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Chapter 5               
How to Analyze Research Data
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Myths of Data Analysis
There are many myths and misconceptions about research and data analysis. Before we get into the details of how to 
analyze your data we would like to help you confront some of those myths1:

Myth # 1: Complex analysis and big words impress people.
Response to Myth # 1: Actually, most people appreciate practical and understandable analyzes. 

Myth # 2: Analysis comes at the end after all the data are collected. 
Response to Myth # 2: We should think about analysis very early on in the research process so that we HAVE the data we 
WANT to analyze.   

Myth # 3: Quantitative analysis is the most accurate type of data analysis.
Response to Myth # 3: Some people think numbers are more accurate than words but in reality it is the quality of the data 
analysis process that matters.

Myth # 4: Data collected on its own does not have meaning.
Response to Myth # 4: Data must be interpreted.  Numbers do not speak for themselves.

Myth # 5: Declaring the limitations of the analysis weakens the research study.
Response to Myth # 5: All analyzes have weaknesses; it is more honest and responsible to acknowledge them. 

Myth # 6: Computer analysis is always easier and better. 
Response to Myth # 6: The method you use to analyze the data you collected depends on the size of the data set and how 
comfortable and competent you are with various data analysis techniques.  For small sets of information, hand tabula-
tion may be the most efficient method.  

After you have collected your data, you must organize process and analyze it. Data analysis involves reviewing the data 
to answer the research question and understanding its significance. It means studying connections, patterns and trends 
(as well as exceptions and unique cases) in the data. To get a sense of the overall picture, it is good practice to review all 
your data at least once and not consider only those items that seem the most interesting. Later, you can focus on a few 
issues/themes. After the analysis is done, the data is referred to as research results, evidence, facts, or knowledge. 

The way you analysis your data determines the quality of your findings. The following steps will help you get organized:

1 The list of myths have been adapted from the following resource: Analyzing Data - Evaluating 4-H Youth Development 
Programs developed by The University of Wisconsin-Extension and available through:  http://4h.uwex.edu/evaluation/data.cfm

Data Analysis

Video: Hélène Grégoire talks about analyz-
ing your data
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Step 1: Organize and prepare your data for analysis.
Organize and prepare all your data for analysis. Follow these steps:
 Enter your data (by hand or using a computer e.g. Excel for survey data); 
 If you have interview recordings, you will have to transcribe them as soon as possible after each interview
 Keep all forms/questionnaires in one safe place;
 Check for completeness and accuracy of data;
 Assign a unique identifier to each form/questionnaire (e.g. Student #1 in grade 8);
 Name your files so they are easily tracked and read;
 Save all your files in the same format;
 Save your data files in labeled folders.

Step 2: Ensure data confidentiality. 
Quickly review all your data and delete all names. Replace them with code numbers or aliases. Delete any information 
that could identify a participant (e.g. descriptions of where they live or what they look like).

Step 3: Making Sense of your Data
Interpretation is the process of attaching meaning to the data. Interpreting your data requires careful decisions.  Of-
ten the same data can be interpreted in different ways.  So, it is helpful to involve others or take time to hear how other 
members of your team interpret the same information.  

Analysis is a process that evolves with each step. The more familiar you become with your data, the more observations 
you will make. Review all the data that you have collected to understand the full scope of the information and process. 
Focus on a few issues that are important to your team, as you may not have time to analyze everything. 

You will need to use different strategies to analyze your qualitative and quantitative data (e.g. from open-ended vs. 
close-ended questions).

Making Sense of Qualitative Data
In qualitative research the main analysis activities are reading, memo-ing, and coding:

Reading is the process of extracting meaning from the hand-written or printed word.

Memo-ing is the process of recording observations and thoughts about the data. This can be done in the margins of 
transcripts, in a notebook, or in emails to team members. Memo-ing includes first impressions, personal reflections, and 
questions and is a valuable stage of data analysis. These initial observations can form the basis for subsequent analysis, 
by naming and accounting for subjective reactions to the data. 

Coding is the process of classification, to identify the data you are analyzing. If you are using interviews or focus groups, 
generate a list of codes, to note in your transcripts the different categories of issues that arise within and across tran-
scripts. These codes become the basis for your analysis or thematic/coding framework. See example (page 50).

There are three levels of analysis: descriptive, interpretive and critical which exist on a continuum. The more meaning 
and significance you assign to your analysis the more you move from descriptive to interpretive to a critical level of anal-
ysis. Researchers move along the continuum, depending on the type of data and research goals.  

•	 Descriptive analysis involves creating a list and description of themes or issues, based on the data, without exam-
ining the significance, meaning or relationship between them. For example, do more boys than girls participate in 
high school sports? 

•	 Interpretive analysis involves assigning significance, hierarchical order, and meaning to the themes/issues you have 
generated. This process helps you select the appropriate strategies for further analysis.  
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•	 Critical analysis extends interpretive analysis and assigns significance to the themes and issues. In this process, you 
examine participants’ actions and experience within a wider context, answering the question “so what?” This rein-
forces the goals of the research project. 

Data Analysis Checklist
 Be an active reader. While you are reading, highlight the text. Underline or circle key words and phrases that 
intrigue or confuse you. Continually ask the questions: Who? What? Where? Why? So what? 

 Identify themes and sub-themes. What patterns are emerging? Make comparisons with other transcripts. How is 
this one different from others and why?

 Select key quotes or words. Identify and reflect on quotes (words or phrases) that impress you and are repeated 
throughout one or several transcripts.

 Continually ask questions. What images come to mind? What are your reactions? What surprised you? What 
did you anticipate would be discussed that was not?

