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Content Analysis

Content analysis is a method for quantitatively analyzing texts.  A “text,” for this kind of research, can be a poem, an advertisement, a movie, a speech, a conversation between two people, even images have had content analysis applied to them.  The only requirement is that the “text” to be examined must be recorded in some way so that instances of words or phrases (or images) can be counted.  Content analysis, reduced to its most basic, is the counting of whether or not certain concepts appear in a text and how many times they appear.  What makes it different from a simple word count is the way in which terms are categorized and coded.  Most texts are complex enough that there is not a one to one correspondence between words and concepts, in other words, a concept is not usually represented by only one word and words don’t always represent just one concept.  Content analysis methodologies aim to take these complexities into account and still deliver quantitative results.


There are two kinds of content analysis: conceptual analysis and relational analysis.  Conceptual analysis is the most basic level of content analysis and is a simple count of terms in a text.  Terms can be counted for existence or frequency.  When counting for existence a researcher would only count whether a word had shown up in the text or not.  If a researcher wished to count the number of times a term appeared in a text, he or she would be counting for frequency.  Relational analysis involves coding the way certain terms are used in relation to other terms.  


Reliability and validity are concerns with content analysis, as they are with any research method.  In terms of content analysis, reliability involves stability and reproducibility.  Are terms coded the same over time and will different researchers code the same terms in the same way?


When coding for conceptual analysis, it must be decided whether terms will be counted as they are used explicitly or implicitly.  Will the conceptual analysis simply count the number of times a specific word appears in a text or the number of times the concept (as expressed by any number of phrases or words) appears?  Context also needs to be taken into account.  Take, for example, the word “mine” which can either be possessive, or an explosive device, or a place where ore is extracted from the earth.  If you are interested in land mines, your research will be flawed unless you rule out uses of the word “mine” when it is a possessive.  


Tools like specialized dictionaries and contextual translation rules can help with coding.


Disadvantages of content analysis as a research method include: if done by hand, it can be labor-intensive; if done by computer, problems with homonyms and context have to be carefully coded for.


Advantages include: if terms are properly coded, change over time can be examined; relying on a recorded text allows researchers to go back over confusing terms and review and discuss.
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