each discipline. After that, we will briefly discuss the limitations of content analysis, because as you may already know or have experienced, there is no perfect method (yet), but we will try to get as close to it as possible. Finally, we will further intensify the practical relevance that is already present throughout the explanations and carry out a qualitative content analysis using a case study as an example. The aim of this book is not only to familiarize you with the theoretical background, but also to provide you with a practical guide on how to work with qualitative content analysis in your studies. At the very end of the book, you will find further reading on the topic so that you can delve deeper into the subject if you are interested. Dealing with literature, research, and the associated compilation of a body of text to be analyzed will also be part of your studies. We will come back to this later.  But for now, I won't say any more— I'm sure you're eager to learn more about qualitative content analysis.


Content analysis explained in a nutshell

	"Life doesn't have to be rich

	as long as it is rich in content."

	(Lise Meitner, physicist)

	Definition

	Content analysis is generally defined as a systematic method used in the social sciences to examine the content of communication, usually in written form (e.g., interviews, newspaper articles, etc.). 

	For example, an interview with the German chancellor in SPIEGEL magazine can serve as a text basis, but the same applies to a letter to the editor or a tweet with only 140 characters. In principle, verbal communication can also be the subject of content analysis, but in this book we will focus on the analysis of written content. 

	The aim of the analysis is the scientific evaluation of the text content, which is usually hypothesis-driven. This means that the researcher formulates a hypothesis that is examined on the basis of the available text material. One method of conducting this examination is content analysis (Weber, 1990) . 
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Here is a brief example to make this rather theoretical formulation easier to understand: Let us assume that we want to look at the reporting on the 2021 German federal election campaign. To do this, we analyze newspaper and magazine articles from the politics section of major German publications, such as Bild, FAZ, or SPIEGEL. This is possible with content analysis methods because it involves written communication, in this case from an author and their publisher to readers. 



	But which aspects do we want to examine? After all, from a scientific point of view, simply reading these articles offers us no added value – so we need a hypothesis that we can test using content analysis in order to either verify or falsify it. Or, to put it more simply: text analysis helps us determine whether our initial hypothesis is correct or not. 

	One hypothesis could be that the only female candidate in the 2021 federal election, Annalena Baerbock, was reported on differently than the two male candidates, Olaf Scholz and Armin Laschet. Sociologists talk about gender roles or gender stereotypes that assign women a different role in public life than men. Traditionally, women are described as more reserved and passive, while men are described as more aggressive and active (Gildemeister & Wetterer, 1992) . One hypothesis would therefore be that this attribution influenced the reporting on the chancellor candidates. Based on this hypothesis, we can examine the selected texts using content analysis methods to find out whether gender stereotypes were actually reflected in the reporting or whether they have already been largely overcome in 2021.

	Historical background

	If you are wondering why the examples given here are so "social science-heavy," let's take a brief look at the history of qualitative content analysis. More than 30 years ago, this method was first used in a research project by psychologist Philipp Mayring on the psychosocial consequences of unemployment. For this purpose, 600 interviews were conducted with unemployed people using a guideline (so-called semi-open interviews) and then evaluated on the basis of two criteria: 1. Cognitive processing, i.e., dealing with and accepting or not accepting the state of unemployment, and 2. Coping attempts, i.e., attempts to cope with the negative psychological consequences (Mayring, Zur subjektiven Bewältigung von Arbeitslosigkeit, 1985) .

	As we can easily imagine, 600 interviews produce an enormous amount of text. It was therefore necessary to find a method of evaluating the existing text corpus in a structured manner that was as efficient and precise as possible. Qualitative content analysis was born as a method of social science! Although the method has been continuously developed, particularly by Mayring himself, the basic idea and field of application in the social sciences has remained the same to this day. 

	
Biography:

Philipp Mayring

The German psychologist, sociologist, and educator Philipp E. A. Mayring is considered one of the forefathers and most important representatives of qualitative content analysis (Mayring, Qualitative Content Analysis: Fundamentals and Techniques, 1983) . 