 Discuss your initial reactions with your team. Active reading and memo-ing is a useful process for recording 
and sharing your ideas, when engaging in collaborative data analysis. Talking about your ideas can generate new 
insights. Make sure you keep notes while discussing your transcript.

You can use the questions below as a guide to make sense of your transcripts. It is a good idea to compare your analysis 
with other members of your team to verify your findings.  

Simple quantitative significance: Identify the most frequent and infrequent responses. This includes answers about 
quantity, duration, and frequency. For example:

•	 What is the most frequent response? 
•	 What is the second most frequent response? 
•	 What is the least frequent response?

Qualitative significance: Identify subjective meaning behind the participants’ comments, reflecting personal experienc-
es, emotions, and understanding. This refers to the content of the comments, as well as the manner in which the com-
ments were made (e.g. participant laughed). For example:

•	 What perspectives and opinions are represented in the data? 
•	 What experiences are described? How did the respondents react to those experiences?
•	 How did those experiences affect the participant or community? 
•	 What are some explanations for why something happened? 

It is also important to identify common groupings or themes within/across data sets.  For example:   

•	 What types of responses can be grouped together?  
•	 What heading/theme can be given to each group or sub-group?  
•	 What are the differences and/or similarities in responses between groups of participants?  
•	 How do these differences or similarities correspond to race, class, gender, age, sexual orientation, immigration 
status, ability, or unique experience? 
•	 Which responses do you find puzzling or complex?  
•	 Which interviews or quotes stand out as particularly meaningful?

Guidelines for Qualitative Analysis
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While you will find that certain responses are very familiar and keep coming back, it is also important to pay attention 
to responses that are unique as they might provide you with some new insights. For example:
•	 Which responses do not seem to fit with your analysis? 
•	 Which responses confuse you, and why?

Example: Identifying codes and memos 
Below is an excerpt from an interview that will show you how to identify themes and how you can record your questions 
in the margins as you are reading.

Expectations of Canada:

Education Expectations: Continue 
studies at home 

Barriers to Learning English: No 
time, need to work (pay bills)

B: For me, I also told myself that I was going to learn English and then from there go back 
to study something that I had previously studied. But, I come here and I face a completely 
different reality. My challenge was my English. Even though I was there, but as a Latino…
the ones who are able to come in are the ones with very little money…because they come 
here to work. But they have to give more time to work because we have to pay for things. 
So, in my case, the time passed, almost more than seven years, one as a caribe is not able to 
study English because they have to dedicate themselves…so I fell behind…the longer I was 
here, the longer this process unfolded…I told myself ‘I’m going to bring my degree’ and so I 
went to the west and converted everything but, the barrier was always my English. One has 
to know the language to write the TOEFL examination, and in my case, study…or for being 
a teaching assistant, in order to be a teacher…As we get older, we have our own families and 
it becomes more difficult. So…your dreams no longer…seem to become a reality. So, you try 
to take up different types of jobs. In my case, something that I was able to do was work with 
kids and in childcare.

”caribe” check 
meaning

Why was childcare se-
lected as the profession 
to pursue in Canada?

Although they did not explic-
itly say that their expectation 
to learn English was not met, 
this is definitely implied. 
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Quantitative data must be interpreted because numbers do not speak for themselves. Data analysis is a very important 
step in the research process. Quantitative data analysis is the process of summarizing, interpreting, and presenting nu-
merical data. If you are not using an online survey tool that provides you with a summary of your research you need to 
enter your data into a software program (e.g. Excel), and analyze your data. Before you begin entering your data, develop 
a system to organize the data you collected. In order to analyze data, responses need to be coded as numerical values. 
This is done so that the computer can read and analyze the data. You will have to take notes and record what the value of 
each of the responses is. Your notes, also known as a codebook, list each variable/question, all the response options for 
each question, and the numerical code you have assigned to each response option. 

Example 1: Male or Female 

•	 There is no order associated with male nor female
•	 Each category is assigned an arbitrary value (male = 1, female = 2)
•	 You can then count the 1s and 2s in your study 

Example 2: Items measured on a Likert scale – rank your satisfaction on scale of 1-5. How satisfied are you with the 
changes to the cafeteria food?

•	 1 = Very Dissatisfied
•	 2 = Dissatisfied
•	 3 = Satisfied
•	 4 = Very satisfied

The code book is your data key/legend, so it is important to keep it in a safe place where you can access it easily when 
you want to gather data or organize it.

After you develop your codebook, it is important that you enter the data in a logical format that can be easily under-
stood and analyzed. You will need to assign a unique participant ID to each participant. Next, you need to create and 
organize a spreadsheet so that each question in the survey has a column assigned to it. For example, if you surveyed 
teachers and students, you will need to create one spreadsheet for the teacher responses and a different spreadsheet for 
the student responses. 

The following section will help you analyze qualitative data1.  At the end of any research study it is always important for 
you and your team to reflect on the study and ask the following questions: 

 What did we learn from the study that we did not know before we started?   

 Were there any ‘ah-ha’ moments? 

 Were there findings that surprised you?

 Are there things you still do not understand very well and that you would like to explore further? 

 What did you learn about the research participants?

 What would you do differently next time around given the time and resources available to you and your team?

1 The resource Analyzing Quantitative Data was prepared by Ellen Taylor-Powell at the University of Wisconsin-Extension 
and is available through http://learningstore.uwex.edu/assets/pdfs/G3658-6.pdf

Making Sense of Quantitative Data

Analyzing Qualitative Data
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 Are there any questions that you would have formulated differently to give you better information?

It is important to include recommendations or an action plan when the study is over. The action plan might make it 
more likely that the findings of your study are acted upon and that your recommendations are used. This will be dis-
cussed in more detail in the next chapter.   




