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Introduction

Qualitative data analysis software (QDAS) has been developed and used by researchers now for over 
25 years, with the prevalence of desktop computing and mobile devices highlighting its potential. 
Deciding to use QDAS raises important methodological considerations for researchers because soft-
ware use creates interactions between behaviours prescribed by research methods and those facil-
itated by software functionality. Previous research by Woods and Wickham (2006) suggested that 
such interactions can produce three possible outcomes. First, method-behaviour could dominate 
software-behaviour because QDAS offers new ways to execute familiar techniques, such as new ways 
to approach coding. Second, software-behaviour could complement method-behaviour as software 
facilitates new techniques, such as ‘query coding’ methods of categorization to identify, retrieve and 
store relevant data (Richards, 2002) and visual methods of data display. Third, software-behaviour 
could dominate method-behaviour by influencing analytical outputs, such as when the parameters 
of QDAS programs define the research design.

Software-behaviour dominating method-behaviour has been a frequent concern of the qualitative 
research community when it comes to QDAS. Since qualitative research encompasses a variety of 
unique methodologies – from ethnography to phenomenology to discourse analysis – the fear that 

ABSTRACT
We still know relatively little about how researchers use qualitative data 
analysis software (QDAS) such as ATLAS.ti and NVivo. We conducted a 
discourse analysis of 763 empirical articles published from 1994 to 2013 
that explored the language used by researchers when reporting QDAS use. 
We found that most researchers provided few details of their QDAS use 
beyond naming the program, but the detailed accounts provided by some 
authors provided valuable insights into the ways that QDAS programs can 
be used to support data analysis and the reporting of research outcomes. 
We conclude with suggestions for best practices in reporting QDAS use. 
We encourage researchers to provide more detail about their program 
usage, e.g. by choosing active rather than passive voice to avoid attributing 
agency to the software, defining specialized QDAS terminology to prevent 
confusion, and avoiding unsubstantiated claims of a relationship between 
QDAS use and improved quality.

© 2015 taylor & francis

KEYWORDS
Qualitative data analysis 
software; QdaS; atlaS.ti; 
nVivo; qualitative research; 
transparency; software; 
research methods

ARTICLE HISTORY
received 4 March 2015 
accepted 28 September 2015

CONTACT trena Paulus  tpaulus@uga.edu 

mailto:tpaulus@uga.edu
http://www.tandfonline.com


36  T. PAuLuS eT AL.

QDAS may impose a methodological ‘straight jacket’ (Holbrook & Butcher, 1996) has been troubling to 
many. Misconceptions that QDAS by its very nature decontextualizes data or primarily supports coding 
have caused concerned researchers to claim that QDAS is, for example, not useful for discourse analysis 
(Macmillan, 2005) or phenomenological approaches (Goble, Austin, Larsen, Kreitzer, & Brintnell, 
2012). Such misconceptions perpetuate concerns that QDAS necessarily causes software-behaviour to 
dominate method-behaviour and, consequently, compromises the agency of the researcher (García-
Horta & Guerra-Ramos, 2009).

Ironically, QDAS has long been lauded for its potential to make the researcher’s sense-making 
process around data analysis more explicit (Dembkowski & Hammer-Lloyd, 1995) and thereby more 
transparent (Bringer, Johnston, & Brackenridge, 2004; Jackson, 2014). Detailed explanations of analyt-
ical strategies and their benefits and limitations can, in turn, help research audiences evaluate quality 
(Morison & Moir, 1998), overcome perceptions that qualitative research is insufficiently thorough 
(Welsh, 2002) and redress questions about the validity, robustness (Davidson & Skinner, 2010; Siccama 
& Penna, 2008) and trustworthiness (Catterall & Maclaren, 1998) of both qualitative methods and 
QDAS tools.

While these potential outcomes have been proposed by scholars for years, it is only through empiri-
cal studies that researchers and consumers of research can more fully understand how QDAS intersects 
with qualitative methods (Tallerico, 1991). Repeated calls have been made for more detailed accounts 
of QDAS use to ensure that its potential usefulness, ultimate outcomes and limitations are understood 
(Bringer et al., 2004; Johnston, 2006; Odena, 2013). By reporting how they have used QDAS, researchers 
can demonstrate how data have been ‘manipulated, managed and represented’ (Sin, 2007, p. 117). Such 
accounts provide the basis for critical evaluation and debate of the methodological implications of 
QDAS use (Dembkowski & Hammer-Lloyd, 1995; Gilbert, Jackson, & di Gregorio, 2014). Moreover, 
they help the research community identify how to best guide new users to avoid pitfalls (Hoover & 
Koerber, 2011; Mangabeira, Lee, & Fielding, 2004).