He was born in Munich in 1952 and later studied both in his hometown and in Augsburg, where he received his doctorate in psychology in 1985. Since 2002, Mayring has been a professor of psychological methodology at the University of Klagenfurt, but has also taught as a visiting professor in Vienna and Freiburg. He also advised the German Ministry of Education and Science (University of Klagenfurt, no date) . 

Philip Mayring retired in 2017, but continues to publish regular articles on methodological discourse, particularly on qualitative content analysis. 



	Relevance of the method 

	What formulas are to natural scientists, 
is to the social scientist what text is to the natural scientist.

	This, or at least something similar, is how one could summarize the relationship between social science and the written word. The relevance of qualitative content analysis can thus be deduced. Methods that organize large amounts of text in a structured and rule-based manner and help to test them against one or more hypotheses are indispensable in scientific research. 

	Even natural scientists do not deal exclusively with the Pythagorean theorem or the midnight formula, but must also grapple with long texts in which, for example, Heisenberg explains his uncertainty principle or Bohr formulates the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum mechanics. Without the written word, science cannot be practiced, and without a method for analyzing the written word, there can be no structured examination of the subject of science. 

	Quantitative and qualitative methods

	Before we discuss the various techniques of quantitative and qualitative content analysis, we should first briefly address the general difference between quantitative research and qualitative research. 

	Quantitative

	As the name suggests, quantitative research specializes in determining quantities, i.e., numbers or frequencies. Standardized procedures are used for this purpose. 

	Quantitative methods include, for example

	
		the analysis of statistical data, 

		measurements, 

		surveys, 

		tests, and 

		counts or

		structured observations.
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A classic example of this is social or market research. The well-known Sunday question, "Which party would you vote for if the federal election were held today?" is a classic quantitative survey. Categories are formed, in this case the parties standing for election. The responses are then quantified, i.e., counted numerically. Of 10,000 respondents, 2,900 answered "SPD," 2,650 answered "CDU," and so on. This is used to calculate a percentage, which can then be represented using a simple bar or pie chart.
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Scaling is also a classic example of quantitative research. In a survey, participants are asked how satisfied they are with their lives. The answer is to be given on a scale from 1 – very dissatisfied to 10 – very satisfied, so it is a closed question. The question is then broken down into more specific areas, such as "economic situation," "health situation," "family situation," etc. However, all answers are given on a scale of 1 to 10. This means that the evaluation is purely interested in quantity, so the final result is presented as a numerical value. For example: The average German rates their life situation as 6.2. However, this result does not provide any explanation, i.e., no reasons why the respondents answered as they did. These reasons can be evaluated with the help of qualitative research. 



	Qualitative

	Qualitative research does not rely on standardized procedures, i.e., less on lists and scales, but rather, to stick with the example mentioned above, on open-ended questions. 

	This involves

	
		detailed subjective and 

		individual insights 



	 

	about statements and attitudes are determined in detail.

	 


Qualitative open-ended questions can be preceded by a quantitative question: 

	"How would you rate your life situation on a scale of 1 to 10? Why did you choose this rating?"

	 

	However, qualitative research can also make use of completely open associations: 

	"How would you rate your life situation?", 

	"How would you rate the new packaging of this product and why?"

	 

	Qualitative research is therefore not only concerned with the "how," but above all with the "why." 

	Even if we return to the field of content analysis, we see that it can be conducted both qualitatively and quantitatively. 

	Quantitative analyses are essentially limited to counting terms or categories, while qualitative analyses increasingly work with content interpretation. 

	Techniques of well-known content analysis methods

	Content analysis techniques have become an established method in many scientific disciplines, especially in the social sciences (Mayring, Qualitative Content Analysis, 2010) . A major advantage of content analysis methods is that they are designed for large amounts of material. This means that if, for example, newspaper articles from various newspapers over a period of five years are to be evaluated, content analysis methods offer suitable techniques for specifically evaluating this wealth of written material (Krippendorf, 2004) . Historians and social scientists in particular are likely to be confronted with the scenario described above on a frequent basis during their studies. For this purpose, quantitative content analysis was first established—originally in communication science, and later in other social sciences as well. It essentially uses four techniques (Gerbner, Holsti, Krippendorf, Pastely, & Stone, 1969) : 

	 

	
		
Frequency analyses: A simple counting procedure is used to determine the frequency of terms used in the text. 




