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UNDERSTANDING THEMATIC ANALYSIS: THE
ENDURING IMPACT OF BRAUN AND CLARKE 2006

Since its publication in 2006, the paper "Using thematic analysis
in psychology" by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke has become
a cornerstone of qualitative research methodology. Referred to
simply as Braun and Clarke 2006, this work provided
researchers with a clear, accessible, and systematic approach to
thematic analysis (TA) — a method for identifying, analyzing, and
reporting patterns (themes) within qualitative data. Before this
paper, thematic analysis was often described as "a poorly
demarcated, rarely-acknowledged, yet widely used qualitative
analytic method." Braun and Clarke changed that by offering a
rigorous, flexible framework that has since been adopted across
disciplines beyond psychology, including sociology, education,
health sciences, and market research.

This article explores the foundational concepts, the six-phase
guide, the distinction between different approaches to TA, and
the lasting significance of Braun and Clarke's 2006 contribution.
Whether you are a novice researcher planning your first
qualitative study or an experienced scholar revisiting the method,
understanding this seminal work is essential for conducting
credible and insightful thematic analysis.

WHAT DID BRAUN AND CLARKE 2006 INTRODUCE?

The key innovation of Braun and Clarke (2006) was to position
thematic analysis as a method in its own right, rather than a
generic technique used within other qualitative traditions like
grounded theory or phenomenology. They provided a step-by-
step guide that demystified the process, making it more
transparent and teachable. The paper also emphasized the
theoretical flexibility of TA: it can be used within
essentialist/realist frameworks (where themes reflect a single
reality) or constructionist frameworks (where themes are
interpreted as socially produced). This adaptability is one reason
for its widespread adoption.

Braun and Clarke stressed that researchers must make their
epistemological and ontological assumptions explicit. They called
this the "active" role of the researcher in theme development —
themes are not simply "emerging" from data, but are actively
constructed through the researcher's engagement with the data,
guided by their theoretical perspective. This counters the
common misconception that themes are waiting to be
discovered.

Key Concepts: Themes vs.
Domain Summaries

A crucial distinction in Braun and Clarke 2006 is the difference
between a theme and a domain summary. A theme captures
something important about the data in relation to the research
question, representing a pattern of shared meaning organized
around a central concept. A domain summary, in contrast, simply
describes the range of responses on a topic without an
underlying shared idea. For example, "difficulties of balancing

work and family" is often a domain summary; a true theme might
be "the emotional toll of work-family conflict," which provides
interpretive depth. This distinction helps researchers avoid
superficial analysis and produce meaningful findings.

THE SIX PHASES OF THEMATIC ANALYSIS (BRAUN
AND CLARKE 2006)

The most famous contribution of the 2006 paper is the six-phase
recursive process. It is important to note that these phases are
not linear but iterative; researchers move back and forth between
them as needed. Below is an explanation of each phase with
practical guidance.

Phase 1: Familiarizing
Yourself with Your Data

This phase involves immersion in the data to become intimately
familiar with its content. For interview transcripts, this means
reading and re-reading, noting initial ideas. For audio data,
transcribing verbatim is recommended as an early part of the
process. Braun and Clarke emphasize that transcription itself is
an interpretive act, not a mechanical one. During this phase,
researchers should take notes or "memos" of potential patterns
or interesting observations. This is the bedrock of good thematic
analysis — without deep familiarity, later phases will lack depth.

Phase 2: Generating Initial
Codes

Coding is the process of identifying interesting features of the
data that are relevant to the research question. A code is a short
label that captures a segment of data — it can be semantic
(describing overt content) or latent (capturing underlying
assumptions or ideas). Braun and Clarke 2006 distinguish
between "data-driven" codes (inductive) and "theory-driven"
codes (deductive). At this stage, researchers code as many
potential patterns as possible, using a systematic approach (e.g.,
coding line by line or segment by segment). The goal is to
produce a rich set of codes that will later be organized into
themes.

Phase 3: Searching for
Themes

Once the data is fully coded, the researcher shifts to a broader
level: sorting the different codes into potential themes. This
involves examining how codes combine to form a coherent
pattern. Visual tools like thematic maps or tables can help. The
researcher collates all relevant coded data extracts for each
candidate theme. It is common to produce a collection of
candidate themes and sub-themes at this stage. Braun and
Clarke caution that this phase is about generating a candidate
thematic map, not finalizing themes yet.
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Phase 4: Reviewing Themes

This critical phase involves checking whether the candidate
themes work in relation to both the coded extracts and the full
dataset. Themes that lack sufficient data support may be
discarded, combined, or split. Two levels of review are
recommended: first, checking that each theme is coherent
internally (the data extracts within it form a consistent pattern);
second, checking that the themes as a whole accurately
represent the dataset. If the thematic map does not fit the data,
the researcher must revisit previous phases. This iterative quality
ensures rigor.