Nevertheless, very few empirical studies have investigated how researchers use and experience 
QDAS tools (see Fielding & Lee, 1998, 2002; Gilbert, 2002; Mangabeira et al., 2004; Marshall, 2002 for 
exceptions) so little is known about researchers’ experiences of QDAS adoption, use or reporting strat-
egies (Silver, 2010). To redress this gap we conducted a large-scale review of published peer-reviewed 
journal articles reporting the use of either ATLAS.ti or NVivo. Our study was undertaken with two 
aims: (1) to investigate how researchers have used QDAS programs to support their work, and (2) to 
investigate how researchers report their use of QDAS, so as to test empirical support for suggestions 
in the methodological literature that QDAS can assist researchers in creating transparent accounts 
of research decisions and to suggest some ‘best practices’ for reporting QDAS use. We suggest that 
the language researchers use in their reporting has implications for how it is understood by research 
communities. Hence, the ultimate goal of our study is to break the cycle of misunderstandings around 
the role of QDAS. This paper reports our findings about the ways in which researchers report QDAS 
use; our findings about the ways in which researchers use QDAS are reported elsewhere (Woods, 
Paulus, Atkins & Macklin, in press).

After describing our methods, we report our findings of the language used by researchers to report 
QDAS use, including their justifications for and reflections on its use. We conclude the paper by dis-
cussing the contribution of QDAS to transparency and recommendations for better reporting practices.

Methods

As detailed in Woods, Paulus, Atkins and Macklin (in press), we conducted a literature review of 763 
empirical studies (349 using ATLAS.ti and 414 using NVivo) published in peer-reviewed journals. 
Qualitative content analysis methods (Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Schrier, 2012) followed by discourse 
analysis techniques (Paulus, Lester & Britt, 2013; Wood & Kroger, 2000) were used as described below. 
Studies that were published between 1994 (the year that the CAQDAS Networking Project at the 
University of Surrey was founded) and 2013 were included. We focused on use of ATLAS.ti or NVivo 
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as two of the most commonly used programs (Silver & Lewins, 2014) and ones that our research team 
is familiar with. This familiarity enabled us to fully analyze the reporting practices. Because our focus 
was on reporting practices of data-driven studies, we excluded articles that were methodological in 
focus. We also excluded non-English articles because of translation expenses.

Before creating our research set, we evaluated three multidisciplinary citation databases: Academic 
Search Premier (EBSCO), Scopus (Elsevier), and Web of Science (Thomson Reuters). After comparing 
their accessibility, indexing, size, search history support, analytics, and multidisciplinarity, we selected 
Scopus as our citation source. To build our citation sets, we searched the database by software names 
across titles, abstracts, subjects, and keywords.1 While Scopus is a multidisciplinary database indexing 
thousands of humanities and social sciences publications, its origins as a science, technology, and med-
icine database may contribute to the prevalence of health sciences articles (72%) in our corpus. This 
potential health sciences bias is explored more fully in Woods, Paulus, Atkins and Macklin (in press).

In the first phase (Woods, Paulus, Atkins & Macklin, in press), we used techniques developed by 
Bandara, Miskon, and Fielt (2011) for managing large scale literature reviews and qualitative content 
analysis methods developed by Wickham, Dunn, and Sweeney (2012) and Finfgeld-Connett (2014) 
to analyze our data-set and establish who is using QDAS and how they report its use. Schrier (2012) 
noted that qualitative, rather than quantitative, content analysis is appropriate when dealing with 
material that requires interpretation – such as our wish to better understand researcher reporting 
practices. Finfgeld-Connett (2014) characterized qualitative content analysis as a ‘flexible data analy-
sis method … for systematically and rigorously integrating, interpreting, and synthesizing qualitative 
findings that have been extracted from multiple qualitative reports’ (p. 342). As such, our final coding 
categories emerged from the data rather than driving our analysis.

