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Content Analysis

Content analysis is a “technique for making inferences by systematically and objectively 
identifying specifi c characteristics of messages” (Holsti, 1968, p. 601). These messages (fre-
quently referred to as texts in the content analysis literature) may consist of verbal material, 
such as speeches, letters, tweets, diaries or blogs; news reports; visual material such as 
advertising illustrations and graffi ti; and audio-visual material such as television shows, 
fi lms, or computer games. Once researchers have determined the characteristics of a set of 
messages, they can investigate the extent to which those characteristics are related to each 
other or to characteristics of the message sender, the message recipient, or the medium by 
which the message was sent. For example, Lau and Russell (1980) examined the relation-
ship between the outcomes of professional sporting events (win or lose) and the reasons 
the athletes and coaches from the teams involved gave for their performances (something 
about themselves, such as ability, or something about the situation, such as poor offi ci-
ating). Lau and Russell’s study illustrates an important characteristic of content analy-
sis: Because content analysis data consist of naturally-occurring messages, it is high on 
naturalism and so avoids the problems of artifi ciality found in laboratory research. It was 
for this reason that Lau and Russell chose to use content analysis in their study: A large 
amount of laboratory research had examined the ways in which people explain important 
personally-relevant outcomes, but those outcomes had been experimentally manipulated 
and so were somewhat artifi cial; Lau and Russell wanted to see if the laboratory results 
could be replicated in a naturalistic context.

In this section we provide an overview of the process of content analysis and look at an 
example of the use of the technique; for more detailed discussions, see the suggested read-
ings at the end of this chapter. The data for content analyses can be examined using either 
quantitative or qualitative techniques (Krippendorff, 2004); because we focus on qualita-
tive analysis in our discussion of interview research, we focus on quantitative analysis 
here. 

A research project that employs content analysis proceeds in much the same way as any 
other research project: developing the research hypothesis, deciding on a measurement 
strategy (called a coding scheme in content analysis), collecting data, and analyzing the data. 
Here we provide an overview of those processes as applied to content analysis, discuss 
reliability and validity in the context of content analysis, and conclude with an example of 
research that used content analysis.

Developing the Research Hypothesis

Hypotheses for content analysis research can be derived from any of the sources we 
described in Chapter 5 including theories, other research, and applied problems. Content 
analysis can be used to investigate several types of relationships involving message con-
tent (Neuendorf, 2011). One approach is to examine relationships among variables within 
the messages. For example, Neuendorf, Gore, Dalessandro, Janstova, and Snyder-Suhy 
(2010) looked at the relationship between characteristics of women portrayed in James 
Bond fi lms and outcomes they experienced in the course of the fi lms such as the likeli-
hood of their engaging in sexual activity, their likelihood of being the target of a weapon, 
and the likelihoods of their being killed or harmed in other ways. A second approach is 
to examine the relationship between characteristics of the sources of the messages and the 
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