	






Example: Let's assume we want to analyze the editorials of three major newspapers over a period of ten years on the topic of "Russia." We want to examine how the focus of reporting has shifted in recent years. To do this, the frequency analysis would first define terms that can be considered essential to the reporting, in this case, for example, "Ukraine," "NATO," "Putin," "war," or "gas supplies." We count the pure frequency of the terms in the articles and can thus determine whether, for example, there was increased coverage of "gas supplies" in 2022, whereas in 2014 "NATO" was still a much more frequent topic1 .



	
		
Complex frequency analyses: In complex frequency analyses, indicators are defined in texts and then also counted. These indicators are also called variable indicators, as each indicator has a certain number of variables. 




	






Example: Let's take the example of "Russia" in editorials of major newspapers again to illustrate this. The aim of a complex frequency analysis could be to determine whether the tone of reporting has changed in terms of political dealings with Russia. Indicators could therefore be 

a) diplomatic solutions, 

b) economic sanctions and 

c) acts of war. 



Variables of 

a) would therefore be, for example, "diplomacy," "exchange," "dialogue";

b) could be "embargo," "sanctions," "export ban," and so on;

c) on the other hand, would be "arms deliveries," "armament," "military," etc.



	By counting the variables and assigning them to categories/indicators, it would be possible to formulate a hypothesis about whether or not there has been a shift in the focus of reporting.

	 

	
		
Contingency analysis: Contingency analysis goes one step further. It examines the relationships between the categories and is therefore suitable for identifying patterns and connections in argumentation. 




	






Example: It examines whether, for example, calls for economic sanctions and military armament are often mentioned in connection with each other in texts. This would allow us to test the hypothesis that authors of editorials who write about economic sanctions also frequently report on military intervention, or whether the reverse is true.



	
		
Valence and intensity analyses: With this method, the frequency is analyzed based on the categories established, but in addition, the categories are evaluated using a scheme, usually "positive," "neutral," and "negative." 




	






Example: In our chosen example, this classification seems intuitive, as reporting on Putin or the Russian military in German editorials, with few exceptions, can certainly be classified as "negative." For other topics, such as measures against the COVID-19 pandemic, restrictions on meat consumption through political decisions, or the introduction of a general speed limit on highways, this classification becomes more interesting, as more controversial or less clearly intuitive positions are to be expected here. While the other methods do not yet involve any content evaluation, this plays a role for the first time in valence analysis.

(Mayring, Qualitative Content Analysis, 2010) .



	Quantitative content analysis thus offered, for the first time, a rule-based methodological possibility for analyzing large amounts of text. However, criticism arose shortly after its inception. It was argued that quantitative content analysis could not be used to analyze structures of meaning or patterns of argumentation, but could at best only hint at them. A complete analysis of the text material, which also requires an interpretation of content, could not be carried out using the quantitative research approach. 

	The concept of content analysis was therefore further developed, in particular by Philipp Mayring, mentioned above, in order to do justice to this interpretative approach. Three basic techniques have become established for this purpose: summaries, explications, and structurations. 

	 



		
Summaries: The text is reduced to its essential components in order to arrive at the central statements and theses of the text. These core statements are then used to form categories. In most texts, whether scientific or journalistic, there are categories that give a text structure. 




	Let's assume that a newspaper reports on the formation of a new federal government and the appointment of the individual ministers. There are various topics that could be the subject of the report; in order to structure them, categories are introduced, for example, the categories "economy and finance," "environmental policy," "social and family policy," etc. Journalistic texts also generally differentiate here in order to be able to report or comment in a stringent and topic-driven manner. 

	These categories are not always explicitly named. The transitions can be fluid, and in some texts it is challenging to form the right categories. In the first step, category formation is inductive, meaning that the categories are developed from the given material. 
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