We began by identifying publication date, journal discipline, author country of origin, author-iden-
tified research methodology, data types, and phase of the research process the software was used to 
support. The findings of this first phase of analysis are reported in detail in Woods, Paulus, Atkins and 
Macklin (in press). We also determined whether authors provided a minimal, moderate or substan-
tial level of detail about their software use by thematically coding the article sections in which they 
described it. In the second phase, these sections were reviewed in more detail using discourse analysis 
methods (Wood & Kroger, 2000) to determine how researchers described QDAS use, following the 
process outlined by Paulus, Lester, and Britt (2012). Discourse analysis rests on the assumption that 
language choices perform actions rather than represent a static reality. By analyzing the reporting 
language used in their reports, we noted how ‘the metaphors evoked and discourses used around 
technology were always doing something’ (Paulus, Lester, & Britt, 2012, p. 641) such as attributing 
agency to the software, rather than the researcher. We engaged in repeated readings of the texts, mak-
ing analytic and theoretical memos as we interpreted what these language choices were doing. We 
organized our findings around broad patterns of not only what minimal, moderate, and substantial 
reporting practices looked like but also what they tended to accomplish, in particular reflecting on 
potential consequences that these descriptions could have for consumers of the research. The findings 
of this phase of our analysis are reported next.

Findings

We noted three levels of reporting detail: (1) minimally through ‘name-dropping’ (668, 87.5%); (2) 
moderately through general descriptions of software capabilities (77, 10.1%); and (3) substantially by 
including specific details of its use in the study (18, 2.4%).

Minimal reporting: ‘name-dropping’

Most authors provided minimal levels of reporting through one-sentence statements such as: ‘the data 
were analyzed using ATLAS.ti, a QDAS package’ (Lin et al., 2010, p. 175) or ‘NVivo9 software (QSR) 
was used for coding and analysis’ (Rhee, Zwar, & Kemp, 2013, p. 221). While the QDAS program 
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was identified by name, the version was often not specified. Since features of the software can change 
dramatically with each new version, this lack of specificity misrepresents the reality of software to the 
consumer of the study, making it seem as if it is static when in reality it is constantly evolving.

Minimal reporting often included vague statements that software was used to ‘manage and retrieve 
information’ (Tierney & Fox, 2011, p. 32), ‘organise the data’ (Robert et al., 2012, p. 321) or ‘facilitate 
data management’ (Bakos et al., 2008, p. 4). With such limited detail, readers don’t know how the 
programs were used, possibly perpetuating misconceptions about QDAS functionality.

We also noted that these minimal reports were often written in the passive voice, attributing agency 
to the software rather than to the researcher, for example: ‘Computer-assisted thematic analysis using 
NVivo 8 software (QSR International) was conducted on the interview transcripts and notes’ (Banfield 
et al., 2013, p. 3) or ‘The data revealed from the [focus groups] were transcribed verbatim into English 
and analyzed by ATLAS.ti 4.1 qualitative data analysis software’ (Birha, Godesso, Kebede, & Gerbaba, 
2013, p. 4). In contrast, active voice descriptions such as: ‘We systematically analyzed the transcribed 
qualitative data using NVivo software’ (Beck et al., 2010, p. 100) and ‘We used qualitative analysis soft-
ware (ATLAS.ti 5.0, Scientific Software Development, Berlin, Germany) to facilitate data organization 
and retrieval’ (Curry, Taylor, Chen, & Bradley, 2012, p. 3) make it clearer that it is the researchers who 
are controlling the analysis rather than the software.

We noted earlier the persistent concern that using QDAS might impose a methodological ‘straight-
jacket’ by taking control away from the researcher (García-Horta & Guerra-Ramos, 2009; Holbrook & 
Butcher, 1996). Choosing to use passive voice may well perpetuate this concern. Some authors, such 
as Dixon, Ritchie, and Siwale (2006), directly addressed this misconception:

NVIVO is a tool to assist analysis which does not ‘do the thinking’ for the researcher … and cannot develop 
theories from the data. As a computer program it was not a substitute for the ‘analyst core role’ of searching for 
meanings behind any given data set. (p. 411)

Lu and Yuan (2011) similarly clarified, ‘It should be noted that during the coding process, instead of 
the NVivo, human brains have to determine affiliations of all nodes according to the characteristics 
of source contents’ (p. 1254).

