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between the researcher and those who are being 
studied, one would do well to ask, “Why is the re-
search done? How is it done? Who defines, initiates 
and conducts the research? On/with/for whom is the 
research carried out? What topics are addressed? 
Who benefits and how? Who interprets for whom 
and who represents whom?” (Hales, 2006, p. 243). 
Many sources of information, including much of the 
research in the social sciences, serves some larger if 
unstated political or cultural purpose. Kempf (2006), 
for example, in an analysis of history textbooks and 
Ontario Ministry of Education guidelines from 1860 
to 2006, concludes that a lot of this material showed 
a disrespect for Indigenous perspectives and ways of 
knowing, and in effect provided a rationalization for 
the mistreatment of Indigenous Canadians.

What things need to be 
analyzed?
Obviously, what is to be analyzed depends on the 
specific research questions. In mainly quantita-
tive studies, these elements are usually specified 
in advance in order to guide both the selection of 
the media to be assessed and the construction of the 
coding schedule. They usually include words, sub-
jects and themes, and value positions, as discussed 
next.

Words

Determining the frequency with which certain 
words are used is often the first step in content an-
alysis. Jagger (1998), for example, searched dating 
advertisements and counted words such as “slim” 
and “non-smoker” to compare women and men with 
respect to what each deemed desirable in a date (see 
Box 12.5). Simple counting of particular words can 
reveal emphasis, style of writing or presentation, and 
even the overplaying of certain events. For example, 
Dunning et al. (1988) noted a tendency for the Brit-
ish press to sensationalize disturbances at soccer 
matches by using emotive words such as “hooligans” 
and “louts” to refer to audience members, and terms 
such as “battle” to refer to a game; less dramatic 
terms such as “fans” or “contest” would have encour-
aged more neutral responses among readers.

A variation on the search for individual keywords 
is the search for pairings of keywords. The growing 
availability of the written news media online greatly 
facilitates this kind of search. Hier (2002) found 
“rave” and “drug use” to be frequently linked, which 
may have encouraged readers to believe that raves 
must be controlled. Parnaby (2003), on the other 
hand, noted that “squeegee kids” and “homelessness” 
were not paired, even though many of the “kids” 
were in fact homeless; as a result of this omission, 

 Checklist 

Checklist for evaluating documents

Have the following questions been answered?

☐ Who produced the document?

☐ Why was the document produced?

☐ Was the person or group who produced the
document in a position to write authorita-
tively about the subject?

☐ Is the material genuine?

☐ Did the author have an axe to grind or a par-
ticular slant to promote?

☐ Is the document typical of its kind? If not, is it
possible to establish how atypical it is and in
what ways?

☐ Is the meaning of the document clear?

☐ Can the events or accounts presented in the
document be corroborated?

☐ Are there different interpretations of the
document from the one you offer? If so,
what are they? Have you discounted them?
If so, why?