Phase 5: Defining and
Naming Themes

After finalizing the thematic map, the researcher defines and
refines each theme. A theme definition includes the essence of
what the theme is about, its scope, and how it relates to the
research question. Names should be concise, evocative, and give
the reader a sense of the theme's content. Braun and Clarke
recommend that for each theme, the researcher writes a detailed
analysis explaining its significance. This phase also involves
identifying sub-themes if appropriate.

Phase 6: Producing the
Report

The final phase is writing the narrative, using vivid data extracts
to illustrate each theme. The report should present a compelling
story of the data, linking the analysis back to the research
guestion and existing literature. Braun and Clarke emphasize that
the written analysis must go beyond description: it should
interpret and argue for the meaning of the themes. The paper
itself is a model of this, as it uses excerpts from a study on
women's talk about female genital cosmetic surgery.

SEMANTIC VS. LATENT AND INDUCTIVE VS.
DEDUCTIVE APPROACHES

Braun and Clarke 2006 clarified that thematic analysis can be
conducted using different orientations. A semantic approach
focuses on the explicit surface meaning of the data; a latent
approach examines underlying ideas, assumptions, and
conceptualizations. An inductive (bottom-up) approach derives
themes from the data without predetermined frameworks; a
deductive (top-down) approach uses existing theory to guide
coding and theme development. These are not binary but can be
combined. The choice depends on the research question and the
researcher's epistemological stance.

CRITICISMS AND ONGOING DEBATES

No methodology is without critique. Early on, some argued that
the six-phase process was too prescriptive and could produce
formulaic analysis. Braun and Clarke themselves later reflected
that some researchers misapplied the phases as a "tick-box"
exercise, leading to thin, descriptive results. In response, they
published revised guidance emphasizing the importance of
conceptual depth and the researcher's reflexivity. Another
criticism concerns the naming of themes: poorly named themes
(e.g., "Theme 1: Challenges") can mask meaningful patterns.
Braun and Clarke's later work (2019, 2021) introduced the term

"reflexive thematic analysis" to differentiate their approach from
other versions of TA that may not share the same philosophical
commitments.

APPLICATIONS ACROSS DISCIPLINES

Braun and Clarke 2006 has been cited hundreds of thousands of
times. In psychology, it is foundational for qualitative studies on
mental health, identity, and social interactions. In education, it
helps researchers understand student experiences and teacher
beliefs. In health sciences, it is used to explore patient narratives
and healthcare delivery. In market research, it uncovers
consumer motivations. The method's flexibility is its strength, but
it also requires researchers to be clear about their theoretical
assumptions. The 2006 paper remains the go-to reference for any
researcher wanting to conduct a rigorous, transparent, and well-
theorized thematic analysis.

BEST PRACTICES FOR USING BRAUN AND CLARKE'S
THEMATIC ANALYSIS TODAY

To get the most out of this method, follow these guidelines
informed by Braun and Clarke's ongoing work:

* Be clear about your approach: State whether you are
using reflexive TA (the Braun and Clarke version) or
another variant, and describe your theoretical framework.

e Avoid the "emerging themes" trap: Themes are
constructed by the researcher, not discovered.
Acknowledge your active role in the analysis.

¢ Show working: Provide examples of coding, theme
development, and how you moved from data to final
themes. This enhances trustworthiness.

e Write interpretively: The final report should not just
describe what people said; it should analyze what it means
for the research question.

* Engage with existing literature: Relate your themes to
prior studies to demonstrate theoretical contribution.

THE LEGACY OF BRAUN AND CLARKE 2006

Almost two decades after its publication, Braun and Clarke's 2006
paper continues to shape how qualitative research is taught and
conducted. It democratized thematic analysis, making it
accessible to students and practitioners without requiring deep
philosophical training. Yet it also set a high standard for
transparency and reflexivity. The subsequent development of
"reflexive thematic analysis" by the same authors has further
strengthened the method, addressing misunderstandings and
emphasizing quality criteria such as sensitivity to data,
commitment to rigor, and transparency in the analytic process.
For anyone undertaking a thematic analysis, starting with Braun
and Clarke 2006 is still the gold standard. The paper is more than
a "how-to" guide; it is an invitation to think critically about what it
means to produce meaning from qualitative data.

CONCLUSION

Braun and Clarke 2006 transformed thematic analysis from an
under-acknowledged technique into a widely respected
qualitative method. Their six-phase framework provides a clear
pathway for conducting systematic pattern-based analysis while
respecting the interpretive agency of the researcher. By
emphasizing the need for theoretical clarity, the active
construction of themes, and the iterative nature of the process,
they gave researchers a rigorous yet flexible tool. As qualitative
research continues to grow across disciplines, the foundational
principles laid out in this paper remain as relevant as ever.
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Whether you are analyzing interviews, focus groups, open-ended and Clarke 2006 will help you produce meaningful, trustworthy,
survey responses, or social media content, the guidance of Braun and impactful research.