QDAS offers a plethora of tools for analysis, such as memo-writing, creating visual networks, and 
querying the coded data-set. Thus, clear descriptions of which features of QDAS were used are crucial 
to helping readers understand the relationship between QDAS and qualitative methods. Without this, 
authors can unintentionally perpetuate misconceptions that ‘doing analysis’ with QDAS is the same 
regardless of the program used, the research methods employed, or the types of data being analyzed.

Moderate reporting: general descriptions of software capabilities

Researchers who provided a moderate level of detail in their reporting went beyond simply naming 
the program to providing brief descriptions of what the software generally does. For example, ‘To aid 
analysis, we used the software ATLAS.ti … which makes it easier to organize the data and synthesise 
the results’ (Cipolletta & Sperotto, 2012, p. 330) and ‘NVivo software is a package which imports and 
stores data relating to qualitative studies such as transcripts, audio recordings, and relevant literature’ 
(Meaney, Anweigi, Ziada, & Allen, 2012, p. 549). Even such short descriptions can provide some 
indication as to how the researchers themselves understand the functionality of the program and 
alert novices to basic definitions.

While moderate reporting did include brief descriptions of techniques supported by QDAS, some 
background knowledge of the programs would be needed to understand them. De Villiers, Koko-
Mhlahlo, and Senekal (2005), for example, wrote that they used ATLAS.ti ‘to analyse the data in the 
following steps: preparation and importing of the data, getting to know and coding the data, retrieval 
and examination of codes and quotations, creation of families and creation of networks’ (p. 520). The 
use of ATLAS.ti jargon (quotations, families and networks) would likely not mean anything to some-
one unfamiliar with the program. In contrast, Lu and Yuan (2011) used and defined program-specific 
terms so that readers could follow what had been done:
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All articles imported into NVivo in this research are called ‘Sources’. The sources were analyzed by using the 
‘Node’ function in NVivo. A node is a collection of references regarding a specific theme. The references were 
gathered when reading through the sources, and references about the same theme were categorized into the 
corresponding node. This process is called ‘coding’. (p. 1254)

Here the authors defined the NVivo term ‘sources’ as referring to material being analyzed and ‘refer-
ences’ and ‘nodes’ when referring to the coding process. This provides greater clarity for the reader.

Some researchers, such as Al Nahyan, Sohal, Fildes, and Hawas (2012), included an in-depth dis-
cussion of program capabilities:

NVivo is a proprietary software package for the organisation and analysis of complex non-numerical unstructured 
qualitative data. It is primarily used by qualitative researchers working with very rich text-based and/or multi-
media information, where deep levels of analysis on small or large volumes of data are required. The software 
allows users to classify, sort and arrange thousands of pieces of information; examine complex relationships in 
the data; and combine subtle analysis with linking, shaping, searching and modeling. (p. 500)

This explanation would allow those unfamiliar with NVivo to appreciate its role in the study. This 
could help to demystify or even de-mythologize QDAS use. More importantly it avoids assuming that 
all readers understand how QDAS works. Nevertheless, authors who provided this kind of general 
description rarely specified whether and how, precisely, they leveraged this potential in their own 
analyses. Consequently, readers were left to infer which software functions were used in the study.

Substantial reporting: specific details of QDAS use in the study

While rare, some researchers did include substantial details of their QDAS use to achieve analytical 
objectives. We considered these articles examples of ‘best practices’, and highlight here those which 
seem particularly useful.

First, substantial reporting practices included detailed descriptions of how the analysis was con-
ducted (Basto, Warson, & Barbour, 2012; Georgiou & Sharma, 2012; Lu & Yuan, 2011). For example, 
Akre, Michaud, Berchtold, and Suris (2010) provided this description:

Transcripts … were transferred to the qualitative analysis software ATLAS.ti (version 5.2) and narrative analysis 
was conducted based on grounded theory process. This included creating quotes and codes for all transcripts 
looking for conceptual similarities and differences and predominant and relevant themes (102 codes were cre-
ated). The size of the quotes-part of a sentence, a whole sentence or a paragraph-was defined according to the 
tackled theme. Each quote could hold several codes. The codes were then synthesized and grouped to form the 

Figure 1. example of coded transcript in atlaS.ti in Passonneau and coffey (2011).
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different hierarchical levels offered by ATLAS.ti such as memos and classified and analyzed in order to answer 
our predefined research questions. (p. 76)

In this description the researcher identified the methodological approach, the software and version, 
and which features were used for the analysis (quotations, codes, and code hierarchies using memos). 
How quotes were defined was clearly articulated, as well as the relationship between the quotes and 
the codes. By doing this, the researcher succinctly provided readers with an understanding of how 
the software was used, which can help educate those unfamiliar with QDAS.

