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Content analysis and thematic analysis - You still need to do your OWN READING, finding your OWN SOURCES – 
these are brief notes and do not substitute your wider reading on topics as an independent learner 

Researching Texts 

1. This is the second part of the media research that focuses on analysing texts.  
2. We could use other terms instead of texts – films, television programmes, radio programmes, 

newspaper articles, websites, magazines, pop music etc.  
3. But it is easier to use the umbrella term texts 

Institution 

1. We also need to think a little about the institutions that produce texts/messages and the audiences 
who consume them 

Linear model  

1. Textual research tends to adopt a linear model of the communication process  
2. Assuming that meaning is already there in the message/text waiting to be uncovered 
3. When we think of meaning arising out of the interaction between a creative artist and an active 

reader,  
4. We then shift from the linear view of communication towards the semiotic view 

Objectivity 

5. objectivity is impossible  - this doesn’t invalidate what we are doing 
6. Instead, the value of research lies in the descriptive power  

Post-structuralists 

1. See texts as meaning systems constructed by the collaboration of the reader/producer with the text 
within a cultural context 

2. For cultural researchers, all forms of culture are texts – including aspects of everyday life  such as 
shopping 

 

Content analysis  

1. A research tool used to determine the presence or absence of certain words or concepts within texts 
2. Not just about determining the presence of words or concepts – and quantifying these, but it is 

about  making inferences about them 
3. What is being said and the culture and the time the messages have been written in 
4. So if we were going to look at advertising in magazines we could look on the simple level the  

number of advertisements in a magazine 
5. Although we would have to decide whether we were going to include small ads, half pages of 

advertisements, the back page ads etc.  
6. We could then compare the number of advertisements in one magazine to another.  
7. Or we could try and identify the type of advertisements within particular magazines 

Aspects of content analysis  

1. Content analysis is useful to make comparisons – particularly if you are not using other methods 
alongside  

2. So you could compare different magazines and the number of advertisements in two magazines that 
are published for the same month or months 

 

What to look at 

1. You need to decide what you are going to include 
2. This is the starting point for your content analysis 
3. You need to be consistent – if you say that you are going to include only full page ads then you need 

to stick to that and not include any others 
4. So you devise a set of rules and you need to stick to them  
5. Similarly, you need to justify why you have decided what you will and will not include 

Newspapers  
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1. Thinking about newspapers, you could argue that you are going to look only at sports pages 
2. You would also need to justify the newspapers you would be looking at e.g. a broadsheet and tabloid 

would make for an obvious comparison 

Television  

1. Similarly, you could look at news programmes – ITV compared with BBC1 would again be obvious.  
2. You could also compare the number of soap operas on television channels  

Categories 

1. Once you have decided what you are going to focus on e.g. television, advertising, magazines, 
newspapers  

2. And what you are going to compare  e.g. gender, type of stories etc.  
3. You will then need to devise categories for your content analysis in a table 
4. The seminar will give you ideas about how to do this (see seminar questions for this topic if you were 

not present)  

Pilot 

1. In order to see if your categories work, it is a good idea to do a little pilot 
2. To try one or two of the newspapers or magazines and see if the categories include all the things that 

you need or whether you need more categories to be included  

 

Useful ways of doing content analysis  

1. Content analysis is often used in relation to the under or over representation of something  
2. Such as under representation of women in sports. 
3. Comparison in terms of dates (e.g. comparing top 10 music from 10 years ago to 2019) 

 

How will you use this for assignment  

1. You will need to have the completed table in an appendix.  
2. In the actual essay you will draw on the content analysis to highlight various ideas.  
3. So you will draw on specific statistics that are in the table in the appendix 
4. Whenever you draw on the statistics though, you need to say what they are telling us.  
5. Once you have reported the statistics, you need to do some interpretation.  
6. If you can link this back to your initial idea e.g. sportswomen and lack of representation – and 

particularly to the academic sources you began with 
7. And if you can make wider links to myth and ideologies – then that is where you will get the better 

marks. (See the assignment details). 

Things to remember 

1. What do the figures you have generated tell you about the text you are studying?  
2. Do the statistics or the pattern of statistics confirm or refute your initial ideas.  
3. You will also need to refer to the strength/weaknesses of your content analysis  
4. You can also comment on how representative (or not) the sample was that you chose to focus on 
5. This does not invalidate your assignment at all – but shows that you have awareness of the 

weaknesses in the method(s) you are using.  

 

Defining your topic 

1. Ask yourself what exactly am I trying to find out about my topic 
2. Your broad topic could be quite broad bit you need to narrow down your focus 
3. Do you want to restrict yourself to something in one text or make a comparison  
4. Do you want to confine yourself to one particular medium  
5. You will need to read a little around your topic – so that your topic becomes a question that will 

guide your content analysis.  
6. So you will need to show that you have done this by drawing on academic sources 
7. And placing your analysis into the context of your reading on that topic  
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Evaluating sources and reading critically – how to read 

1. Academic books and articles are sent out for peer review before publication  
2. Referees who are considered to be experts in a particular field make comments, which lead to an 

article being rejected by a publisher  
3. Or being sent back to the author for clarification and rewriting 

Reading 

1. When reading any source you need to think about how you agree/disagree with the writer 
2. And thus locates your own reading/writing position  

Your evaluations 

1. When you are using books and articles, you will make your own personal evaluations, assessing 
arguments and the basis of their arguments 

2. Internet resources can also be evaluated along these lines 
3. There are many internet sites though, that don’t’ go through the peer review process 
4. Which doesn’t render them invalid, but I suppose you have to think about the authority of the internet 

site 

Questions to ask when using the web 

1. What is the credibility of the author (I have found things on Wikipedia that have been incorrect and 
you shouldn’t use this in assignments). 

2. You need to think about how current is the site – and this can also be applied to books and journal 
articles 

3. It doesn’t necessarily invalidate the ideas – some ideas that were around in Greek times are still 
relevant.  

4. Things that go out of fashion also come back into fashion or are applied to new contexts) like ideas 
from Marshall McLuhan 60s) 

5. But you need to think about whether there have been later developments in relation to theories 
6. Is there evidence that material on the site might be accurate and reliable 

 


