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Recursive Abstraction Method for Analysing Qualitative Data 
 
Recursive Abstraction is a method used for the analysis of qualitative data (Polkinghorne and 
Taylor, 2019). This qualitative data can be derived from data obtained from interviews 
(including group, semi-structured and unstructured interview formats), focus groups, and any 
other form of narrative based feedback, reports or accounts. As such, Recursive Abstraction 
is currently being applied in a wide range of discipline areas (Guzys et al., 2017; Ortiz et al., 
2020; Rodriguez et al., 2020), and is particularly relevant to professionals and educators 
involved in Tourism Management and Marketing (Polkinghorne et al., 2020).  
 
Often, in the case of Tourism Management and Marketing, qualitative data compiled for 
analysis is an expression of the views and opinions of those participating in the research, and 
so the data is inherently subjective. Whereas quantitative data is focussed on specifics, 
qualitative data is therefore more concerned with the identification of underlying patterns 
and trends, which need to be analysed in order for them to be revealed. Unlike other thematic 
analysis techniques, Recursive Abstraction operates as an iterative process in a series of 
repeatable steps. These steps include the identification of initial high-level themes, followed 
by the paraphrasing and coding of the data within these themes. As the data is collapsed, new 
emergent themes will often appear, which are then used to replace the original themes. The 
data is combined and collapsed repeatedly until a final set of Themes (high level groups or 
categories) and Codes (low level subject indicators) are revealed, which inform our 
understanding of the research phenomenon being investigated. The six steps of Recursive 
Abstraction are listed below (Polkinghorne and Arnold, 2014): 
 

• Step 1 – Highlight the data of interest within the text; 

• Step 2 – Extract the highlighted data and place it within a table or similar construct; 

• Step 3 – Paraphrase the data, i.e. use your own words to replace the data, whilst 
maintaining the overall meaning; 

• Step 4 – Group the paraphrased data relating to different topics together to form 
Themes. Everything within a Theme will be related in some capacity. For example, 
Themes relating to the feedback from guests staying at a hotel may include ‘arrival’, 
‘accommodation’, ‘catering’, ‘activities’, and ‘departure’; 

• Step 5 – Replace the paraphrased data with Codes. Codes should encapsulate as much 
of the meaning in the paraphrased data as possible but using only a few words. The 
same Codes should be used whenever it is appropriate to do so. In this step it is 
important for the researcher to recognise that similar points may have been expressed 
in different ways. For example, “this is the best room ever”, “the room provides a 

https://staffprofiles.bournemouth.ac.uk/display/polkinghornem


satisfactory level of accommodation” and “I like the room’s facilities” are all 
fundamentally a positive reflection on the room, and each could therefore be replaced 
by the same Code of “Great Room”.  
Steps 4 and 5 are repeated iteratively until the data analysis process is complete. 

• Step 6 – The data that emerges from the final application of Step 5 are the findings of 
the research. These findings need to be reviewed in three ways: 

1. To check that no change in meaning has occurred to the data during the 
process of extraction, paraphrasing, grouping into Themes, and then into 
Coding; 

2. To identify patterns and trends in the data. For example, there might be a 
gender difference in the results, or perhaps the results for one hotel might 
be quite different from the results for another hotel, even though they 
have the same operational standards and processes; 

3. To develop recommendations which are based upon the findings. The 
output of research should always be to arrive at a better understanding of 
the phenomenon being investigated. Based upon this new understanding, 
change can be initiated. 

 
As an example scenario, imagine a research project which explores the thoughts and views of 
holiday-makers using the local airport. The plan is to interview four different travellers at the 
airport as they each return from their summer vacations. From these interviews, the following 
comments have been identified (Step 1) and extracted (Step 2) for analysis: 
 
Younger Male Traveller:  

• “Booking the tickets is really easy and quick” 

• "I like the really early flights as it means I arrive before lunchtime”  

• “Baggage delays can ruin a holiday”  
 
Younger Female Traveller: 

• “Flight times were so early in the morning, but I don’t mind” 

• “What cool destinations the company flies to now!” 

• “Wow! how long did we have to wait to collect our bags!!!” 
 

Older Male Traveller:  

• “Limited parking space can be tricky” 

• “Long security delays are a problem” 

• “Booking the tickets is easy using the APP”  

• “I now know to book early if I want to get the best flight times”  
 
 
Older Female Traveller:  

• “The company flies to some really nice destinations”  

• “I wish the company would put on more flights” 

• “I don’t like the long security queues” 

• “There wasn’t enough parking when I needed it” 
 



Once the data has been paraphrased (Step 3), grouped into Themes (Step 4), and then the 
paraphrased data replaced with appropriate Codes (Step 5), the final findings of the research 
will remain from which patterns and trends can be identified (Step 6). Example findings from 
Step 5 are illustrated in Table 1. 
 