Both NVivo and ATLAS.ti support data-code relationship displays and visualizations. Some authors 
included screen captures of these displays to give a clear indication of how the program had been 
used, what had been produced by doing so, and hence how the analysis was influenced by QDAS use. 
See, for example Figures 1–3.

Figure 2. comparison of cases in matched sites within nVivo as included in lalor et al. (2013).

Figure 3. atlaS.ti network view included by langlois, Parrish, rupert, and daniel (2004).
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Figure 1 shows how coded data in ATLAS.ti appears, which can help novices visualize how the 
software supports analysis. Seeing that data coded by QDAS is in many ways similar to data coded by 
hand may help alleviate concerns that QDAS is automating analysis in ways that take control away 
from the researcher.

Including QDAS program outputs is another way of helping to illustrate how the program influ-
enced the study. For example, including NVivo’s coding matrices or ATLAS.ti’s co-occurrence tables 
illustrated the distribution of codes across categories. Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of case 
management outcome codes across two case study sites. Such a case comparison can be much more 
quickly calculated in NVivo, and including a visual display of a coding output in this way can help 
make the results more transparent to the novice.

Another way that authors provided substantial detail of software use was by including ATLAS.ti 
network views or NVivo models to illustrate relationships among coding categories and to theorize 
conceptual relationships. Figure 3 resembles a network view created in ATLAS.ti, showing how the 
five main themes resulting from an ethnographic study of experienced chiropractors are connected 
to the codes identified in the data. In this case the authors specifically mentioned that the figure was 
generated using the network function of ATLAS.ti.

Articles categorized as containing substantial reporting also described how researchers used the 
software to go beyond coding to a deeper layer of analysis through, for example, queries (e.g. Georgiou 
& Sharma, 2012; Nair, Malhotra, & Ahire, 2011). As the range, sophistication and functionality of 
QDAS increases, researchers face an enduring question as to which programs effectively support the 
analysis they wish to do (Evers, Silver, Mruck, & Peeters, 2011). Detailed accounts in which authors 
identify which program features they used and how they used them to support their work are therefore 
crucial to helping researchers make more informed choices about the options available. For example, 
Basto et al. (2012) imported audio files and transcribed the interviews within NVivo, describing in 
detail not only their use of the node system for coding but also how they used the matrix coding query 
to advance analysis:

Once the tree and free nodes were designated … matrix queries, or comparisons, were conducted using the 
NVivo 8 software. This feature of the software allowed for relationships between the different free and tree node 
themes to be identified. The matrix coding query compares nodes to look for overlapping themes using common 
words from interviews, for example. This allows the user to compare nodes and display the results in a matrix 
or chart … (p. 137)

Prior to the above quote, the researchers defined NVivo jargon (e.g. nodes) and provided a compre-
hensive description of NVivo and how it was used across the study for data organization, transcription, 
and word frequency analysis. They went beyond the basic ‘code and retrieve’ feature of the software 
to the more sophisticated form of analysis that matrix coding queries provide.

Nair et al. (2011), also provided a detailed description of their use of queries for analysis.
To gain deeper insight into the interaction between project management elements and project context, the ‘cod-
ing query’ option in NVIVO 8 was used to search for content matching the three themes (expanded scope of 
analyses, clarity of metrics, and cross functional integration) within the tree nodes representing the five project 
management elements. The results of these queries were analyzed to understand how the three themes were 
referenced in the qualitative data, and how the themes were influenced by project management elements. (p. 538)

In addition to this explanation, an extensive description of NVivo 8 was included in the methods 
section, a table was included with the identified themes, and several charts generated by NVivo were 
included to help the reader visualize the results. The depth of these descriptions can help novices as 
well as experienced researchers understand how QDAS was used to advance the analysis.

Reflective reporting: justification of QDAS use

We found a handful of articles that went beyond substantial description to providing justifications for 
and even reflections on QDAS use. For example, Beaulaurier, Seff, and Newman (2008), argued that:
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One advantage to using ATLAS.ti was that it allowed easy access to the quotations upon which codes, themes, 
relationship maps, and other elements of the analysis were constructed. This facilitated continuous context-based 
checks on the meaning that respondents assigned to concepts, and helped to avoid reifying concepts not contex-
tually grounded in actual respondent quotations. (p. 237)

This description provided a justification for software use based on how it intersected with the analytic 
process, in this case making a claim of improved quality by enabling the researcher to regularly confirm 
that the emergent codes were grounded in the data.

Justifications for QDAS use often included such claims of improved quality; e.g. that it is an improve-
ment over manual analysis, is better able to handle large datasets, improves the rigor of the study, or 
enhances the trustworthiness by providing a transparent audit trail. However, claiming that the use 
of QDAS automatically improves study quality is misleading. Without a detailed explanation of how 
researchers used QDAS to improve study quality, such claims perpetuate misconceptions of who has 
control over the study – QDAS or the researcher.

To illustrate, claims such as ‘the software package ATLAS.ti was used to perform the analysis to 
maximize efficiency and reliability compared to paper and pencil analysis’ (Ismail et al., 2013, p. 119) 
implies that QDAS is always more efficient and reliable than manual analysis. In reality, studies which 
have compared the effectiveness of manual analysis with computer-assisted analysis have illustrated that 
the outcomes will depend on ‘the size of the project, the funds and time available, and the inclination 
and expertise of the researcher’ (Basit, 2003, p. 143).

Any impact that QDAS may have on improved research quality completely depends on how a 
researcher uses the software. Unless rather extensive details are provided, it is impossible to know whether 
or not rigorous, effective, efficient, or transparent outcomes were indeed achieved. Somewhat more 
helpful, perhaps, are justifications such as that provided by Hampton, McGowen, and Cooper (2011):

As a result of the substantial amount of data generated by the in-depth interviews, the research team sought to 
implement a rigorous and structured approach to analysis, using the computer analysis tool NVivo. While recog-
nising that the application of computer technology was no guarantee of quality, the researchers considered that 
it would make the analysis process more efficient and effective. In particular, the versatile nature of the software 
provided an extensive range of facilities for the manipulation of textual data … (p. 593)

The authors here noted that it was the size of the data-set that prompted their adoption of NVivo, 
alongside their desire to be ‘rigorous’ and ‘structured’ in the analysis. They acknowledged that simple 
use of software ‘is no guarantee of quality’ but later in their paper went on to describe the process they 
followed and how they used NVivo in their attempt to make their process ‘more efficient and effective’. 
This level of detail adds transparency by giving the reader enough information to assess the outcomes.

Jakobsen and McLaughlin (2004), too, made a closer link between study quality and QDAS by 
including a table (see Figure 4) dedicated to illustrating the specific mechanisms used to establish 
credibility, dependability and confirmability. Making such a clear connection between the use of 
NVivo (study journal, memos, dependability audit, traceability of sources) and how it contributed to 
the study’s trustworthiness is quite helpful for the reader because it demonstrates the face validity of 
the authors claims that using the program this way did enhance the trustworthiness of the research, 
and to show other researchers precisely how they could achieve similar outcomes for their own work.

Finally, while some have noted the ability of QDAS to enhance researcher reflexivity (García-Horta 
& Guerra-Ramos, 2009; Kikooma, 2010), there was little discussion of this in the articles we reviewed. 
One notable exception included Fonteyn and Bauer-Wu (2005):

To what extent did NVivo assist in the qualitative evaluation of the intervention? NVivo greatly facilitated the 
process of examining participants’ various responses to the interview questions. Since the purpose of the quali-
tative analysis was pragmatic … NVivo provided an efficient means for managing and categorizing participants’ 
responses to the interview questions, and facilitated subsequent use of the data to further develop and improve 
the intervention. (p. 250)

Here the researchers reflected on the role that NVivo played in the project by facilitating management 
and categorization of the data, concluding that it improved the study’s efficiency and ultimately helped 
to improve the intervention that it was used to evaluate.
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Discussion