  Older  
Travellers 

Younger  
Travellers 

Themes Codes Male Female Male Female 

Trip 
Flight Times * * * * 

Destinations  *  * 

Arrival 
Security Queues * *   

Baggage Delays   * * 

Planning 
Parking Availability * *   

Booking Tickets *  *  

 
Table 1 – Findings Summary of Themes, Codes and Patterns Identified in the Interview Data 
 
Recommendations can now be deduced from the findings summary in Table 1. For example, older 
travellers are concerned about parking problems, and perhaps this could be addressed by a park and 
ride system, a larger parking area or advance parking reservation service. All travellers would value 
more flight time options, and maybe the range of flights could be expanded dependent upon demand. 
Female travellers valued the destination choices. Older travellers noted the long security queues, 
which could be addressed with more staff at busy times. Younger travellers were frustrated by the 
delays with baggage which could be addressed with more information and/or more staff. Male 
travellers appreciated the efficient booking system for tickets, and perhaps this can become a selling 
point in the future. 
 
If a researcher wishes to identify ‘how many’ people agree with an aspect of the phenomenon being 
investigated, then a quantitative data method is the most appropriate choice. However, if a researcher 
wishes to understand ‘why’ people agree with an aspect of the phenomenon being investigated, then 
a qualitative data method is the most appropriate choice (Saunders et al., 2016). In this situation, 
Recursive Abstraction can play a pivotal role in the identification of patterns and trends hidden within 
the data. 
 
Compared to other methods for qualitative data analysis, such as content analysis and thematic 
analysis, Recursive Abstraction is increasingly used within academic and professional studies 
(Thompson, 2018). The recursive nature of the process supports a more flexible approach to data 
analysis, enabling the process to respond dynamically to patterns and trends that emerge. 
Furthermore, the approach is simple to apply, and is effect in identifying patterns and trends hidden 
within the data, without the need to use specialist analysis software and tools. 

 
 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

References 
 



Guzys, D., Threlkeld, G., Dickson-Swift, V. and Kenny, A., (2017). Rural and regional community health 
service boards: perceptions of community health – a Delphi study. Australian Journal of Primary 
Health, 23 (6), 543-548, https://doi.org/10.1071/PY16123 
 
Polkinghorne, M. and Arnold, A., (2014). A Six Step Guide to Using Recursive Abstraction Applied to the 
Qualitative Analysis of Interview Data. Poole: Bournemouth University, 
http://eprints.bournemouth.ac.uk/21367/1/ISBN%20978-1-85899-296-9.pdf 

Polkinghorne, M., Roushan, G. and Taylor, J., (2017). Considering the marketing of higher education: 
the role of student learning gain as a potential indicator of teaching quality. Journal of Marketing for 
Higher Education, 27 (2), 213-232, https://doi.org/10.1080/08841241.2017.1380741 

Polkinghorne, M. and Taylor, J., (2019). Switching on the BBC: using recursive abstraction to undertake 
a narrative inquiry-based investigation into the BBC’s early strategic business and management 
issues. SAGE Research Methods Cases, Part 2, 1-20, DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781526473134 
 
Ortiz, M., Hyun Kim, D., Bluyssen, P., (2020). Substantiation of home occupant archetypes with the 
use of generative techniques: analysis and results of focus groups. Intelligent Buildings 
International, Advanced Online Publication, DOI: 10.1080/17508975.2020.1747381 
 
Rodriguez, F., Hussenoeder, F., Spilski, J., Conrad, I. and Riedel-Heller, S., (2020). Evaluation of a 
multidisciplinary concept of mental demands at work on cognitive functioning in old age. Aging & 
Mental Health, Advanced Online Publication. DOI: 10.1080/13607863.2020.1758918 
 
Saunders, M., Lewis, A. and Thornhill, A., (2016). Research Methods for Business Students, 7th Edition. 
London: Pearson. 
 
Thompson, K., (2018). A Framework for Using Social Media in the Practice of Project 
Management. Doctorate Thesis (Doctorate). Poole: Bournemouth University, 
http://eprints.bournemouth.ac.uk/31120/1/THOMPSON%2C%20Karen%20Margaret_Ph.D._2017.pd
f 

 
 

https://staffprofiles.bournemouth.ac.uk/display/polkinghornem
https://staffprofiles.bournemouth.ac.uk/display/polkinghornem
https://staffprofiles.bournemouth.ac.uk/display/groushan
https://staffprofiles.bournemouth.ac.uk/display/jetaylor
https://staffprofiles.bournemouth.ac.uk/display/polkinghornem
https://staffprofiles.bournemouth.ac.uk/display/jetaylor