Our study was undertaken to investigate how researchers report their use of QDAS, so as to test empir-
ical support for suggestions in the methodological literature that QDAS can help researchers make 
their research processes more transparent. Consistent with Jackson (2014), we suggest this potential 
has yet to be fulfilled due to shortcomings in the ways that researchers report QDAS use. The majority 
of current reporting practices may actually perpetuate misconceptions about the role and impact of 
QDAS. Reporting the name but not the version of the software can lead to the misconception that 
QDAS is static, when it is constantly evolving in response to researcher needs. Using the passive 
instead of active voice can lead to the perception that it is the software, instead of the researcher, 
who controls the analysis. Failing to explain jargon can leave readers bewildered about the program. 
Claiming that mere use of QDAS automatically improves the quality of the analysis is not justifiable in 
absence of a thorough description of how the software was used to do so. In contrast, succinct, clear 
descriptions of which features of the software were used to support the analysis and how they were 
used, supplemented by program outputs and visual displays can help make the entire analysis process 
more transparent. Reflecting on whether the software lived up to researcher expectations, including a 
critique or recommendations for future use, is the most useful reporting practice of all.

Reports of QDAS use must be sufficient to enable readers to understand what software was used, 
how and why it was used, and how effective it was. We propose the following best practices for doing so.

(1)  Identify which software version was used, given software functionality changes over time.
(2)  Use active rather than passive voice when describing software use, so as not to give the 

impression that the software rather than the researcher is conducting the analysis.
(3)  Provide a description of what the software is generally used for, avoiding (or explaining) 

jargon, along with a rationale for its use, e.g. specific advantages that the software offered 
for the analysis.

(4)  Cite the resources consulted when learning the software (e.g. Bazeley & Jackson, 2013; Friese, 
2014) to provide (a) evidence that the full functionality of the software was understood by 
the researchers and (b) a resource for others to learn more about the program.

(5)  Describe the features used at each step of the process, including screen captures and program 
outputs when possible to display the analysis. Consider including screen shots of the coding 
structure, program outputs of query results, and any visual representations of data or findings 
that were generated.

Figure 4. table included in Jakobsen and Mclaughlin (2004) linking trustworthiness with use of nVIVo.
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(6)  Substantiate any claims of improved study quality with specific details of how the program 
assisted in achieving specific measures of quality (Tracy, 2010).

(7)  Reflect on the merits and limitations of QDAS use in the study, especially whether it achieved 
the intended outcomes.

Ultimately, the researcher must exercise good judgement around the extent of QDAS reporting given 
the context of the research. Anecdotal evidence suggests some authors have been actively discouraged 
by reviewers and journal editors from describing QDAS use in depth due to page limitations or other 
constraints. Notwithstanding, as illustrated in our findings, it is possible to provide careful and rich 
descriptions of QDAS use in relatively few paragraphs. We encourage journals to incorporate these 
components into their guidelines for publication.

Conclusion

This study provides an important step in understanding the reporting of QDAS use. As we explored 
only the reporting practices of ATLAS.ti and NVivo users, future studies may want to explore whether 
researchers using other QDAS programs report findings in different ways. Too, as our study examined 
articles indexed in one multidisciplinary database, Scopus, where health sciences articles dominated, 
future studies could examine publications indexed in additional multidisciplinary and subject-specific 
databases to possibly capture a greater variety of disciplines.

We note that, within the health sciences, both the consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative 
research (Tong, Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007) and the guidelines for enhancing transparency in qualitative 
research (Tong, Flemming, McInnes, Oliver, & Craig, 2012) recommend identifying software programs 
that were used. While Tong et al. (2012) suggested that ‘details about the use of software … can allow 
readers to assess the dependability of the findings … [thus enabling] readers to assess whether data 
are managed in a systemic way’ (p. 7), our findings show that few researchers went beyond ‘name 
dropping’. Thus, while researchers in the health sciences are meeting the technical recommendation 
to name the software, they are not providing enough details to help the reader assess the dependability 
of the findings.

To further explore why researchers are using these reporting practices, it may be worthwhile con-
ducting in-depth interviews with authors whose reporting of QDAS has been cursory and with those 
who have been far more detailed. This would help the qualitative research community better under-
stand the drivers for reporting practices. Journal submission requirements, editors’ expectations, and 
the technical limitations of publishing may also impact reporting practices. Surveying or interviewing 
people in the academic publishing communities may shed light into these practices.

Note
1.  We did not search for alternate or misspellings of the software. The terms ‘atlas’ and ‘nudist’ retrieved too 

many false positive results. We did account for earlier names to the extent we could identify them on company 
websites and Wikipedia.
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